
  
    
      
    
  


	 

	 CHRISTMAS

	
 

	"Christmas day is like an orgasm that never stops. Happiness and good cheer should be throbbing in your veins. Swilling eggnog, scarfing turkey, and wildly ripping open presents...one must pause to savor the feeling of inner peace. Once it’s over, you can fall apart." –John Waters

“Roger, I had a very disturbing dream last night. In this dream I found myself making love to a strange man. Only I'm having trouble you see, because he's old... and dying... and he smells bad, and I find him repulsive. But then he tells me that everything is erotic, that everything is sexual. You know what I mean? He tells me that even old flesh is erotic flesh. That disease is the love of two alien kinds of creatures for each other. That even dying is an act of eroticism. That talking is sexual. That breathing is sexual. That even to physically exist is sexual. And I believe him, and we make love beautifully.” –Shivers, 1975

“But that’s how the word porn works: it devalues the thing it describes. It indicates that something has crossed an invisible line. It’s gone from being art, literature, music videos or acceptable digital interactions to being something quite else. Something that exists in excess.” – Richa Kaul Padte, Cyber Sexy 
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Evanjellicles

	
 

	 

	I liked shocking new conquests with my supernaturally capacious kickstand when I was in my twenties, but when I entered early middle age, I got tired of tenderfoot paramours reversing themselves during the unholy unboxing. Porn is a goddamn lie: in the real world, a giant unexpected cock can instantly turn escalating passion into overwhelming anxiety.




I didn’t blame the women, of course. Since I was so short and slender, women interested in fucking me weren’t usually expecting to cram a family size shampoo bottle up their Jack ‘n’ Danny. Not everyone wants something that big cement-mixing their guts as a surprise, and fair enough! But there’s never a good time on a date to be like: “no really, I’ve got a terrifying prehistoric mastodon cock…you sure you want to do this?” So much of civilization is built around protecting men from insecurity that we don’t have accurate signaling procedures for supererogatory virility and so women seeking immoderate penetration are often forced to use height and aggressiveness as false indicia, ultimately leading to cascading disappointments and unshattered asses. 




So I decided I wanted to make sure that people were enthusiastic / warned about my improbable heavy-swinging centaur-situation before even getting to that point. But then there were the corresponding unknowns in this equation: the only people who were out there specifically looking for gargantuan penis were often socially unpleasant, so if you were truly committed to dilating dainty reservoirs with your large hard-on collider, your only way forward was to make hateful shitheads into a fetish, which was more challenging to operationalize than you might think.




So after making a bunch of “big dick seeking size queens and couples” profiles and pestering “everyone in my area” with no success, I mostly gave up on finding connections via the internet and resigned myself to a lifetime of apologizing to new conquests for my irresponsible amount of magic wand. Cock-based internet sexual solicitation was surely more trouble than it was worth and it always followed the same depressing pattern: first came a slew of misspelled messages from illiterate dudes getting off on the most boring kink of all, unpreventable online harassment. Then came the deeply racist couples leading the parade of ghosts, unbelievers, and bots. Finally, you were just left with all the influencers collecting followers and they were more interested in tats, piercings, and leverage than any mere chanticleer, no matter how statistically deviant. 




What I am saying is that real messages from real women were as rare as rocking horse crap. So that’s why I thought the message from “Evanjellicles” was spam and why I almost deleted it. The subject line certainly felt like it came from some digital golem: “Howdy Sir, and Praise Jesus for Your Massive Cock.” 




In fact, the subject line was so weird that I clicked on it just to satisfy some cold inner loathing about where robots had sorted me these days. Maybe an algorithm had finally figured out what was wrong with me and I could now melt fully into the apocalypse, letting the singularity burnish smooth every jagged crevice in my accursed personality. I clicked on the link, ready for a jolt of clarifying ego pain. But no, by god’s hooks! This couple was real.




