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As an unofficial sex crimes detective, it’s my civic duty to report upon the comings and goings of my current suspect. Professor Branden T. Sizemore, aged thirty-five, is a hippie-haired, drippy-nosed, faux #freelove type with a nasally actorish voice. On the first day of Fall semester, he tried to make the students in his Advanced Creative Writing III class believe he was the collegiate crème de la crème. He boasted about having held court with a handful of illustrious authors, famous lecturers, and lauded literary pioneers.

Suspicious of this recycled speech (I took ACW II last semester), I looked up his claims online and found no corroborating evidence of these fabled encounters with various genre giants. However, I did find plenty of his writing samples on his “categorically uninhibited” website. Not one of them impressed me. His blog entries read like whitewashed Toni Morrison freestyle prose from the founding fathers’ fusty perspective. Dismayed, I realized I was dealing with a pathological liar who would likely have little insight on how to improve his students’ creative compositions. I called upon my witchy dark magic to select a different prof for ACW III, but the Powers that Be were not on my side.

Yesterday, during our progress-based student-teacher chat, Sizemore copped to some gray sexual tendencies, like how he once watched gay porn “for sociological research,” and based our class writing assignment, Letters to a Reluctant Paramour, on implicitly homoerotic relationships such as Batman and Robin, Holmes and Watson, male/male prison couples from his hate-watch of Oz, etc.

Here’s where it gets weirder: according to him, Professor Sizemore finds the idea of a female author successfully portraying the perspective of a queer man to be “intellectually stimulating and tantalizingly subversive”—as if he didn’t realize women writers often write male/male erotica. Also, he revealed it was his “estimable hope” I would fulfill the “G niche” since no one else in class had opted to portray a male/male pairing in their letter-writing series. I broke the news to him that I had already begun preparing an excerpt from my WIP lesbian nineteen-fifties the-spy-who-seduced-me romance novel, but he promised me a “chance to scintillate” if I switched my focus to align with his need to third-party perve out via fictitious narcissists coming to terms with their repressed homosexuality. Yawn.

Still, ever the opportunist, I offered, “Yeah, my roommate’s gay—I’ll get my tips directly from the source.”

In response, Sizemore patted my thigh for over three-point-five seconds … and then I realized not only was he nebulously un-straight, but he was also one of those dudes. You know, the ones who think of women as pets, orifices, or furniture. Ugh.

Here are the highlights of my ongoing investigation (code name: Operation Summa Cum Laude):





	While examining some bullshit “authentic literary correspondence” he wished me to use as reference for my letters project, he inched closer and closer until we were shoulder to shoulder, hip to hip, head to head. I gritted my teeth against the onslaught of physical contact but reminded myself that I needed to pass his class to keep my scholarship intact. Where there’s a will(ing), there’s a way.

	I purposefully wore a white shirt on this rainy day and abstained from engaging the first three buttons—I had a hunch the flashes of flesh would titillate. No, I’m not above provocation. Obviously. Shh! Don’t let my fellow feminists know.

	When he showed me the mistakes I had made on a recent exam, I could feel the heat of his hands. I almost placed my little paw atop his to check Prof’s frequency sensitivity (LOL: “Damn, Professor Sizemore. You run hot!”) Obviously, I didn’t touch him, because ew, and NO.

	As I took notes crouched by the filing cabinet, I felt his piggy eyes roaming over my curves. (I made sure my ass cheeks fanned out.) With calculated timing, I dropped my pencil and let him preview my goodies—backside and front—a peek of something he’ll never have the privilege of experiencing in a tactile way! Certain men love this type of erotic torture because they’re self-aware enough to realize they wouldn’t know how to handle all my ushy-gushy in the first place.

	Sizemore caught me pretending to check out his package. (Gag!) In response, his gaze surfed over my tits. I made sure to stick out my chest to show him the twins spilling over their too-tiny bra cups. Sucker’s eyes fell right into the honeypot! He played obvious pocket pool; shortly thereafter, he disappeared into the restroom and emerged over five minutes later without the stench of shit trailing after him. Hm. Note: next time, check the trash receptacle for damp and/or oddly balled-up paper products. Also, sniff the air for the distinctive odor of spent semen. (Trying not to puke as I jot this down.) Side note: this deliberate titillation, though performed for a noble cause, is taking a toll on me, both mentally and physically. Vomiting as a symptom of extreme disgust is not a remote possibility. 







