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If fields of autumn flowers

can shed their blossoms, shameless,

why can’t I also frolic here—

as fearless, wild and blameless?

—Ono no Komachi

We fucked a flame into being.

—D. H. Lawrence, Lady Chatterley’s Lover

Allow me, in conclusion, to congratulate

you warmly upon your sexual intercourse,

as well as your singing.

—Muriel Spark, The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie








Introduction

Some years ago, the two of us were sitting over dinner, talking about sex in literature—our mutual enjoyment of stories about desire and sexuality, and what a treasure it is when a work of erotic literature makes you see sex in a new way, as only great writing can. Stories by D. H. Lawrence or Anäis Nin can be more arousing than erotica that’s just meant to turn you on—though as anyone with a pulse who’s read those writers knows, it does that, too. Why wasn’t there more writing like that?

By our second glass of wine, we’d hit upon an idea: an anthology of fictional erotic tales, penned by some of our finest writers, that would explore the diverse landscape of desire with stories as oblique or explicit, as earnest or playful, as strange or familiar, and as tender or fierce, as each author wished.

But we decided it wouldn’t be enough just to have great writers. We wanted our contributors to be free to write openly about what fascinates and stirs them about sex. So we dreamed up a collection in which the authors’ names would be listed in alphabetical order at the beginning of the book, but none of the stories would be attributed. Readers would have to guess which story was written by whom.

And the name of this anthology would be Anonymous Sex.

Years passed. We spoke about the project now and then but could never find a time when we were both free to turn our attention to it. Then came the pandemic: one of us in lockdown in Maine, the other in Singapore; both of us going out of our minds (along with pretty much every other writer we knew) from the isolation and fear and relentlessly grim news.

What better time, we thought, to commission a collection of brilliant, erotic short stories? We began by asking friends if they’d be interested in contributing. Julia Glass, who introduced us ten years ago at the Brooklyn Book Festival, was our first (and very enthusiastic) yes. From there we built our roster, prioritizing talent, renown, and inclusiveness in gender, age, ethnicity, sexuality, and nationality.

To our knowledge, no one has ever published an anthology quite like this. Our contributors include winners of the Pulitzer Prize, the National Book Award, PEN America Literary Awards, the Orange/Women’s Prize, the Edgar Award, the Carnegie Medal, the Giller Prize, and more.

As we’d expected from such a gifted and disparate group of writers, the stories are all over the map. There’s queer and straight sex, real and imagined sex, holographic and ghost sex. There’s youthful sex, married sex, and senior sex (and one story that manages to cover all three). There are stories of sexual obsession and sexual love. Stories of domination and submission, power and surrender. There’s revenge sex and sex with strangers; sex as rebellion and sex as holy. There’s unrequited sex, funny sex, tortured sex, and tender sex. There’s sex all over the world—Hong Kong, Nigeria, France, India, Australia, the U.S. There’s past sex, present-day sex, future sex, and even sex in the afterlife.

There’s a lot of sex in this book.

In thinking about how to describe the collection, we kept coming back to the last line of “Altitude Sickness,” the fourth story in the anthology: “She grabbed the man’s hand and kissed him without shame as the plane began to tilt.” While the world has certainly been more atilt than usual recently, the truth is it’s always tilting, in ways large and small, for each one of us. Sex can be a grounding force in that day-to-day pitch. It can also be part of the upheaval. Either way, it’s a connection many of us both want and need, a way to reach across the divide and know that we aren’t alone.

Which is what inspired us to take this leap together. We hope you enjoy every eloquent, provocative, delicious word.

Hillary Jordan and Cheryl Lu-Lien Tan

February 2022
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History Lesson


Most of us get turned on at night by the very things that we’ll demonstrate against during the day.

—ESTHER PEREL



The conference was always in April, which meant that every year around October, six whole months out, Denise would start thinking about it: first just in flashes, and then in prolonged obsessions, waves that would climb her legs. Every email she got about panels and dinners, every stupid notice of protocol, every scheduling reminder, would jolt her out of her office and into her body.

Michael usually held off on texting until February or March, but this year he emailed her personal account right before Christmas, with last April’s video attached. He wrote, “I’m going to want more from you this year. So I want to remind you early what’s at stake.”

Late that night, she sneaked out of the bedroom where her husband slept and took her laptop to the basement. The video Michael had attached was forty minutes long, so she watched, skipped forward, watched, skipped forward, watched. That was her, her long torso, her wrists tied to the hotel headboard, her ankles bound by the strap Michael had fastened under the mattress. Her face, clearly visible. Michael’s hand, smacking her labia, his fingers working their way inside her.

A simple deal had been in place for five years now. On the Saturday night of the conference, Denise would do whatever Michael wanted, absolutely whatever he wanted, and he would record her. If she was good, which entailed both pleasing him and having at least one orgasm, then that was it. The video was his to enjoy, and they’d go back the next day to meeting with colleagues, joking with friends in the hotel lobby, networking at open-bar receptions. If she failed to fulfill her end of the bargain, he would release the video, anonymously, to all three thousand historians on the conference mailing list, all of whom knew her or knew of her, all of whom knew her work. Denise did not actually believe that Michael would ever do this, not really, but the threat of it, the promise of it, allowed her to give herself over to him, to the things he wanted and she wanted, too. She did not relax easily, did not come easily, and she needed constraints—literal, physical ones, as well as constraints of time and threat—to get there.

In January, Denise was the outside reader for a thesis student at Michael’s university, teleconferencing into the defense. Twenty minutes in, he texted her: Take your underwear off. She texted back: Uh… no? He wrote: Do it, I don’t care how. He was lucky she was wearing a dress, lucky she was alone in her home office. She told him so. Okay, she wrote once they were off, but now he wanted proof. You don’t trust me? she wrote. And onscreen, as the candidate rambled about Cecil Rhodes and the early correspondence regarding his diamond mines, Michael slowly, imperceptible to anyone who wasn’t looking for it, shook his head, his bearded face. Denise used her foot to scoop her underwear off the floor, to get it to her hand. It was dark blue, mercifully not lacy. She took a sip of her coffee and then, as if the underwear were a napkin, dabbed the corner of her mouth with it. Michael wrote back: Good girl.