The woman was in her mid-forties, with a tight body and very white teeth. She was tiny with almost no tits, but she wore ropes and collars well and I knew from experience that it was often the tiniest women who were my inverse physically—the push nut to my carriage bolt, the blanket to my pig, the pillow to my scream. I also knew that tiny women were often exclusively pursued by large quiet men with disappointing dicks who liked the way that small women flattered their bigness, despite any genital misalignment. I felt an affinity for my fellow elves trapped in these infelicitous alliances. There weren’t many positions that were comfortable for these clashing couples on account of the limits of physics and the cruelty of gravity. Two tiny people, however, could slide around together like angry rats, contorting themselves into more friction-friendly positions with the suppleness of horny bendy-straws. Maybe tall men just lacked real bodily awareness, in the same way that dinosaurs needed an extra brain just for their tails. 




Anyway, the dude in the profile looked benign and lame—ruddy and bespectacled, with a bit of a gut. I had to give them credit, this couple proudly displayed all their ill omens—all their stormy petrels and spilled salt shakers. For instance, both Evanjellicles wore crosses in all of their photos. This was clearly horrible, but it had always been a major yet furtive childhood dream of mine to orgasm on a cross swinging proudly between a Christian fundamentalist’s tits. So far this had been an unfulfilled fantasy because it did nothing for me if the woman in question was only pretending, and where would I ever find a real frothing zealot in my normal social circles? Yet I could get hard instantly just imagining a strand of semen stretching from a dangling crucifix to the red-lipsticked mouth of a blank-eyed Protestant fanatic, cum dripping like alien snot all the way from penetrated ingress to defiled lavalier.




In service to this childhood dream, I decided that I shouldn’t be so judgmental about this couple. They were on the same sex site as me looking for the same efficient thrills. So what if these churchies liked to flaunt their faith while waggling their genitals? That didn’t mean they didn’t also want their rocks tumbled. I quickly updated my profile, adding “religious desecration” to my list of fetishes.




There were other memes attached to this profile that I did find more unsettling. One just said “Submissive to the CONSTITUTION” in Gothic serif font. Another showed a cartoon of a woman on her knees in front of what looked like Jefferson, Washington, and Madison. Washington’s dick was obscured by the back of the woman’s head while she jacked off the other two presidents. “Founding Daddies” said the caption below the cartoon in block caps. It was provocative in a bad way but I also thought it was pretty funny.




The odiousness of these memes was balanced against one picture of the woman on all fours wearing purple cat ears and lapping from a bowl beneath a long mahogany conference table. There were several secret dicks peeking into the frame. She was wearing a bejeweled collar and arching her slender shoulders in a way that I found darkly twitterpating. This one image was so alluring that I decided that I was willing to step into this couple’s alley and at least let them make me an offer on their hot goods. 




I clicked on the actual message and discovered that it was shorter than the subject line. “Why PeterRabbit?” was all they had written me, referring to my avatar name.




I answered them immediately: “Flopsy, Mopsy, Cottontail. All descriptive names. All names that describe rabbit physical endowments, right? And then… Peter. So you have to assume that this tiny bunny has a cock like a first prize Imperator carrot. Can I tit fuck you while you speak in tongues and then cum on your cross?”




I pressed send, expecting nothing. The trick to sex websites is that you should be excruciatingly honest and then also expect nothing at all ever in return. You should treat them like a form of therapy, a place to train yourself to ask for exactly what you want but also never to feel entitled to it.




However, like the rapidly answered prayers of the manifestly elect, the Evanjellicles wrote me back immediately.




“Ha, funny,” they said. “Are you doing anything tomorrow?  We want you to fuck her. Also we want to film it for our site. No cumming on the cross, but everything else is fair game, if you’re willing to follow some strict ground rules.”




I had become so accustomed to no one ever getting in touch that I had no plan for a second move. In-person conquest was as familiar to me as my own smell: witty banter, compliments, lots of probing questions, making out, sharing a cab, and then surprise!  But I didn’t really know what to do with people who already knew what turned me on or what I had to offer.  




I decided to play it safe and just stick in one warm wet finger. 




