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  Field Notes on Anonymous Desire

An Erotic Novel of Anonymity, Obsession, and a Body That Learned to Taste



Methodology

Her apartment occupied the second floor of a clapboard duplex six blocks from campus. Mornings, it smelled like cumin and Priya’s shampoo — something coconut, drugstore-brand, thick enough to leave a film on the shower tiles that Clara wiped down every third day. She poured coffee from the twelve-dollar machine Priya had found at a garage sale, the carafe permanently stained brown along its interior, and carried the mug to her desk without drinking. She would drink it cold. She always drank it cold. Not preference — just timing. She’d sit down, open a file, and surface ninety minutes later to find the mug room-temperature, the coffee developing a skim of oil across its surface. This was fine. Coffee was fuel. Temperature was irrelevant.

The desk faced a window that looked out on the neighbor’s chain-link fence and a row of garbage cans, but Clara had covered the lower half of the glass with a printout of her thesis timeline — eighteen months, color-coded, naturally — so her view was a grid of tasks instead of trash day.

Priya’s bedroom door opened at 8:40, same as always. Priya Mehta operated on her own clock, independent of alarms, syllabi, or social contracts. She appeared in the kitchen doorway wearing an oversized Radiohead t-shirt that hung past her thighs and a pair of boxer shorts she’d stolen from an ex two semesters back. Her hair — thick, dark as boiled-down molasses, usually braided — had come half-undone during sleep, loose strands stuck to one cheek. She had the kind of face that always looked like it was about to laugh: round, brown-skinned, full cheeks, wide-set eyes with permanent dark circles she never bothered concealing. Broad shoulders for her height. A soft belly that pressed against the shirt’s fabric when she stretched, which she did now, arms above her head, yawning with her whole body. The gold nose stud caught kitchen light. An ink spot marked her left wrist from a pen she kept forgetting to cap.

»Coffee?« Priya said, already reaching for the carafe.

»Made it twenty minutes ago.«

»So it’s hot?«

»Lukewarm, probably.«

»Your commitment to drinking cold coffee is genuinely unhinged,« Priya said. She poured herself a cup and added enough sugar to make the spoon stand upright, then dropped into the chair across from Clara’s desk. »Big day.«

Clara didn’t look up from her screen. »It’s a Tuesday.«

»It’s thesis-pitch Tuesday. Which is different from regular Tuesday. Regular Tuesday doesn’t decide the next two years of your academic life.« Priya blew on her coffee, which was unnecessary given the temperature. »You nervous?«

»No.«

»Liar.«

Clara highlighted a sentence on her screen — teal, quotes she might use — and said nothing. Priya was right, but the nervousness lived in her body rather than her thoughts. A tightness across her shoulders. Jaw clamped shut so habitually she sometimes forgot to unclench it until the ache reminded her.

Girl needs to get laid before she starts alphabetizing her spice rack by Latin name, Priya thought, watching Clara’s rigid posture over the rim of her mug.

The campus was fourteen minutes by foot if she cut through the engineering lot. Clara timed everything — not obsessively, not like a disorder, more like a woman who preferred her world measured. Known quantities. Data points. She crossed the quad at 9:16, early October air carrying the smell of wet concrete and burning leaves from the groundskeeping crew, and entered the humanities building through the side door she always used because the front entrance funneled past the student organization tables and the people who wanted her to sign things.

Dr. Javier Moreno’s office occupied a corner of the third floor, between the adjunct bullpen and a supply closet that hadn’t been unlocked in years. The door was open — always open, Moreno’s version of an open-door policy that he fulfilled literally while remaining emotionally barricaded behind his desk.

She knocked on the frame anyway. He looked up.

Moreno was the kind of man who aged into his face rather than against it. Mid-fifties. Silver-threaded black hair swept back from a widow’s peak, not styled so much as trained by decades of the same motion. Narrow features, deep parenthetical lines bracketing his mouth, dark eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses that sat slightly crooked because he’d bent the left arm and never fixed it. Lean — the kind of thin that came from forgetting meals, not from trying. Long fingers, the right index and middle stained faintly yellow from years of cigarettes he’d supposedly quit. His office smelled like pipe tobacco despite the patches on his forearm, and old paper, and the specific staleness of a room whose window didn’t open.

»Miss Saito.« He gestured to the chair. »Sit.«

She sat. Her thesis proposal was a seven-page document in a manila folder she’d printed that morning. She placed it on his desk, aligned it with the edge, and folded her hands in her lap.

Moreno read the title page. His eyebrows moved — one up, one staying. A microexpression Clara had learned to decode over the past year: interest with reservations.

»Liminal bodies,« he read. »Anonymous sexual exchange and the architecture of the American gloryhole.«

»Yes.«

He turned the page. Read. Clara watched his eyes track left to right, the pace steady, no skipping. He was actually reading it. Some advisors skimmed — she’d seen it, the way their eyes jumped, cherry-picking keywords. Moreno read everything. It was the thing she respected most about him and the thing that made him most dangerous.