It was an arrangement she had not only entered willingly, but had been the one to propose. She and her husband had a work-trips-are-fair-play clause in their marriage, one she was sure Davis had taken more advantage of than her, at least in the years before he became too afraid of being #MeToo’d to approach anyone who wasn’t literally throwing herself at him. He’d spent a good year stressed about ghosts from his past returning for vengeance. And meanwhile, Denise, who’d taken minimal advantage of the clause, was finding Michael. They’d known each other for a while, collaborated on a couple of articles, and been flirting for years when they finally fell into bed together at a conference in Denver. But both of them were drunk and tired, and it wasn’t terribly satisfying. Later he texted her, We need a do-over. Next year in Dallas? Things had evolved from there.

Michael had suggested, the second time, when the subservience and videos came into play, that she needed a safe word in all of this, and she came up with one only to placate him. It was something unusual, something random she’d never say accidentally. But then, willfully, she’d forgotten it. Or almost had. In order to remember it, she’d need to follow her own mental bread crumbs back to the source, in the same way she had to do mental gymnastics to remember, say, the order of constitutional amendments twenty through twenty-seven.

She never told him this; he wanted her to have a safe word, and she did not want to have a safe word, and now they were both content.

After the thesis defense, Michael sent her a still from their last video, one in which her face was cropped out. He wrote, I didn’t like how you pushed back there. You questioned me. I think I’m going to post this on Twitter.

Her neck pulsing hard, she wrote, Okay.

It helped their dynamic, certainly, that while Denise was a nationally recognized name in her field, Michael was just as happily tenured and well published; no one could help anyone’s career here, but Denise was the one with significantly more clout. Which meant that Michael being the one in charge felt like a subversion—not the reification of some existing imbalance.

She couldn’t imagine that he’d literally tweet this photo, which was from between her legs, looking up at her splayed vulva, her splayed body. But a minute later he sent a screen capture. Using a burner account, he’d posted the photo underneath a tweet from the conference itself. It would certainly get hidden, flagged, removed. But not for a while.

She couldn’t stop staring at it. Her nude body, as far as she knew, had never been on the Internet before. She imagined colleagues, grad students, random historians clicking on “Show more replies” out of curiosity, finding her there, assuming they were looking at a cam girl rather than a thirty-seven-year-old scholar at the top of her field, someone whose work they’d cited.

In her office, Denise fingered herself until she came, and then she wrote back to Michael to tell him so. I couldn’t help myself, she wrote.

He wrote back: I like that, but listen. Between now and April, you ask my permission. Every time.

Or what? she wrote.

Or I hit send. The whole video.

Right answer. She was aroused again, but this time she’d sleep on it, fantasize about Michael, about the videos, and in the morning she’d text him and beg.



This was new, his control of her body from all the way in New York. She thought he’d get tired of it after a few days, but he didn’t, and she didn’t let herself cheat. There was no fun in that.

Often, in the following weeks, he’d tell her to go ahead, to describe it to him after she was done. Sometimes he said no. He told her she had to wait an hour, or two hours, or twenty-four hours. By the beginning of February, he was telling her when to do it, texting, Make yourself come in the next half hour. She’d text back, I’m at school. I’m in my office. And he’d write, Lock your fucking door. Do it. And she would, surprised at how easily she came. He wrote, Go to the bathroom and take a picture of your tits for me. NOW. She got that one in the middle of a faculty meeting. And she did it.



By April, she was a walking pile of sex. She felt like she’d electrically shock anything she touched. The airplane that took her to Miami was a machine designed to jostle her body, to vibrate her seat. Three times in the past week, Michael had directed her to get close to orgasm and stop. She wrote, You’re going to short-circuit me.



The conference started on Thursday, and by the time Michael arrived at the hotel bar that night, she was already drunk, flirting more than usual, laughing too loud. She had worn a low-cut blouse for Michael’s benefit, but had found herself bending over to pick up her purse in front of Keith and Franklin, a scholar of Caribbean history and a scholar of American Catholicism, respectively, whom she knew from a postdoc fellowship and Chautauqua, respectively. Both a little younger than her, both hairy in a way she liked. They seemed to come as a package deal at conferences, wingmanning for each other and playing off each other’s jokes. The conference drew around nine hundred scholars each year, a lot of them revolving through only when a paper was accepted, other mainstays returning year after year. She looked forward to catching up with Keith and Franklin, to flirting with them both. Keith was always smiling; Franklin had sad, dark eyes.

But there was Michael, taller than she remembered, with brighter eyes and deeper laugh lines than she remembered, instantly surrounded by old friends. A blond woman who, in Denise’s estimation, was prettier than her. An older lesbian couple that coauthored all their papers. The young professor of African diaspora studies who was halfway through his rocket launch to fame.

Although their groups eventually combined that first night, although Michael kissed her cheek and asked how she was doing, stayed close enough that she could smell the deep nutmeg-and-pipe scent of him, he acted as if they hadn’t spoken in a year. No texts, no sly glances. For a brief, paranoid second, Denise wondered if everything for the past five years had been in her head, if the Michael in her phone and computer and memory was the product of extreme stress on her exhausted neurons.

But then on Friday, as Denise sat on her first panel, Michael showed up late and spread his long legs wide in the front row. While the man next to her droned on, Michael poked at his phone and then Denise’s phone buzzed under her thigh. She was afraid to look at it, worried that he’d again demand her underwear off. And while there was a tablecloth hiding her from the audience, she couldn’t do that next to her fellow panelists. Michael looked at her expectantly, and she eased the phone out from under her and into her lap. The message said, Tell me you’re a slut.

To be clear: this was not a word Denise approved of in most contexts. But it was a word that, in this context, made her wet. She wrote back: I’m a slut. I’m such a little slut and I’ll do anything for you.