“Would y’all be up for a quick call first?” I asked. “Just to make sure that you’re actually a couple and that you’re actually both down for this, especially if you want to film me. Lots of scammers and asshole dudes out there.”




“Absolutely,” they wrote me back instantly, sending me a link. “How about right now?” I admired their energy, their directness, their rabbity verve. I washed my face, checked my hair, and changed shirts. “Sure!” I wrote back. “Joining the call!” Then I clicked the link.




I kept my screen dark at first, just in case I was about to stumble onto a coven of giggling teenagers pranking me from some prep school study carrel. But the same people from the photos were sitting on a couch blinking at me—an older couple who looked like they were sharing a secret joke together. I wanted to be part of this joke. They both had black hair and pale blue eyes and there was something vaguely conservative about the droop of their jowls. They didn’t look fully-cooked. Many conservative people have this somewhat mutant twist to their faces, as if sculpted in a hurry from melting clay. But this didn’t make them any less attractive to me. God had labored on their stout hearts and firm shanks instead of refining their faces. Who was I to deny them the pleasure of my expert cruelty?




“Hey there,” I said, turning on my screen so they could see me. “Nice to meet you fine folks.”




“Hey there, PeterRabbit,” said the man. “I’m Tomjefferson and this is Manpleaser. Those are our Jellicle names.”




“Like from Cats?” I asked.




“We love Cats,” purred Manpleaser.




I was in the presence of true perverts. I was astonished by the totality of their rebellion against normative aesthetics.




“Amazing,” I said, at a loss for words.




“Your cock rules,” said Manpleaser, causing both Evanjellicles to break out laughing. I laughed too.




“Thank you,” I said. “Sorry to be paranoid and make y’all Zoom like this. But honestly y’all immediately seem like nice people to me, just looking at you right now. I’d be happy to meet up whenever works.”




“He’s made his Jellicle choice!” said Manpleaser.




“It’s smart to be skeptical,” said Tomjefferson. “A lot of fakers on this site. People flake out left and right. It’s good to establish trust early.”




“Can we see it?” asked Manpleaser. We all knew what she was talking about, but her request was a bit too eager and felt vaguely insulting. However, she immediately realized that she was dehumanizing me without erotic grace and so she raised her palms up to the screen to hide her face, laughing at her own flagrant awfulness. Tomjefferson turned his head away, as if he was too overcome with fremdschämen to even look at me. 




“Your expression!” she said.




“Ha, it’s fine.”




“It doesn’t have to be HARD,” she said. “We just want to make sure it’s the same one from your pictures.” 




“You can absolutely see it,” I said, admiring the dead-inside spiritual parsimony of the conservative ethos. I stood up and unzipped my jeans, watching myself on the Zoom screen, watching the eyes of the Evanjellicles shift from admiring themselves to actually looking at me. Tomjefferson leaned backward in his chair as Manpleaser leaned forward. I pulled my pants down and pushed my underwear to the side and showed them my tube of corpse-pale pizza dough. It dangled festively below the treeline of my unkempt pubes, hanging down past my gristly balls to my alabaster mid-thigh. 




I let them have a nice long gawk and then I zipped my pants back up. In the frame, my striated and veiny cock was replaced by the crinkles of my smiling face. 




“Fantastic,” said Tomjefferson. “Biggest one so far. Can’t wait to see it up close!”




“Jesus on the mainline!” agreed Manpleaser. “Getting a bit flushed. So you’re free tomorrow?” 




“I’m free in the evening, yes ma’am,” I said. “Where would you guys want to meet?”




“Could you just come over to our place?” said Tomjefferson. “It’s more convenient for us that way.  We’re already set up here. We could split a motel somewhere, buttttt…”




“Nah, your place is fine,” I said. “By set up, you mean filming? Because I’m definitely down for that.”




“Outstanding,” said Tomjefferson. “We’ll explain more tomorrow in person. I’ll put our address in the chat.”




Manpleaser flopped out one of her demitasse tits and squeezed her nipple at me. She stuck her fingers in her mouth and sucked on them. Tomjefferson swiveled to look at her. She flashed her husband with both tea lights.