Two minutes. Three. The hallway outside buzzed with passing conversation — someone arguing about a parking ticket, a laugh that sounded like a bark. Clara kept her hands still.

Moreno set the proposal down and removed his glasses, pressing his thumb and forefinger into the bridge of his nose. »Your methodology section is strong. Your literature review is thin — you’re leaning too heavily on Berlant and Edelman and not engaging with the ethnographic precedents. Humphreys did tearoom work in the sixties that you should be citing.«

»I cite Humphreys on page four. Footnote eleven.«

»In a footnote. He should be in your body text.« Moreno replaced his glasses. »Your framing is provocative, which is fine. Provocative gets committee attention. But provocation without rigor gets you a polite rejection and a suggestion to study something safer. You understand.«

»I do.«

He leaned back. The chair protested — an old wooden swivel that sounded like it was being strangled. »Why this topic?«

Clara had prepared for this question. She’d rehearsed the answer in the shower that morning, the words neat and clinical: anonymous sexual spaces as sites of identity negotiation, the intersection of architecture and desire, the way physical structures enable or constrain —

»I think the anonymity changes what people are willing to become,« she said instead, and the sentence surprised her. It wasn’t from her rehearsal. It came from somewhere lower, some pre-verbal pocket she hadn’t known she was carrying.

Moreno studied her. Four seconds. Five.

Interesting, he thought. She picked the one topic guaranteed to make the committee sweat. And she just said something real by accident. Might have something after all.

»I’ll sign off,« he said. »Revise the literature review. Expand Humphreys, bring in Delph, and you should look at Tewksbury’s booth work from ’96. Resubmit to me by Friday, I’ll forward to the committee Monday.« He picked up the folder and held it toward her — not returning it, offering it back. The distinction mattered. He was giving it back as something worth continuing. »Don’t let the provocation lead, Clara. Let the work lead. The provocation will take care of itself.«

She took the folder. Stood. Nodded once. And then she was in the hallway with the folder against her chest and her pulse knocking somewhere behind her sternum — not fast, not panicked, just present in a way it usually wasn’t. A door had opened into a room she’d only seen from outside.

She walked home. Didn’t cut through the engineering lot this time. Took the long way, past the strip of restaurants on Millard Street, the smell of fried garlic and bus exhaust mixing in the damp October air. She wasn’t thinking about the committee or the literature review or Humphreys. She was thinking about what she’d said in Moreno’s office — the sentence that had arrived uninvited. I think the anonymity changes what people are willing to become.

It was true. She just hadn’t known she thought it until it left her mouth.

That night, alone in her room with the door closed, Clara lay in the dark and slid her hand beneath the waistband of her sleep shorts. She did this sometimes. Not often. Once a week, maybe less — a maintenance task, like flossing or wiping down the shower tiles. She kept it efficient. She knew what worked: two fingers, steady circles, a scenario she’d constructed years ago — vague, safe, a faceless pressure, warmth, the idea of being touched without having to navigate the touching. The sheets smelled like detergent and nothing else. Her fingers carried the faint bitterness of the coffee she’d been drinking all day.

She came in under four minutes. A small contraction, a held breath, the tension releasing from her legs like a snapped rubber band. No sound. No scent of herself rising to meet her — just the clean, laundered blankness of a body completing a task. She wiped her hand on the sheet and turned onto her side.

But something stayed. A residue she couldn’t tag or categorize. Not dissatisfaction — she’d accomplished the task. Something adjacent to it. A flicker of the same current that had hummed through her in Moreno’s hallway, the door-opening pull. She pressed her face into the pillow and smelled laundry detergent and, underneath it, the faintest trace of Priya’s coconut shampoo that had migrated into everything they owned.

Clara reached for her phone, opened her thesis document, and added Humphreys to the body text of the literature review. She typed until 1 AM, her body still warm, the room dark except for the screen’s glow, the cursor blinking at the end of an incomplete sentence about anonymous desire.





Literature Review

With the committee submission in Moreno’s hands, Clara turned to the part she’d been circling for weeks: primary research. Not the archival kind. Not Humphreys and his license-plate tracing, not Tewksbury counting booth occupants through one-way glass. The living kind. Forum posts. Confessionals. First-person accounts written by people who’d actually knelt on a dirty floor and put their mouths on strangers.

She started with the academic databases and found what she expected — sanitized, coded, third-person observations wrapped in so much theoretical framing that the human subject disappeared entirely. Useful for citation. Useless for understanding. She moved to the forums.

The university library had a basement floor that smelled like carpet adhesive and recycled air, lit by fluorescents that hummed at a frequency Clara registered in her teeth. She chose a carrel in the back corner, angled her laptop screen toward the wall, and opened an incognito browser tab. The gesture was ridiculous — she was conducting research, not hiding something — but her fingers had done it automatically, the way they’d done it at sixteen when she’d first searched for things she wasn’t ready to name.