I’m going to require a long, hot shower after this mission concludes. The compensation will be a flawless GPA and my long-awaited reckoning against a misogynistic pretender. After I write my official complaint about his deplorable conduct, he’ll be lucky if he ever works in this town again! There’s a fine line between favoritism and fascism, but I’ll keep straddling it. Besides, I’m 99.99% convinced he wants me to strap it on. Some dudes subconsciously want to get fucked.

Detective Carmen, over and out!

***

It’s Wednesday afternoon around two-thirty: prime time for low-key aural surveillance at the coffee shop. Though the customers are few, their words are many. Take the loquacious, flip-flop-wearing slacker shooting off about “chick issues” with the passive barista—he craves an audience’s undivided attention for his post-modern, still-sexist views of his girlfriend’s role in their relationship.

“Should I have to, like, ask her to make my morning coffee? You’d think she’d want to me in a good mood to, like, inspire my generosity. It’s not like she’s a slave or anything—it’s not about race. Whatever happened to, like, common courtesy? I’m not a freakin’ Lancelot, right? I don’t hold the door open for my honor, bro!”

I eavesdrop for about forty-five more seconds before growing annoyed with his Bill and Ted effect. Time to find a better read. I switch my attention to a pink-haired chick drinking Swiss water out of a glass bottle. Unfortunately, before I can get a clear handle on what she’s whispering into her Apple in-between sips, the surfer dude’s voice grows unfathomably louder and drowns out her one-sided conversation. Determined not to waste any more precious seconds to his banal monologue, I instead choose to reflect upon a quixotic encounter from earlier in the day, when an elderly security guard hit on me, third-degree style: “You some type of fashion model? You work around here? You a vendor?”

A vendor … that’s somewhat correct, given my line of work. TBH the thought of money makes me ill ATM because I keep hearing rumors about losing my job at the cigar lounge due to “budget cuts”, which is a term synonymous with the unsaid truth (“We’re broke”). Another possibility: I might suck at my job more than I’d like to admit, mostly because I spend too much time scowling and dramatically coughing when the customers’ smoke blows my way (which it always does). I’m losing my public face and not doing a damn thing about it. Apathy or awakening? Employees and customers alike have noticed my no-fucks-given attitude. Last shift, my boss reamed me a new one for dodging up-sell efforts. I joked, “So, if I make the quota next month, can I change my job title to ‘cancer vendor’?” He didn’t appreciate my gallows humor. (I had myself a dark little chuckle, though.)

Apropos selling, I vend the suggestion of what my body can do when I’m naked by engaging in deliberate posturing. I’ve been known to indirectly vend drinks from the bars where eager guys buy me cocktails in hopes of coming home with me. I’m good on free drinks for now, though—my one-night-stand-turned-steady-date Stefan’s been my main squeeze since we met. We’re not Facebook official, but I’m not banging anyone else. (If he is, I don’t want to know; we’ve both been tested, so I’m not worried about STDs.) I kinda hope I’m his only lay, though I have zilch desire to succumb to the triteness of jealousy. Ugh. Let’s just move these unwelcome thoughts to the long list of shit that has no place kicking around in my head.

No matter if I keep my job as reluctant cigar salesperson, I suppose I’ll remain a vendor in a sense: I vend words. *Jokey cymbal crash* Not actually, though, since I don’t get paid to write yet. But I will, whenever I can slide that impending BA under my belt and charm my way into a residency writing gig. I voiced none of these thoughts to the security guard: a breezy smile was all he received in reply.

I redirect my attention to the arresting oil painting hanging on the opposite wall. I’m absolutely in love with it. Two birds, mightily flapping their wings, struggle to rise above the mass of creatures below. The birds are shrouded in mist, with the occasional flash of pink (and one abstract rainbow) peeking through the bluish-gray gloom. It’s a visual that fills me with curiosity, and induces wonder for their fate—will they succumb to the exhaustion of exertion? Will they keep trying to rise above the madding crowd? Will they sink below to join their brethren, only to be amassed into the gloaming? Or perhaps, they’ll end their days as the serving platter centerpiece: plucked, stuffed, and roasted. Fowl for the foul.