 “You bony little slut!” said Tomjefferson, laughing.




“Bye now!” said Manpleaser, waving at me. Tomjefferson reached forward and then their box went dark. The Zoom session was over.







***







Manpleaser answered the door wearing pink cat ears and a sheer pink robe. Maybe the robe was white and it just looked pink because it was so transparent. Her dark nipples were visible beneath the fabric, but I was much more enamored by the promise in her enormous leering grin. She stepped aside to let me enter their Pueblo Deco ranch house. As I moved past her and through the zone of her bodily chemical radiation, I felt the gentle tug of her animal heat. She checked me out from my head to my boots. She seemed to like what she saw.




Tomjefferson was sitting in a lumpy chair in the living room, wearing a modal t-shirt that said “Jellicle Ministries.” He was also wearing cat ears, though his cat ears were grey, thicker, and more tufted—more like a lynx’s ears than the ears of a housecat. I scanned through their profile again in my brain: he was a cuck, but he wasn’t into bi stuff (supposedly). She was as subby as you wanted her to be: a real-life Squeaky Fromme or Betty Boop.







“Here’s the man we ordered,” said Tomjefferson, standing up to shake my proffered hand. He was already filming with his phone. He leaned in tight, and I clicked my heels together and swept the ground with one arm, bowing, making an elaborate pantomime in the tradition of Restoration raillery.  My lord, I am arrived to provide your goodwife with carnival release. But only in your honor, my lord.




As soon as Manpleaser shut the front door, she slipped out of her robe. Now she wore nothing but those cat ears and an ostentatious silver cross. This cross was even bigger than the one from her photos. It dangled between the pouts of her two stiff nips like the roundel painted on the side of a Spitfire. She was wearing this giant cross to taunt me. Surely frosting this crucifix wasn’t really off the table. I wanted to coat it in santorum and paste it to her forehead.




“Peter, just so you know, it’s been very hard to find cool dudes to play with lately,” said Tomjefferson. “So we need to know right away: are you a cool dude?”




“I’m a very cool dude,” I said into the camera.




“That’s good, because we’ve got something special we want to try tonight,” he said. “But first, we all need to know: have you accepted Jesus Christ as your lord and savior and are you willing to renounce the lies of liberalism, the lies of Satan himself, and the lies of globalist perverts everywhere?”




I laughed. “Oh yeah, big time.”




But Tomjefferson didn’t laugh with me. He was deadly serious. He extended his phone toward me, jogging it back and forth like a no-no finger. 




“This is important,” he said. “Before we do anything, we need to know that you’ve accepted Jesus Christ into your heart. That’s kinda what this is all about, really.”




My jaw dropped. He was fully in earnest. I was being ambushed and it was all on video. Treachery! Deceit! False pretenses! Entrapment! This wasn’t about plunging the clogged pipes of the repressed gentry: this was about religious recruitment. To catch a sinner! Catfished for Jesus!







I should have expected this. Hardcore sex and hardcore Christianity were partitioned specifically to avoid any contamination, despite how much they depended on each other. But I was still shocked by the flagrantness of their inhospitality and the boldness of their lies. How was I supposed to renounce liberalism in this setting? What was more liberal than fucking a dude’s wife in front of him while they both pretended to be cats? It was basically the definition of socialism. If I hadn’t been so perplexed, I would have just said “yeah, sure, I got saved in second grade” but my wide-open mouth and my hypertensive eyes were answer enough for Tomjefferson. He didn’t seem angry or cheated, however. He merely smiled, his Invisalign-shielded teeth gleaming. 




“So the answer is no?” he asked.




“Tomjefferson, you aren’t being very submissive right now,” I said haltingly, my mouth dry. “All of our roles are very confusing all of a sudden.”




“We’ve got a pool in the backyard where we can dunk you if you’ve got the balls,” he said. “Come on, I’ll show you the font! Honestly, we didn’t expect you to be saved—dudes like you never are—so we’ve got everything set up already. I hope you aren’t afraid to get wet?”