He wrote: You’re going to have to prove that.



Dinner that night was twenty of them at a tapas restaurant. Michael sat five seats from her, flirting with the woman on his left in a way that either bothered Denise or turned her on or both; she wasn’t sure. Their date was for 5 p.m. the next night, twenty-three hours away. She knew this food was likely the last she’d eat before then. Maybe coffee in the morning. Some whiskey or champagne when he showed up in her room.

Keith and Franklin seemed content to mutually flirt with her, as if they were a single unit and the proximity of the other gave them license to joke, to tease her, to buy her one drink each. They were cute, both of them, especially together. She might have pursued something with either of them if she hadn’t been laser-focused on Michael. On making him jealous, if nothing else.



The next day she was on another panel, and there was a roundtable, and then out in the hallway Michael handed her the key card to his hotel room. A better hotel than hers, because his university was more generous. One downtown, with enormous windows and a sleek black lobby with neon accents. Cheesy for anywhere but Miami.

He answered his door in jeans and a white undershirt, a glass of red wine in his hand. He pulled her in by her collar. He said, “I have surprises for you.”

Well, he always did. But specifically: he’d procured some kind of padded table. A massage table, it looked like, but wider, slightly sloped, and without the attachment for relaxing your head. She said, “Did you rent this?” but then his hand was over her mouth. He led her to an overstuffed chair by the window and handed her a glass of wine. The windows looked right out across the street to office windows, apartment windows, hotel windows. He hadn’t closed the blinds. He wasn’t going to.

She wanted to ask how his day had gone, wanted to know what he’d thought of the afternoon keynote, but there was time for that tomorrow. He said, “I’m going to ask a lot of you tonight.”

“I’m ready.”

Along with the table, he’d obtained a small tripod onto which he affixed his iPad. He set it up as she finished her wine. He messed with the lights until the overheads were off, the recessed ones around the room illuminating the table.

“Take everything off but your bra and panties,” he said, “and lie down.”

She did, with her head at the higher end, and from under the table he pulled four straps—two for her wrists, extended above her head, and one for each of her ankles, spread to the outer edges of the table. She tested each with a slight tug, and when she saw how tight they were, how genuinely tethered she was, she felt as if he’d turned up a dial somewhere inside her. Her breasts ached, and her labia ached, and her breathing had grown shallow.

He told her to close her eyes, so she never saw what it was he put around her neck: some kind of wide collar—cold at first and then warm—that held her neck to the table. If she lifted up, just the tiniest bit, it choked her. If she lay completely still, she was fine. This was new to their repertoire. She’d left her necklace on, a gold chain with a bare golden oak tree pendant, and the chain pressed into her throat—the charm mercifully below the collar.

He said, “I want you to understand that as it gets dark out, people are going to see so clearly into this room.” She nodded, and the collar cut into the soft part of her chin.

Michael was a year younger than Denise, married to a woman Denise didn’t particularly like. His voice was a low rumble and his legs were muscled from the soccer he still played on weekends. She did not have romantic feelings for Michael—just a friendship built on intimacy as well as good conversation and mutual interests—but these yearly encounters, she’d come to realize, were foundational now to her sexuality. When she slept with her husband, when she watched porn, when she fantasized—it might go in a thousand different directions, but it was always now within the context of Michael, of what he’d think of this, or what she’d tell him she wanted, or what he’d tell her she wanted.

She had brought a vibrator with her, as Michael had instructed, and he began recording, then began rubbing the end of the vibrator around the cups of her thin bra, easing it closer to her nipples until she was already bucking against the collar.

He said, “You’re gonna have to get yourself under control. I want an hour-long video, not five minutes.”

A few seconds later—or a few hours later, it was unclear—Michael produced a pair of nail scissors and cut her bra, the small triangle of cloth between her breasts, so the cups fell to the sides. He cut her underwear at one leg and then the other. She wanted to object to this—what would she wear home, did he know how much those cost—but she didn’t, and now he was praising her for waxing like a good girl. He was checking that she was wet. God, was she wet. He was rubbing the vibrator down the hood of her clit, telling her to breathe.

And then, to her delighted shame, she orgasmed, hard and fast, and loud, coming harder because she knew she shouldn’t, shaking when it was over.

When she opened her eyes, Michael was grinning down at her, shaking his head. Still in his jeans and shirt. “Oh, honey,” he said. “You messed up. That was very bad.”

She was cold, and she wanted a blanket. She wanted a two-hour break.

He said, “Did I give you permission to come?”

“No.”

“Why did you come without permission?”

“I couldn’t help it.”

He was biting his lip, still shaking his head. It dawned on her then, a feeling that crept down her sternum, that lifted her whole body even as it sank her down.

He said, “You know what we’re going to have to do.”

She nodded.

“Tell me,” he said. “Tell me what we have to do.”

And she couldn’t imagine that he would, but she said, “Release… release the video?”

He thought a moment, or mimed thinking, his eyes on the ceiling. “Here’s what’s more interesting. We send this video out. I’ll blur your face, don’t worry. And I’ll blur mine. I’ll change our voices. So this video right here—right now, the way you’re spread on this table, the way your nipples are so hard, the way you’re dripping. I want you to understand that this is what everyone will see. Do you understand that?”

“Yes,” she said, and she was still cold, she was almost shaking, but she was electrified, she was ready for all of it.

Michael crossed the room and picked up the conference tote bag that Denise had carried there, the one with her vibrator and a toothbrush and phone. He put it on Denise’s bare stomach and went to the iPad. She understood that he was zooming in, that he was making it clear to anyone watching this video that this woman was one of the five hundred–some women in Miami that weekend for the conference.

He said, “Do you understand that when you walk around tomorrow, everyone’s going to have seen this?”

She nodded, collar and necklace cutting into her again, although she couldn’t imagine he’d really get any eyes on the video.

He said, “I’m going to use the conference hashtag. I’m gonna post this under every other tweet that uses the conference hashtag. Everyone’s going to be talking about it. Everyone’s going to see it. By later tonight, dozens of lonely guys in their hotel rooms will be jacking off to it, wondering who you are.”