She found three forums within the first hour. Two were exactly what she’d expected: crude, male-dominated, the accounts written with the blunt transactional energy of men describing a service they’d received. Cock size and technique and whether the mouth on the other side was worth the twenty-dollar booth fee. Clara took notes in her field journal — clinical shorthand, tagged by theme: anonymity, transaction, performance, dehumanization.

The third forum was different.

It was women-focused, moderated, the interface clean and dated in the way that signaled it had been running for years without a redesign. The posts were longer. The language shifted — still explicit but textured with something the male forums lacked entirely. Context. History. The why underneath the what.

Clara read for four hours. She forgot about the fluorescent hum. Her coffee went cold in the travel mug she’d brought, the smell of stale French roast mixing with the carpet-adhesive basement air. She read an account from a woman in Portland who described her first time at a booth — the panic, the smell of bleach and someone else’s cologne, the way her hands shook until the moment they didn’t. She read another from a woman in Chicago who went every Thursday for six months and described the anonymity as a room where the performance stops. A teacher in Austin who said she’d never been more honest than when no one could see her face.

Clara highlighted the Portland account. Then the Chicago one. She opened her field journal and wrote: Recurring motif — anonymity as permission structure. Not absence of self but absence of the performed self. The women describe release, not from morality but from the specific labor of being perceived.

She sat back. The carrel was small enough that the chair bumped the partition behind her. She read the Portland woman’s post again — a specific section, the part where she described kneeling in the dark and hearing the man on the other side breathing, and realizing that neither of them existed to each other as people, and the freedom in that, the terrifying freedom, and how she’d never been more like a body and less like a character in someone else’s story.

Clara unhighlighted the passage. Then highlighted it again. Her field journal stayed open but she didn’t write. Something was sitting in her chest that she couldn’t tag with a theme code. Not arousal — she would have recognized arousal, categorized it, set it aside. Something prior to arousal. A recognition. A door she was standing in front of that she hadn’t walked through yet but could feel the draft coming under.

She packed up at ten. The library was nearly empty — a few undergrads in the group study rooms, visible through the glass like specimens in observation tanks, and a janitor pushing a mop bucket down the hall, wheels squeaking on linoleum. Clara walked to the elevator and caught her own reflection in the stainless-steel doors: hair pulled back, reading glasses pushed up on her head, the oversized flannel she wore when she didn’t plan on seeing anyone. She looked exactly like what she was. A graduate student doing research. Nothing about her reflection suggested anything had changed.

The search for a field site took another week. Clara needed a venue that would grant research access, which eliminated most options immediately — gloryholes existed in the margins, in places that survived by not being documented. She called adult bookstores and was hung up on twice. She emailed the owners of private clubs she found through the forums and received one response: a polite refusal and a recommendation to try a place called THRESHOLD.

THRESHOLD didn’t have a website. It had a phone number listed on one forum and a street address on another — both confirmed as matching by a woman who’d posted a review eight months prior. The address placed it in the arts district, on a block Clara recognized from a coffee shop she’d been to once. She’d walked past it. She was certain. One of those nondescript storefronts with tinted windows that could have been anything — a yoga studio, a tax office, a place where people knelt in the dark and opened their mouths for strangers.

Clara typed the phone number into her contacts. She stared at it for two days before calling.

The voice that answered was male, unhurried, slightly amused, as though the phone ringing was a minor curiosity rather than an event. Clara identified herself — name, university, department — and explained her project in the same clinical language she’d used with Moreno. Anonymous sexual subcultures. Architectural analysis. Ethnographic methodology. She heard herself talking and sounded like a recording of a person who had never once been aroused.

The voice told her his name was Lorenzo. He told her THRESHOLD didn’t typically accommodate academic inquiries. He asked her what, specifically, she wanted to observe. She told him. The line went quiet for long enough that she checked her screen to make sure the call hadn’t dropped.

»Come see the space,« he said. »Wednesday. After four. The door’s the one without a sign.«

He hung up. Clara put the phone down and realized she’d been standing the entire call — pressed against her kitchen counter, one hand gripping the edge hard enough to leave the laminate pattern imprinted on her palm.

She opened her field journal and wrote: Field site identified. THRESHOLD, arts district. Site visit Wednesday. Clinical. Tagged. Filed.

She closed the journal and pressed her palm flat against the counter where the imprint was already fading, the grid pattern dissolving back into unmarked skin.





IRB Approval

The door without a sign was between a printmaking studio and a place that sold imported kitchenware. Clara stood across the street for four minutes before crossing — she counted, hating herself for counting — and pressed the buzzer that sat flush with the brickwork at chest height. No nameplate. No hours posted. Just a small brass button oxidized green at the edges.

The lock clicked without anyone asking who she was. Either Lorenzo was expecting her or the building didn’t much care who walked in.

The hallway on the other side was narrow. Poured concrete floor, exposed ductwork overhead, the kind of industrial renovation that could have been a gallery or a startup office or, apparently, a place where strangers had sex through walls. It smelled like cedar — real cedar, warm and resinous, mixed with something astringent Clara couldn’t identify. Cleaning solution, maybe. Or paint thinner bleeding through from the printmaking studio next door.
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