“I’m wet already,” purred Manpleaser, mugging for the camera. This was a weird joke if they were trying to publicly shame me for concupiscence on the Christian internet. Was sex still happening? Did they have some kind of salvation fetish?




“What do you mean ‘dudes like me’?” I asked. “You mean dudes that you lure into your home by deliberately misrepresenting your appetites?”




“I mean your huge uncut cock,” he said with a little wink. He filmed himself making a “wow” face.




He slid open the glass door behind the kitchen. I looked at Manpleaser. In fact, I now stared unapologetically at her red mouth and proud tits. I refused to submit to the flail of the cross. She primped and flexed, utterly unburdened by Christian shame. I wanted her very badly right then as sadistic revenge for their swindle. She smirked at me and fingered her crucifix like it was a swollen clit. I liked the tendons of her jaw and I liked how firm and stringy her thighs and ass were. She was mechanically built to pull semen out of dicks with pneumatic force. She was an oil derrick meant for extracting jackpot gushers and I wasn’t about to miss out on terrorizing her tight body just because of my bigotry against Protestants. I could turn my bigotry into sexual rage. But did this mean that I would have to commit total sacrilege and perjure myself existentially?  Maybe it was the only surefire way to build up the animosity I needed to make them truly pay for their affront to civilized lechery.




“Let’s get you saved, hon,” she said. “And then we can celebrate! You’re going to feel amazing once the holy spirit starts grooving in your soul.”




Tomjefferson kept the camera tight on my face. He could sense the drama in my sex-driven calculations. Manpleaser put her hand on my chest and then slid it down to the rim of my pants. She smelled earthy and warm, like blood and sweet tea. She dug deeper and put her hand around the base of my cock and practically dragged me outside by my awakening erection. 




So some definition of sex was still part of this deal. I relaxed a bit. We were still in familiar territory. This was all part of some occluded, already-in-progress private psychodynamic. Were my own needs here really so different? Perhaps they were even complimentary. I wanted to despoil false virtue. They wanted to sanitize hard-won corruption. It was a power struggle that could only end one way, if I was able to maintain the clarity of my perversion. I was in their house, but they were in my garden.




“We run a very special ministry here,” said Tomjefferson. “I guess you didn’t look at our subscription page?”




Manpleaser squeezed and released the base of my cock while Tomjefferson affixed the phone into a tripod that was pointing at their tiny backyard pool. The pool was sunken and full of leaves, but tastefully small. There were steps on both sides and a rostrum in the middle.







“I figured I’d be meeting you so I didn’t bother stalking you,” I said. “Listen, you guys still want to fuck, right? Because I don’t appreciate being tricked. If we aren’t going to eff, then I need to scram right now.”




In response, Manpleaser only jacked me off harder.




“For my own self-esteem,” I said.




Manpleaser used two hands now, watching me with her mouth and eyes wide open as if I was a bulging toad spinning in the microwave.




“Honestly, you both seem like fucking hustlers to me,” I muttered, but without much fight.




 “Sex is truly a big part of what we offer here,” said Tomjefferson. “Really and truly.”




“It’s a huge part of it,” said Manpleaser, staring into my pants. “Tremendous.”




“Guys like you—sex is probably all you think about,” said Tomjefferson. “You probably don’t think much about eternity.”




“I never think about eternity,” I said.




“Never?” he asked. “Not even once?”




He swiveled the tripod to capture my expression as I presumably thought about eternity for the first time in my life. His wife was furiously stress-balling my cock, squeezing and releasing it like a blood-pressure cuff. We were a perfectly stable tableau vivant. My cock was hard enough now that it was grazing my own belly button. Tomjefferson switched the camera off and walked over to us. He was breathing heavy. He looked right at my waist; could not meet my eye.




“Great entrance,” he said. “That was all one take, from when you walked in the door all the way until you called us con artists but then admitted you were a lost little lamb. Manpleaser, you looked real good in close-up, baby. You always do. Now we’ll just set up for the baptism.”