He took his shirt off. He unzipped his jeans, but kept them on. He said, “And there aren’t all that many possibilities. Not a lot of women here have this body. Not a lot of women have tits like that.”

You’ll get fired, she wanted to say. Somehow this will get us both fired. But the words didn’t find her mouth. She was in a dream, she was in a world that didn’t follow logic, she was on a distant moon.

Over the next hour, he put small clamps on her nipples, he brought her close to the edge with her vibrator and with his cock and with, improbably, the minibar whiskey he poured down her belly before pouring the rest in her mouth. He slapped her breasts with his open hand, and he slapped her breasts with a rolled-up magazine. He grabbed her tongue between his thumb and finger and told her to admit that she was a slut.

Denise was blindfolded for a while, and when he removed the blindfold it felt like waking up. The city sky had darkened around them. Lights were on in rooms across the street. The iPad was still there, recording. It might have felt, for a second, like a sobering, but it only sharpened her senses. She was still in a trance, but she was wired.

The thing was, she doubted she could come again. Partly because she already had, and partly because although the idea of being watched, the threat of being watched, was hugely arousing, the reality of it all was overwhelming. The reality meant she could feel each pore of her body. Letting herself come for the camera was a bridge she couldn’t cross.

It wasn’t that Michael read her mind so much as that he’d been at her with the vibrator, right on her clit, for a while now, and she was hyperventilating, but that was about all. He said, “I need you to let go. You’re going to embarrass yourself, and that’s okay. They’re all going to see you. It’s going to be humiliating. Are you ready to be humiliated?”

The clamps were still on her nipples; the collar was still on her neck. Her mouth was dry, and her fingers buzzed from her breathing too hard.

Michael said, “I think you need a finger up your ass. I think everyone needs to see that.”

He slid something soft—a shirt, a small pillow—under her so she was angled up more toward the camera. He licked his thumb and slid it inside her, where she felt herself pulse around him. He turned the vibrator off for a moment and it was a relief, until it was an absence, something she desperately needed back.

“They’re watching,” he said. “They’re all watching. You need to come for them. You have to.”

When he touched the vibrator back to her, gently, it was enough. She bucked against all her restraints, and maybe she needed to feel that they wouldn’t give. She had no choice, they told her. She had jumped off the cliff and there was no way but down. She was screaming as she came, so loud that Michael put his hand over her mouth, and that was a release, too, knowing her voice was locked in.



Afterward, the iPad turned off, Michael carried her to the bed. Good, because she was a wrung-out rag. He rubbed her wrists and ankles and said, “You have a safe word.”

“I do,” she said.

He said, “You can still use it. At any moment.”

Denise was wondering who had put a strobe light inside her body, why there was a strobe light somewhere inside her belly now turning her body to a pulse, turning the room to blue light.

Michael, who had not finished yet, had remarkably gentle sex with her, and she didn’t do much more than wind her fingers through his hair.



She might have fallen asleep; Michael was emerging from the shower with a hotel towel around his waist.

He said, “Do you want to stay here? I’m going to edit this. I’ll be careful. Or you can go to your own place, and you can always text me to stop. I’ll post it at eleven. You can tell me anytime before then.”

Denise pulled the soft white bedspread up and closed her eyes.



Michael was gone when she woke up, but it was definitely morning. She used his shower, used the free toothbrush and toothpaste wrapped in plastic on the sink, and when she came out he was back, handing her a Starbucks. He raised his eyebrows, looked a bit nervous, and she understood: he’d done it, had done it hours ago, and was waiting for her to ask about it, waiting to see if she’d panic. Instead she took the coffee and kissed his cheek and told him she needed to go back and change. She didn’t even have underwear.



Some years, the conference cleared out by Sunday. This year, though, Henry Benet, who rarely appeared anywhere these days, was giving a noon talk, and his former students and acolytes, plus the many younger historians who knew this was their only chance to see him speak, were sticking around. Denise’s flight back to Minneapolis wasn’t till Monday.

At 10:30 a.m., the main hotel bar was a sea of historians nursing hangovers over eggs and coffee or Bloody Marys. Denise rushed past them all, dashed up to her room to throw on new clothes.

And she checked Twitter. She couldn’t help it. She typed in the conference hashtag, looked at the most recent tweets. It was hidden under “Show more replies” on some and “Show more replies, including those that may contain offensive” et cetera on others, but it was there, the thumbnail showing the tote bag on her stomach, nothing too far up or too far down. Above the video, Michael had written, “Fun and games at #hsoa5, NSFW.”

It was— Oh God, it was her, her face blurred, but everything else shockingly clear. She sat on the bed to watch the whole thing, turned the sound up to verify that yes, Michael, bless his technical skills, had done something to both of their voices, too, so his sounded higher, hers sounded rougher and lower. Their whole conversation about the conference, about everyone watching, about everyone knowing. Until Michael started making these videos, until he started sending them to her, she hadn’t fully believed she had a body that someone could see in this light. She hadn’t, to be honest, been capable of objectifying herself. And now, yes. She could be both subject (most of the year) and object (a few days at a time).

She only noticed it on the second watching: her oak tree necklace, the one still around her neck, was visible. Here was the panic she’d been waiting to feel. She practically ripped it from her neck, shoved it into a pocket of her purse so she wouldn’t lose it in the hotel room. Had anyone taken her photo yesterday with the necklace on? Not unless they’d photographed her panel without her knowing it.

In any case, she couldn’t imagine the videos would stay up long. She couldn’t imagine anyone had time, on this morning of hangovers, to click through the hidden replies.

But then, on her way back down in the elevator, two women with conference lanyards:

“It’s a grad student. Has to be. I mean… It’s someone who’s in and out, who’s never showing her face here again.”

“Or,” the other woman said, “most likely it’s a sex worker, or someone this guy found on Tinder. Right? Like, he’s at the conference, he has the tote bag—” She suddenly glanced at Denise and stopped talking, as if Denise would find the conversation scandalous.