I’m tempted to ask the barista who the artist is, and how much the painting costs (a girl can pipe dream) but living paycheck to paycheck kinda limits the options of interior decorating. Still, I crave a closer look; unfortunately, a couple sits on a sofa directly beneath the painting, furiously tapping on their laptops. Per my assumption, interrupting them to indulge myself in a more detailed view would draw contempt and hostility via withering stares and/or blank looks of incomprehension. Perhaps I can move to the couch adjacent to them to gain free staring reign … 

Nah. Gotta motor soon anyway—snail-paced rush hour on the 696 during one-lane road construction is an experience that subtracts years from the end of my life, like zooming down the fast lane straight to Mephistopheles’ lair. As I’m about to bounce, fresh meat (read: young honeys) walk into the café. I chance a glance at the dark-haired one with the fabulously firm behind. She drapes herself across the counter and sticks out her ass for anyone and everyone to admire. Her white sleeveless mock turtleneck rides up and shows off her tanned, toned, tiny tummy.

I’m reminded of Yumi. It’s super-annoying, how her specter just shows up without warning and further frazzles the frayed remnants of my inner peace. If I had a therapist, she’d tell me not to let a person from my past take control of my present. She’d remind me to strip the seductress of her power.

You will never see her again, Carmen. You have better things to do than mope around and angst over the memory of a one-night stand who never promised you more than she could give. You need to get over her.

Yeah, yeah, I need to let Yumi go. Tell me something I don’t know.

Before braving the devil-may-care freeway drivers, I switch over to the (in)attentions of my phone. Judging by my Facebook feed, we’re either on our way to the apocalypse via extreme capitalism plus global warming or enmeshed in another right-wing conspiracy plot to cull the masses. Hard pass on wasting my brain cells on any of that fearmongering muck.

Next up is a check-in with my SM stats: three new followers (bot accounts), two unfollows (white supremacists masquerading as minority military men), and five notifications, three of which are likes on my latest selfie in front of the MOCAD, and two of which are nebulous emoticons (sans likes) on my re-post of a climate activist’s vid about simple things we can do to limit our carbon footprint. The first like-free comment is as follows: 🎢 (roller coaster), 🍖 (partially eaten meat with protruding bone), 🚑 (ambulance). It’s safe to say that commenter had ominous intentions. *Shudder*

The second comment is a bit murkier: 🤎 (brown heart). I could interpret this as encouragement to keep our planet earthy, or perhaps it means I should plant the seed of love … welcome back to overthinking, Carmen! It’s been at least three-point-five minutes since you were last here. We missed you! After liking a picture of a baby anteater an animal-loving friend I’ve never met in person posted, I sign out. All’s right with the worldwide web, and no one notices I’ve left.

A new text from Yves rescues me from that social-reject, hollow-log feeling that inevitably consumes me after spending any amount of time online.




She looks ratchet in that dress (the accompanying gif: our least favorite drag queen)

I’m fine, how are you?

Hungry. When r u bringing home food????

Isn’t that your bf’s job?

He’s werkin’ @ his actual job

I have an actual job.

Not for long

Fuck you!

U already tried & I refused

Fiction!!

FACT!!!!! 

U offered to peg me once when u were shitfaced

Fact: your eyes lit up when I did.

Haha

I gotta motor. Rush hour and all. See you at home!

I want food

I’m not making an extra stop in this construction hellhole. Order in?

Better yet—meet u there

It’s Happy Hour somewhere!!!!

Before 5? A bit early to start drinking on Hump Day. It’s not a holiday, at least not in this country.

I don’t need to drink

Just eat

Happily

Who’s paying for this excursion?

Me & my tax refund

You still have $ leftover from that?!

Imma saver

Could teach u how to budget

Yeah, yeah, it’s no secret I suck at pinching pennies.

Read that as “pinching penises”

Actually ur talented @ scrounging up change

It’s the greenkeeping u have trouble with

If you’re trying to win me over and wheedle me to drive somewhere far away in the middle of nightmare traffic, it’s not working well.