Manpleaser pulled her hand out of my pants and leaned into me, pulling my face toward hers. We kissed. She was surprisingly tender, as if she were trying to convey higher emotions than mere lust. Thankfully, this Agape-forward seduction did not blunt my sadism-fueled erection.




“So you want to baptize me?” I asked. “But then you still want to fuck?”




“All night long, baby,” she said.




“And how do I know you aren’t still playing puppeteer with my manful feelings?”




Manpleaser patted my crotch and then slipped over to the side of the pool. She splashed into it, flouncing while letting her arms float. She got behind the podium, dipped her hair in the water, and then tied her hair into a tight wet ponytail.




“So if you’d checked out our subscription page you’d have discovered that we’ve got a really neat thing going on here,” said Tomjefferson, suddenly standing right next to me, now speaking folksily and in a less grandiose register, but with his eyes still on my dick. “We’ve got a little internet show for subscribers where we showcase our faith and our family life for half of each episode—discussing the challenges of a modern married Christian couple and how we help each other stay sexually exciting despite all the temptations of the secular world. We go on goofy adventures. Our real friends and our real family make cameos. And then during the second half of the show, we usually save some sinner like you that we’ve picked up via the internet. Then comes the fun part: we cut right to Manpleaser fucking their brains out as the first physical blessing of the healed flesh. Sometimes we do scenes with other Christian swingers. Sometimes we even host an anonymous pastor who wears a mask or something. A lotta folks in the community absolutely love what we do, even if they cast aspersions in public. If you’re gonna look at porn anyway, isn’t it better if it comes from people you can trust—people with your same values?”




“And how does Cats fit into all this?” I asked.




“We love Cats!” shouted Manpleaser from the pool, laughing. “Cats, cock, freedom, and Jesus!”




“You’ve seen Cats, right?” asked Tomjefferson. 




“Sure,” I said. “Everybody’s seen Cats.”




“Exactly,” said Tomjefferson. “It’s something simple and good that everyone can enjoy. It’s a little bit raunchy, but the message of Cats is all about forgiveness and glory. Mercy. Giving yourself up to a higher power. Old Deutoronomy lifts Grizzabella up to the Heaviside Layer to sit side by side with baby Jesus until the end of time. That’s a story that speaks to all people, to all ages.”




“I don’t remember that part,” I said.




“Plus the music is incredible,” said Manpleaser. “MEEEEEMMMMORRRRRY…”




“And the Jellicle Cats are super hot,” said Tomjefferson. “We love the way they move. Their flexibility. Their poise.”




“Are you guys trying to baptize me as a Christian or as a Cat?” I asked, genuinely perplexed.




“The world of Christian pornography—truly Christian pornography—is brand new, so we’re still experimenting, still trying to find our niche,” said Tomjefferson. “We want to make porn that is so spiritually powerful that when you’re done jacking off, all you can think about is your empty soul. We want people to realize that you can have both: incredible sex and also a relationship with Jesus. Now, you must know that there’s a lot of overlap between musical theater, porn addicts, and Jesus freaks. It’s just solid marketing to combine ‘em all. And since you aren’t baptized yet, we are going to be able to get a glorious high rez shot of you going under and receiving the holy ghost for the very first time, getting christened with your new Jellicle name. It’s more powerful than anal, more raw than your first triple bukkake. Maybe we’re guilty of eroticizing salvation, but you should see our numbers: we’re making people WANT the fire of god. Maybe salvation is just inherently sexy!”




“God is love, baby,” said Manpleaser, blowing a kiss. “People want to know you’re one of them before they see you fuck. Especially if you’ve got a big ol’ dick.”




“So when you said you wanted me to be okay with making movies, you meant the porno of me getting baptized,” I said. 




“Not just getting baptized,” said Tomjefferson. “That’s just the first part. But yes, we’ll put your baptism in slow motion. The water will cascade down your hair and across your chest as you dunk down and it will glisten like beads of dew on a spiderweb when you come up. You’re going to love watching it later. But then we’ll do whatever you want, just like we said. You’ll belong to Jesus so everything we do together afterward will be sanctified.”