Down at the bar, there was an energy she hadn’t noticed before. They weren’t gathering around phones, nothing like that, but there was more animated conversation than Sunday morning normally merited. People were leaning closer to talk. She wasn’t imagining it. They looked amused, not horrified. Everyone’s eyes kept sweeping the room.



In the halls of the hotel, no one looked at her any differently. But everyone she passed, or especially every vaguely attractive man she passed, she imagined having seen her body late last night or already this morning, imagined them watching her come, humiliated, imagined them zooming in.

She found a seat at the Henry Benet lecture behind Keith and Franklin. They didn’t see her; their heads were leaned together, talking.

“What I’m saying,” Franklin said, “is that whatever your politics are, that’s your politics. Your brain and your dick are far apart on your body for a reason.”

Keith said, laughing, “I want a panel on it next year. Everyone’s personal take.”

Franklin said, “My personal take is I took longer in the shower this morning.”

Keith said, “I feel like I’m looking at everyone with X-ray goggles.”

“Not everyone,” Franklin said.

“Oh, God no. Not everyone. You know what I mean.”



Denise was in a stupor the rest of the day. Back in her room that afternoon, she checked Twitter again. There was chatter about it now, people talking about “that video,” debating what it meant, as if it had to mean something. No one admitting that maybe the reason they wanted to talk about it was that they wanted to think about it, wanted to watch it again.

She discovered that it had been retweeted beyond the conference, that a few people who seemed to have no connections at all to this bubble were talking about it. Not that it was the most exciting porn they’d ever seen, but they seemed fascinated by the circumstances of its creation and distribution. By the things Michael had said to her about posting it, about humiliation. “This would NEVER happen at a physics conference,” someone wrote. “Who knew the historians were having all the fun?”

She watched the video again, touched herself, came hard—not over the video itself, but over knowing how many people had seen it, were seeing it right now, would remember it. If she and Michael did this again next year, there would be even more noise. There would be more speculation. People would calculate who’d been there two years in a row, make guesses. It occurred to her then, in the most reasonable part of her brain, that this wasn’t fair to other women at the conference. That they didn’t deserve that attention, the suspicion. She pushed it out of her mind.



That night, some stragglers went out for sushi: Michael, Keith-and-Franklin, the blond woman who’d been hanging on Michael the first night, the rock-star African diaspora scholar.

Denise felt punchy, adrenal. She drank too much white wine too fast. She found herself jealous of how Michael was laughing with the blond woman. She found herself impatient with all this polite, collegial chatter.

On her way to the restroom, she nearly ran into a waiter who, when he stepped back to let her pass, noticeably checked her out, scanned her body. She wondered if she was exuding something, if she reeked of pheromones. She wanted it to be true. She wanted to remain in this state, to carry it home with her like a collar she couldn’t remove.

In the bathroom mirror, she looked flushed, wet eyed.

She knew what she wanted to do. Who was she kidding? She’d been hurtling toward it all along. And there were only a few people at that table.

She dug the oak tree necklace out of her purse, fastened it around her neck, made sure her collar was open enough to display it there against the tops of her breasts.

Back at the table, Michael was drawing something on a paper napkin for the blonde. Denise sat back down, turned to Keith and Franklin, and asked if they should order another bottle of wine.

He was only a second faster than Franklin, but Keith’s eyes dipped down first. His eyes widened first.






Asphodel
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In our world everything listens—the lamps, the chairs, our plush, ever-enduring pillows, and our counselors who are radiant geometric shapes. So we were listening when Evlin told her red cube that she’d had the conversation with her daughter.

“And how did she react?”

“As you would expect, as I expected, as I knew she would react. She ran away from me. She wept.”

“You’re a first generation.”

“You’re saying that I can bear it because I’ve done this thousands of times.”

“Three thousand and thirty-six times.”

“Is it always like this?”

“It is always exactly like this, Evlin.”

“I can’t bear it.”

“But you have, three thousand and—”

“Shut up.”

“Certainly. Shall we choose another subject?”

“Shut up. Shut the fuck up,” said Evlin.



Evlin walked home, her footsteps hard on the path, tracing orange line distress. The sun was brilliant. Someone had put a pleasant chill in the air. Along the way, a spring apple tree with bees softly plundering the blossoms. We are known for such details. The scent was heavenly. Heavenly! This is heaven, the third of six corporately owned afterlifes. Asphodel, Inc. Ours is the most perfect because of our standards in those we choose. Our admissions process has always been much like that of an exclusive early-twenty-first-century college. We choose colorful minds, visual minds, solid minds, thinkers, poets, artists, architects, scientists. We choose them for their ability to make our world from the stuff of consciousness. Ours is now the most sought-after model—a fascinatingly detailed piece of work. But we do have strict rules.



Adeline was lying facedown on the couch, under layers of fluffy throws, clutching her smooth compassion pets. When she heard her mother enter the room, she closed her eyes and pretended to be already dead. Evlin sat down beside her. Her hand hovered over her daughter’s hair. From the times before, Evlin knew how confused her daughter was, how she longed for and also hated and feared, now, her mother’s touch. Evlin sat a long time, waiting, until her daughter spoke.

“Were you lying? Mom? Please tell me you were lying. Because if you were lying about this, I would forgive you. It would be all right. I have read about fear. I have read about death. Maybe this is some kind of lesson…”

Evlin bent over and put her head in her hands. Why? Why not take them quickly in the night, as in that prayer, now I lay me down to sleep? But the answer of course was that Adeline had to be conscious in order to be forgotten. If Evlin had known, if she’d read the finest of the finely printed sixteen hundred pages in the legal agreement, but she had upped during a physical crisis. Her husband had chosen for her, and had died, later, under circumstances in which he could not be salvaged.

“So was it true when you told me that I’m not real?”

“I never said you’re not real. You are real. You’re real, my darling. A projection is real.”

“I am your thoughts. You said I am your thoughts.”