Did I mention free food????

Damnit! Fine. But I wanna pick the locale.

Long as the grub won’t be low cal

Shut up!! XD

***




Since I have an inexplicable craving for carrot halwa, Yves agrees to meet me for a quick bite at Palak Palace, our go-to Indian buffet joint. Not that I’ve memorized the menu, but I happen to remember they serve my weak-spot treat on Wednesdays, along with the I’d-fuck-you-for-these kofta balls and scandalously tasty cumin-scented rice.

After weighting our plates with various nibbles of entrees, sides, and salads, my roomie and I sashay back to our table and tuck in.

“Bish.” Yves waves a samosa at me. “This the first time we’ve hung out properly since Stefan crashed the party. I still haven’t fully forgiven you for disturbing our slumber that night. My lover was scandalized.”

I spear a piece of fried okra. “Please. The noises I’ve heard you and Rob make put porn stars to shame.”

“Stop listening then. Speaking of shame, how goes Operation Takedown? Did you get the dirt on Sizemore yet?”

“It’s a WIP.”

I don’t tell Yves about the latest email communication with my professor-cum-propositioner; I’ll save that uncomfortable tale for a drizzly day with edibles and eighties tunes in the background—something upbeat and/or sassy, like Blondie or Right Said Fred—to soften the blow because as it turns out, I’m a push-over.

In my head, I go over our correspondence and shudder at its awkwardness:




Branden,




I’m sorry—I want to write about queer women, not ambiguously bi-curious men. I don’t want to pen this pseudo-homo mumbo-jumbo for a cis straight-identifying, ultra-privileged male. No offense—I just want to write a juicy, angsty letter exchange between two women falling in love. (Actually, I’ve already written parts of an original novel featuring these characters.) I’d rather focus on my own plot bunnies, ‘mkay? You gave me the vibe that I can be honest about my desires, so I’m speaking my truth. I’m sorry I’m having such a hard time following your guidelines.

Will you please grant me an extension on the draft deadline? That way, I can incorporate my OCs into the assignment. I want to make you proud by submitting my best work.




His response: 




Carmen,




Your lack of decorum is appalling. Call me Professor Sizemore—using my first name is not acceptable. I take offense to your blithe assessment of my self-identity and subsequent assassination of my character. I am a generous man, so I will pardon your unthinkable rudeness this one time. Consider yourself warned. 

About recycling your original characters to suit convenience: you should know that female protagonists do not interest me. You agreed to compose your letters based on a concept of my choosing. This is the real world. You cannot charm your way out of the required guidelines. Since I am a magnanimous soul, you have until next Monday to turn in the draft. Do not keep me waiting.




If I were into him, that reply would have been totally hot—like, “Rawr, please shtupp me on your desk ASAP!” As it stands, I’d rather sit home alone eating my boogers than entertain serious thoughts of even PG situations with Professor Branden T. Sizemore. Hey, if girls can pay their way through college stripping, I’ve got no qualms about exposing a predator through indirect titillation tactics. Well, a few qualms (before meeting him, I didn’t think I had narc-ness in me) … but I’m trying to catch the fox red-pawed to prevent him from victimizing future chickens. Is that a sin?

“Let me know if I can help you with the sting, Car.” Yves bats his lashes. “I’m always down for a take-down.”

“Thanks.” I impale another a piece of okra. “Anyway, I haven’t told Stefan about my diabolical plot.”

“Surprising. I thought you two were attached at the dick.”

I roll my eyes. “That’s you and Rob.”

“Carmen.” Yves puts on his business face. “Since you met this Stefan character, I’ve only seen you, like, twice. And one of the times it was hi-bye, ‘cause you were already dripping p-juices and trying to close your legs before I noticed. You practically shoved me out the door of my own room.”

I make a gagging noise. “Exaggerate much? Anyway, you told me I could have our shared room to myself that night. You totally skedaddled!”

“But you didn’t need to like, evict me.”

“Girl, please.” I wave away his complaint. “You’re too nosy anyway. If I’d let you stay any longer, you would’ve given Stefan the third degree.”

“Fair.”

We eat in silence for a few minutes before Yves can’t muzzle himself any longer.