“If I do this, it’ll only be for the sex,” I said. “Just so you know.”




“Only you and Jesus will ever know for sure what happens in your secret heart,” said Manpleaser.




“And if I decide to let you guys baptize me now, jizzing on that cross later is part of the deal?”




Manpleaser’s face twisted. Her eyes went wild and her smile became a sneer. Her transfiguration only lasted for a moment, however. She blinked rapidly until her bright blue eyes were clear and happy again.




“Listen, if you want, you can come right in my face,” offered Tomjefferson putting his hand on my bicep and squeezing it a little. “I’m an ordained minister. But leave the cross alone, okay?”




“It’s not the same,” I lamented.




“I know you think we’re uptight,” said Tomjefferson. “But just because we’re Christians doesn’t mean we can’t make good porn.”




“I’m just feeling a little exploited here,” I said.







“Brother, believe me, nobody ever regrets saving their souls so they can fuck my wife six ways to Sunday.  But get any kind of subversiveness or devil-worship out of your head, okay? That’s not what this is all about. We need you to be respectful about our beliefs if we’re going to let you dominate us.”




“Your beliefs,” I said. “Cats, cock, freedom, and Jesus.”




“And human dignity,” he said. “Honest, plain-dealing country values.”







“Do you have cats?” I asked. “Real cats? I haven’t seen any.”




“We’re both allergic,” he said. “But we’re definitely cat people.”




Tomjefferson handed me a handwritten sheet of paper. At the top it said DADDY CAT / KITTEN BITCH. There were hearts dotted over each of the i’s. The rest of the list was a chronicle of profanity:







YES




Pussy, Gash, Slash, Cunt, Clunge, Snatch, Twat, Quim

Ass, Shitcunt, Crack

Fuck, Rape

Fucking, Raping

Clit, Cherry

Cock, Dick, Penis, Fuckstick, Meatstick

Slut, Fuckpig, Whore

Tits, Pigtits







NO




Jesus, Mary, Joseph




Jesus Christ

God

Goddammit

Holy shit, holy fuck, holy hell, etc.




Go to hell, Zwounds, by faith, by God, by gum

Bleeding, Bloody







“She’s going to call you Daddy Cat or just daddy and she wants you to call her Kitten Bitch or just bitch,” said Tomjefferson. “Are you okay with that?”




 “So this is a vocab sheet for acceptable sexual cursing?”




“Manpleaser used to be a middle school English teacher at Achieve Christian Academy,” said Tomjefferson. “Words are very important to her. This is the vocabulary that she prefers. Now, son, if you deploy these foolproof power words, you’ll make her very excited and that’ll be good for you. And what’s good for you is good for the internet, good for our numbers, good for Jesus.”




“Trying not to say the ‘g’ word might make me a bit self-conscious. It mostly just slips out, honestly, if things are going right.”




“She’s a kitty cat in heat and you’re a cool dude,” said Tomjefferson. “You’re going to do just fine with her, I can already tell. If you’ve got to be careful with your speech, maybe you’ll be careful not to forget that we’re real people here, not just cartoons. Did you ever think about that? Maybe we know a little bit more about consent and communication than you think.”




This stung. I nodded, folding the vocab sheet up and putting it in my pocket.




“Are you ready to get saved now, hon?” Manpleaser asked me from the pool.




Tomjefferson waited by the camera. I looked at him plaintively and he gave me a thumb’s up. 




“I’m down for whatever,” I said. “Y’all go on and save my soul, my sweet fuckpig whores.”







***







“I’m the cat who loves being wet,” said Manpleaser, hands on her hips, a big grin plastered across her face. She loomed above me in the water. 




“Cross your arms and hold your nose,” Manpleaser stage whispered to me. I did as she said.




She reached out one arm to support my upper back and she put her other hand on my stomach. She caressed my abs with the tips of her fingers. I leaned on her arm for support and she cradled me gently in the water, standing one step above me.