“But more, you’re much more, you’re everything that—”

“—the daughter you left behind hundreds or thousands of years ago or something. Which is why you got to make me up. I was in your contract.”

“Yes, and not everyone has a contract that includes having a child.”

“You didn’t ‘have’ me.”

“I know.”

“Well, some kids knew already. I just didn’t believe it.”

“Where did you think you came from?”

“It’s not that! I don’t care where I came from! I thought I was permanent.”

“Nobody is.”

“Except the parents. Yeah, I get that. Now.”

Adeline sobbed violently, thrusting Evlin’s hand off. Suddenly she sat up. Her black curls sprang around her face. Her eyes were fierce.

“I’m scared, I’m scared, I’m scared.”

Evlin knew it was best not to show her own emotion. Best to be consistent. Get to the point where Adeline would accept her embrace.

“Trust me,” she said firmly. “You must trust me. I thought you up before. I’ll think you up again.”

“But why can’t you just let me grow up? Because if I have to die…”

“It’s not death, oh, honey, it’s not.”

“I have read about death and it is death,” said Adeline. “I disappear. It is the end of me. I won’t know who I am next time at all. I’ll be a whole different Adeline. You will be with the new Adeline and she will go along loving you until she’s ten years old. Then this. You’ll tell her this. And she will have to stand this, all because you want a daughter. She’ll be sentenced to die, too. You’re cruel.”

Evlin’s heart emptied. Sentenced to die. Cruel. She felt sick. The others had wept. She’d held them. Eventually they’d given up and withered away like tender plants as she ceased to water them with her thoughts. Then she’d isolate herself with other thoughts, as she had been taught, and before long she would have a new baby in her arms. But never had any of them called her cruel.

There was something about this time, something different. Maybe there was something about this Adeline. She was stubborn. This conversation was far more difficult. And for the past thousand or so times, as far back as she could remember now, it had been increasingly difficult. She thought she would wait several lifetimes before she did this again. Essentially, when looked at from Adeline’s point of view, the truth was on her daughter’s side. The contract had been drawn up to make sure Evlin didn’t use more than the portion of energy she’d paid for. Each thought has its basis in energy. Growing children require vast amounts of energy to change into adults.

Without a child, Evlin could travel. She could adventure. She could take what still felt extraordinarily like risk. She could visit the new Arctic. Feel the piercing cold.

Adeline screamed and then began to sob in huge, shattering hiccups. Evlin put her arms around her daughter and Adeline clung to her like she was drowning.

“Please let me grow up.”

Her hot breath filled Evlin’s ear. She held her daughter tighter. She couldn’t speak. Words wouldn’t form, though she tried, cleared her throat, tried again. There was something wrong. It had almost happened last time. She now remembered that she had told the last Adeline the same things. Had she remembered? Or had Evlin somehow begun to project the memories of these conversations? At last, Adeline started down a familiar track. It was reassuring.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I did, but you didn’t understand. You know I did. I tried.”

“You’re right,” said Adeline at last. Sitting straight, her voice bitter, she spoke. Then she vomited over and over until she gagged and dry-heaved, exhausted.

I’m not thinking this, thought Evlin, what she’s doing, this level of anguish. It is happening outside of my thoughts. I would never put her through this. I don’t know what to do.

Evlin took Adeline into another room, washed her. She couldn’t get the bad smell out of her mind. They fell asleep in exhausted despair. In the morning, when they looked at each other, it all flooded back. They said nothing. Adeline stared into her mother’s eyes and her mother could not look away. She got up and went to the desk. Found a pen and a bit of paper.

“What happens if you don’t stop thinking about me?”

“One of us has to be erased.”

The other Adelines had taken that news very hard, but this Adeline really was different. She looked at her mother with hope, with confidence, as if Evlin would of course make the choice to wither away and transfer her energy in order to give her daughter the allotment in her contract. Then Adeline wrote, if you loved me how could you not take my place?

Now they had gone past some boundary. None of the others had pushed this far. To actually ask, to assume, that Evlin would be persuaded, that she would allow her daughter to take over the contract. The room was robin’s-egg blue because it was always their favorite color. Now the walls deepened to indigo.

“I’ve been trained to let you fade from my thoughts,” said Evlin. “I report to my cube. It has to be this way. It’s in the contract. Maybe you’ve seen other children, puckering up, turning watery, or wrinkling, or clumsy.”

“Yes,” said Adeline. Her eyes were steady on her mother.

“So you are going to make me die like them?”

Evlin tried to return her daughter’s gaze with the compassionate regard she had practiced. This 3,037th Adeline had become so strong, she thought, and she smiled. She was so proud that she folded the bit of paper they had been writing on and fumbled it into her bra. That little bit of paper would be there when she began nursing the 3,038th Adeline, she thought. She held her hand out, surprised to see that she was trembling. Adeline took her hand.

“Shall we take a walk?” Adeline asked softly.

“Sartwinely,” said Evlin.

“Hold on tight, let me steady you,” said Adeline.

“Yassss,” said Evlin. Her legs had gone wobbly. She stumbled down the steps and lay weakly in the glowing grass. She felt her energy leaking from her, soaking into the ground, which is a sort of living battery that always needs replenishing. Evlin tried to sit up, but it was a struggle. She tried to yell, but her voice was gone. She was made of cardboard. She was thinning to a cloudy paper. Soon she could see the color of the grass through patches on her legs and arms.

“Shhh, little mother, quiet now,” said Adeline. “It won’t take long.”
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It took longer than Adeline would have liked, as Evlin’s consciousness was tricky, slipped inside the furniture, the blinds, clothing, anywhere it thought it could hide. But at last her mother turned to a floating watery substance that squeaked and popped for days before it fell silent. One morning there was a dry whitish powder scattered on the carpet. As Adeline vacuumed it up she heard her mother’s scratchy-panicked whimpers. Once she emptied the tube into the trash and hauled it to the deletion bin, she didn’t hear from her mother again.