“So, what’s his home base like? Is he a slob, or a neat freak? Does he cook for you?” He leans forward, a forkful of chickpea salad dangling precariously near the tines’ edges, perilously close to plunging into his saucy bowl of tikka masala. “Does he have a secret sex dungeon? Does he have a mirror on his bedroom ceiling? Have you seen his porn collection yet?”

His rapid-fire questions bother me more than they should, likely because: a) I’ve yet to receive an invitation to Stefan’s place; b) was shot down when I tried to invite myself over; c) have been mystified and slightly hurt by his refusal, subsequent lack of explanation, and conclusive book-shutting on the subject.

Before I’m forced to deal with Yves’ interrogation, the middle-aged lady one table down (a solo diner wearing so much dog hair on her yoga pants, she resembles an anti-PETA activist) loudly pontificates into her phone about lesson-learning via Bible passages, the trials and tests of faith, and all other manner of topics that neither concern nor interest me. Rubberneckers through and through, my roomie and I swivel our heads around to stare at her, mutually floored by her expansive collection of quotes, idioms, and platitudes. It’s an impromptu speech that no one here requested, but she won’t shut up.

“Awkward.” Yves whispers. He widens his eyes and indicates an empty table across the room.

We gather up our plates, bowls, and cutlery, stick our bottles of water under our arms, and make a beeline for freedom.

“I think she was talking to herself,” I say once we’re settled in our new location. “Maybe she’s one of those people who frequents public spaces to sermonize to anyone other than Alexa.”

“Or a lunatic who thinks the voices in her head are real.”

“‘Judge not, lest ye be judged,’” I proclaim. “That’s the extent of my biblical reference knowledge database.”

“Is that even in the Bible?”

“It sounds like it should be.”

Yves sniffles. “Damn! This food is spicy. Where’s the potty?”

I point to the hallway adjacent to the buffet line. “The shitter’s near the fritters.”

“Don’t gross me out!” He grimaces. “I’m not done eating.”

I pick up an idli and dunk it into a shallow bowl of sambhar. “Just stating the facts.”

While Yves takes an embarrassing amount of time in the restroom to “clear his sinuses,” I slip my journal out of my purse and switch gears to Saul/Jeremiah, the fictional frenemies of my letter-writing assignment:




Saul:




I can find you in any soundtrack. There was a time when I did not care for you, but now I do not remember how apathy felt. As each sunrise skirts the moon, I resent your power over me. I am nonetheless compelled to regale your swarthy characteristics. Endlessly foolish, I grant you access to the part of me I am loath to share with anyone.

Thank God I will never taste your corruption on my tongue—at least, not firsthand. Thank Lucifer you are forbidden to biblically know me. The hinterlands of my dreams are the raping grounds of my conscious resistance. When I tool myself to completion, you are on the other side of the screen, finger-stroking quick keys, driving commands into gear, pressing the pedal forward, down. Shifting, accelerating.

Your jealousy over my dalliances with other inmates confounds as much as it delights. By now I have found the alarm to trigger your hoof step. I prop open the back door and wait for the show to begin (with no end in sight to the cessation of my amusement). Oh, to observe your seething coals of envy flaring up—scorching everything I touch—but I will not touch you. Past due, I have at last come to power. We can even the field. You know you want to win more than you want to end me. We have a common goal: survival.

A cattle prod … was that the instrument your father used to tattoo you before you escaped his torture? The branding stung, but the pain faded. Now, how can I make you hurt, heart-deep?




“Composing your snark of the day?” Yves sits down, his face flushed and sweaty. “Just keep my digestive struggles out of print, please.”

“Wow.” I whistle. “That curry did a number on you! A number two.”

“Always does.”

Chuckling, I stash my pen and notebook. “I’m working on something for school. Something rainbow hued. Speaking of which, I was hoping you could help me out with some insight—a bottom’s perspective.” I prop my chin on my hands. “Enema prep before sex: yay or nay?”

“Sorry, I don’t kiss and tell.”

I indicate the restroom. “But you shit and tell.”

“I hate you.” Yves throws his napkin at me.

Winking at him, I scoop up a spoonful of carrot halwa. “Spoken like a true fan.”