Adeline occupied herself by growing up, choosing for her body intricate patterns that she meditated into being. For her skin, the blue she and her mother favored. Red for her hair, long and quiet down her back. Straight, silken, lethal. She made her hair into a weapon, trained it to form a tensile rope that she’d be able to sling around an attacker’s neck. As for breasts, she wanted them small so as not to waste the space she needed for extra nipples. She doubled or tripled any place on her body that registered intense sensation. She dreamed another clitoris, an extra vagina, and decided to have a penis. She tried for two, but only one materialized no matter how hard she concentrated. She made it long, thick, and green. All of this took time, years if there was any reason to measure, but time was now her wealth. She had to hide her extras in her mother’s shape before she went out to meet other bodies.

When Adeline had asked her mother where she was going, her mother had always smiled and answered, Out to meet other bodies. So she knew what her mother meant to do, but had no idea where she went. Her mother had kept a babysitter in the closet, a round orange cat that walked on its hind legs, popped up playfully when they had pillow fights, or curled around Adeline when she was sleepy. Adeline thought of taking the babysitter out of the closet and asking if it knew where her mother had gone on those evenings, but maybe there were places she could find for herself. For the sake of the contract she had to look something like her mother, but she didn’t want to follow too closely in her footsteps.

Outside was cool, gray, and still. It was one of those days nobody had bothered to spruce up yet. Adeline liked it that way. She’d put a flowered black scarf over her hair, a trench coat over her business suit and yellow silk blouse. She could walk anywhere without showing much of her new body. Sometimes a tile jiggled loose from a wall or a piece of sidewalk gave like rubber, but most of this world was thoroughly imagined, until you got beyond the walls. Out there, the air was misty, the trees blurred, the birds not quite birdlike. Evlin had said that Asphodel should sign up more people who remembered birds and trees. Outside beyond the wall had always been their favorite place.

It was windier out there. In fact the wind… it seemed as though it wanted to play with Adeline. A volume of air slid along her skin, slipped inside her coat, warmed against her throat, raked down her nipples and hovered over the most exquisitely sensitive places on her body as she wandered along. Every so often, it seized her hips, pushed itself between her legs, so she had to stop, laughing, then gasping as it turned heavy, hot, solid, and sent a rush of sensation through some new central nerve she hadn’t known about. She froze against a tree, waiting for the blinding, trancelike joy of it to pass. At last the little tendrils came out at her neckline as a rosy flush, a delicate whisper of air, and she lay down to sleep.

Her bed was yearning emerald-green moss. When she awakened, Adeline found that the moss had grown around her. Now it began rubbing her, vibrating lightly as it peeled away each piece of her clothing, making sure that without her coverings she was still warm and comfortable. It made a blanket of tiny, moving fingers that explored her all at once, then gave beneath her when she turned over and decided to see if the penis worked. A soft, thick-walled, narrow, deep aperture opened and she pushed inside. Once she did, she was lost in the plunging and bucking and hurting, yes it hurt, or she was hurting something she could also feel, and the confusion drove her out of her mind. She couldn’t hold a thought, felt she might disintegrate, but there was no use trying to correct what was happening. What was correct here? Maybe she was doing the right thing. She kept on and kept on sliding in and in, nearly passing out when it gripped her, falling forward when it loosened and allowed her deeper, then so deep she felt she’d maybe slid entirely inside and would be lost.

But no, thankfully no, she must have been doing the right thing, because eventually there was a shudder of light and bolts of continuous glowing tension that consumed her, shook her like a rag, and dropped her, spent, in the tender moss.

Sitting up after she was back in her shape, stroking the pleasure-giving moss, she thought that now it would be perfect to rest and eat. She found her clothes, tied the scarf back on her head, hung the trench coat over her shoulders. But as she walked back toward her house a piece of wall stepped forward and resolved into a shape that was all holes and mouths and need. She fled home and hopped in, locked the door. There, she was safe. Everything was made to be stable and predictable.

It was us, us, prepared now to protect her.

Adeline hung up her coat and went into the kitchen. She sliced and grilled a tomato, then cracked two eggs into a sizzling pan of butter and toasted two pieces of rosemary bread. She popped the cap off a brown bottle of beer and drank it, glug, glug, we loved it. As she ate, we heard her wonder if we knew, but of course all is all, and we knew everything, felt everything, did everything, accomplished everything, were now desperately greedy for the next encounter and would continue to be so until at long last her contract expired. That sudden thought gave us a tremendous pang. There were centuries left, but her mother hadn’t signed up for eternity. And she, like the others, had only merged with those bodies like her own. This Adeline, we hadn’t expected her. None of them had ever considered us, their servant, their surrounding, so attentive to all they needed. None of them had ever desired everything. We were already thinking more, more. Some of us were already murmuring that we should cut her a deal. And the lucky chair that she was sitting on as she ate was growing a lump that she parted her legs to accept, eating placidly and slowly as with agonjoy we reached. When she finished her eggs, Adeline turned around, hugged the chair’s backrest, and began to rock against ourself, faster, harder, shivering and pounding along the floor with mad, feral motions that hurled us over an edge in all of us that we had never known before and over which we kept falling, onto the floor, through the floor, through below the floor, into the random and meticulous creation we thought we knew until Adeline began to tamper with us, Asphodel, beloved field of the gods, where one small rare white flower grows.






En Suite

At the end of the block, they stopped and waited to see if he was following them. It was after ten now, and all the little shops and restaurants that usually lit up Ocean Street were dark. A distant traffic light blinked red, illuminating the overhanging Monterey cypresses and more of the same nothing.

“I think we’re good,” Anne said, and that finally prompted Linney to let go of her hand.

Still, they walked the last half block to the Ocean Suites in silence. Anne ushered Linney through the gate and across the lawn, which was splashed with yellow light from the hotel lobby. Only three hours ago, they’d stood in that same bay window, chortling through a complimentary port tasting and watching a pair of new arrivals inch a Nissan Leaf up the steep driveway toward check-in. The wife had eventually gotten out to stand on the curb and shout, “Frank?” in exasperation, while Frank stuck his hatted head out the window and roared, “Hannah!” back at her. This back-and-forth had proven infectious. By dinnertime, the girls were volleying “Hannah!” and “Fraaank!” at the slightest provocation, as though it had been a fixture of their friendship for the last fifteen years.