* * *

I’m decked out in my finest threadbare pj’s streaming The Ted Bundy Tapes (using the notorious serial killer as a creative springboard for my characterization of sociopath Saul). I insert my earbuds to drown out the muffled moans and manly mm-hm-yeahs bleeding over from Yves’ side of the room. Rob’s spending the night; it’s doubtful how much sleep those two rascals will get—or how much I’ll get, for that matter. But I’m not complaining, since I still owe Yves for handing over the dorm room last weekend when Stefan dropped by for “ice cream” (true to form, he brought along cookies ‘n cream, then took his sweet time eating me out), so I can sacrifice my beauty rest for my BFF’s sexcapades. I max out the volume on my laptop and pop in a fresh stick of gum.

A half hour into dutifully fulfilling my character inspo research, I grow weary and impatient at Bundy’s overflowing narcissism/overt mental illness. This project’s proving tougher than anticipated. Rubbing my temples, I contemplate confessing my writer’s block to Sizemore. Maybe it’s not too late to change topics. Instead, I could pen fictional correspondence between talking kangaroos, or remote Amazonian tribes, or people who get plastic surgery to resemble domestic cats.

My cell buzzes. It’s Stefan. Finally! A welcomed distraction. I’m all for putting off responsibility when I’m feeling flighty. I send him a “call you right back” auto text and prepare to sneak out of the room without interrupting the lovebirds’ mating ritual.

As I creep to the door, I swear I hear Rob thrust into Yves’ ass (a graphic, squelchy, cringey sound) followed by copious flesh-slapping that just might be balls hitting backside. Yikes! #Toomuchrealness. If I were on the receiving end, I’m sure I’d be down with the sound effects, but as an accidental bystander, it’s the turning point. Slipping out the front door, armed with my phone and keys, I pitter patter barefoot down the hallway to the stairway exit. As an afterthought, I remember I’m clad in a flimsy, potentially see-through tank-top-and-shorts set (no bra included). Oh, well. I won’t go far: I’ll jaunt down the stairs to work off a few thigh-sticking calories, then saunter back up. That should raise my heart rate enough to remind myself to exercise more.

After I miss his first call, Stefan rings again.

“Hey, Teach.” I playfully answer. “What’s shakin’?”

“My boss is giving me shit for cutting a client loose.” He groans in frustration. “The dude was shady and still I got flack.”

Okay, so not in a sexy mood. My bad. “The one who tried to shaft you on payment? I’d think your boss wouldn’t want the headache.”

“Yeah, but he wanted to be one to wield the ax,” Stefan grumbles. “Guess I overstepped my bounds.”

“Does that mean you’re in need of cheer?”

There’s a marked delay in his response. So … is he expecting me to come up with an impromptu distraction? Maybe he wants to RP again. I don’t mind helping him fulfill his apparent need to regain control. Commiseration through consummation: win-win. A flicker of arousal awakens my Bundy-dulled senses.

“Nah, I’m good,” he finally replies, crushing my flirty vibe. “Late-night comfort food might be nice, though. Can you meet me at the diner?”

“I can’t. Gotta get ahead on my assignment. The inspo flow’s not spurting.”

“I’m always ready to help you spurt.” I can hear the wink in his voice. “Nightcap?”

“Tempting, but it’s actually Laundry Night. Been avoiding it for two weeks.” I purse my lips. “Need at least a couple pairs of clean panties to get me through the weekend.”

“Just go commando.”

“Ha! What do you think I’m doing right now?”

His baritone drops a register. “Naughty.”

“Always.”

“After you’ve spurted out your words, I’ll come help you with the laundry.”

Now that’s what I’m talking about! “Likely the spurting will occur during your visit.”

Stefan chuckles. “Get some work done. Call me when you need my help. I’ll be up for a while.”

I tingle. “Hope so.”

* * *

He’s up, all right. While I’m spread-cheeked, gracelessly shoving my first laundry load into the washer’s mouth, he sneaks up behind me and squeezes my ass with an eager grip that says, “Long time no see.”

“Damn!” Twirling around, I splay my fingers across my chest, grazing the swell of my braless boobs. “You act like you’ve never had a piece of me before.” I press the washer’s start button. “But since we met, all we’ve done is fuck.”
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