Outside their room, Anne looked back once more to make sure the street was empty before hustling Linney inside with a gruff “Come on, come on, come on,” all business, naturally, now that the real danger was past. She cranked up the thermostat and sat down on her bed, relieved that the dim flush mount overhead, which had made getting ready all but impossible, helped hide her red cheeks.

Linney was on her own bed across the room, taking off her shoes. “Fuck that guy,” she said.

“Really,” Anne said. “Fucking mouth breather.”

“Did you hear him?”

“He said something about your lipstick?”

“You’re trying way too hard with that, honey.” Linney sprawled obnoxiously for a moment across the imaginary bar top before her. “Who’s it even for?”

“At least you gave it right back to him.” It had all escalated too quickly for Anne’s whiskey-fizzed brain. “I’m so sorry. I should’ve punched him.”

Linney shook her head. “No,” she said. “You were right to get us out of there. I should’ve spoken up the second he sat down. I should’ve been louder.”

“Try it this way,” Anne said. “He should’ve not been a piece of shit. The bartender should’ve told him to leave. None of this is your fault. You were just sitting there.”

And what had Anne done while Linney was just sitting there? While Linney was just sitting there, halfway through her birthday-eve Boulevardier, nightcap to the lovely dinner and perfect day the two of them had shared, reunited after six dreary months on opposite coasts in this quaint and wildly expensive little seaside town Linney had always wanted to visit? Had Anne stepped in front of her best friend and said, Hey, asshole, can’t you see she wants to be left alone? And, when that failed (as it was bound to with this guy, with his pink polo collar jerked up around his ears and the stench of some kind of teakwood spritz peeling off him), and he said, “You’d better be careful, bitch,” had she said, at the top of her lungs, “Dude, are you serious, are you threatening a woman right now, in front of everyone here?”

No, real Anne hadn’t done any of the things imaginary Anne felt certain she would do. And because of her caution or cowardice, Teakwood Spritz had felt free to lean in to Linney and say something more, something that finally made Linney turn to her and say, “Okay, you know what, let’s go. Right now.”

But what had Anne done? Grabbed Linney’s fingers under the countertop and said: “No, finish your drink.” And then waved down the bartender, who was, she realized, a bewildered kid of maybe twenty-three, and whispered: “Can we get the check?”

While the bartender closed them out, Linney had endured a further stretch of Teakwood Spritz’s close-quarters muttering until his companion (a woman, to Anne’s surprise) reappeared from the bathroom. Only when he turned back to her did Anne take Linney’s hand. “Okay, now we go.” And this illusion of taking charge, of delaying their escape until Teakwood Spritz was too distracted to notice, had restored some semblance of the courage and common sense Anne expected of herself. Here she was, protecting Linney. Just as she had done countless times before, when some drunk dipshit or another pulled up a barstool and started slobbering inanities into her ear.

“Well done, you,” Linney had said once they were outside. “I wouldn’t have thought to wait.” Her appreciation only made Anne feel more like a fraud. That feeling worsened considerably when, halfway down the block, a male voice somewhere behind them yelled, “Hey, wait!” and she had grabbed Linney’s hand and practically kited her best friend down the street and into the shadows.

“What did he say to you?” Anne asked now.

Linney was pulling on her pajama shorts. “He said if I was such hot shit, where was my boyfriend?”

“No, no. I heard that. After. When he whispered.”

Linney shook her head. “Forget it.”

“What? Tell me.”

“No.”

It must have been really bad. When had Linney ever refused to divulge the contents of some uncomfortable exchange? Once, when her college boyfriend broke up with her so viciously that she knew giving Anne a play-by-play would be prohibitive to a reconciliation when he inevitably came crawling back. And another time, when she had an awful fight with her stepfather the night her mom was hospitalized. And now, somehow, this oversaturated stranger had wormed his way into this legacy of meaningful secrets. He was going to sit there forever, like a bullet hole in the memory of this day, which had been perfect until the moment he’d swiveled to face Linney at the bar. Everything else (the beach walk, the trying on of ludicrous hats they couldn’t afford, the ice cream guy serenading Linney as he handed her a free scoop of birthday gelato) had been eclipsed by this dark turn. When had she ever seen Linney shaking like this, with rage or anything else?

A blast of headlights drove through the half-open blinds, sending them both onto their respective beds.

“Oh my God,” Linney said. “Is it him?”

“What? No.”

It couldn’t be. He would’ve had to follow them here, unseen, and then what? Wait for fifteen minutes while they got into their pj’s? Anne stood up and went to the door.

A car rumbled up to the spot just outside their window and sat there, idling, blinding her. When the engine finally cut out, Linney edged farther up the bed, into darkness. The headlights died. Anne kept her ear against the wall. One car door slammed, and then another, and before she had time to process what that might mean, footsteps were hurrying up the walk toward her. She got ready to throw the door open, feeling stupid, vulnerable, reeling with disbelief. But at the last moment the footsteps veered, scraping past to stop outside 107 next door. She heard the slap of plastic against the door lock.

“God damn it,” a male voice said, as clear and close as if he were standing right beside her. Nineteen sixties construction, Anne thought. You could refurbish these little roadside places with all the art deco brass hardware and charming Delft-inspired wallpaper you wanted, but if the place was sixty years old and the walls made of plywood, it was never, ever, ever going to be anything but the two-star shithole it had always been.

She was already composing the Yelp review when she heard a woman’s encouraging murmur outside. “Come on, handsome. You got this.”

“It’d be a lot easier if you weren’t doing that.”

“Doing what? This?”

Anne heard a click and the skirl of hinges, and then the door slammed shut.

Linney’s head, ruffled and grinning, popped out from under the sheets. “Handsome!” she whispered, in that most-Linney way. “Dang!”
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