“Are you ready?” she asked. “I’m going to dip you.”




“Ready as your sweet little quim,” I said, her vocab sheet still fresh in my mind.




“PeterRabbit,” she said, over-enunciating, so full of unctuous enthusiasm that I started to get hard again in her arms, despite the coldness of the pool water. “Do you renounce the world, the flesh, Macavity, and the devil? Is your Jellicle soul ready to be lifted up to the Heaviside layer for all eternity?”




“Bitch, absolutely,” I said.




“Then I baptize you PeterRabbit in the name of the Father, Son, and the Holy Ghost,” she said. She dunked me backward, holding me down by my shoulders just beneath the surface of the water. She put her other hand on my chest to keep me from bobbing up. I blew out bubbles while she said something else, but I couldn’t hear her. I watched the fading evening sunlight playing on her shining face and her glistening breasts. I was feeling restrained, furious, and horny. Finally, after what felt like a full minute where she could have been saying anything—any fine print terms and conditions—I felt pressure on my shoulders and she lifted me up out of the water. I splashed to regain my balance and took in a big gulp of air. I broke away from her and rubbed water out of my eyes and slicked back my hair.




“Rise, PeterRabbit, and join the community of Jellicle saints, unified in one apostolic Christ,” she said behind me.




I felt a hand on my shoulder. I pivoted to find her smiling at me, on my level now, her face right below mine. She nestled into me and I grabbed her, bending her down this time and kissing her with as much pagan passion as I could muster. 




“Yes,” she said. “Yes to whatever you want.”




Under the water, my hand crept up her thigh and then I plunged two fingers right into her pussy, making her gasp. I kissed away her moan, pulling her closer, hand on her neck, my fingers drifting to her asshole.




I let her breathe.




“Oh YES, Daddy Cat,” she yelled.




“Incredible scene!” Tomjefferson shouted from the side of the pool. He felt far away. Spayed and neutered. Meaningless. “Why don’t y’all come dry off so we can get started?”







***







“So, like we said, we want to do something special tonight,” said Tomjefferson, handing me the cup of coffee I had requested—the world’s most practical and effective aphrodisiac. “You honestly do have the biggest cock we’ve ever seen. That’s why we’re letting you get away with being such a goon.”




“As long as it means destroying you both for what you’ve just done to me,” I said in a kidding tone.




They laughed.




“But of course that’s what you really want,” I said. “And why should I give you that?”




They blinked at me.




“So the special thing we’d like to do tonight is play the entire Cats studio album while we fuck,” said Tomjefferson. “We’ve been saying we would do it ever since we started. We’re a nonprofit, so I think we can get away with borrowing the rights as fair use. Especially if we divide the whole thing up into very short clips. Listen, Peter, we’ve always wanted to do this, and you’re the perfect opportunity. You do actually seem pretty hip.”




“Wait a minute,” I said. “You’re a nonprofit porn site?”




“We’re a ministry,” said Tomjefferson. “With sacraments. I’ve got a day job working for a tech company that is trying to make personal protection drones that look like zoo animals. We call them security familiars. But we almost make enough money streaming porn that soon I’ll be able to quit doing that job altogether. Couldn’t come fast enough. The only part I still like at my job is modeling the movement of the animals. We do them two by two, like Noah’s ark, girl familiars and boy familiars. In fact, it was while I was doing some motion capture while pretending to be a leopard that I realized something very deep about my personal relationship to those big core carnivores.”




He looked into the distance. Manpleaser looked contemptuous but resigned. I didn’t ask.




“We’ve got a board for the nonprofit and everything,” said Manpleaser. “We’ve got a chairman of the board. The Reverend Orval Lee Mooney. Not his Jellicle name.”




“One time she fucked the entire board for an episode,” said Tomjefferson. “The entire board! It got like a million hits.”




I remembered the picture of her lapping up semen from that bowl under a conference table.




“Jellicles can and Jellicles do,” said Manpleaser.




“There’s cameras all over the house, so you can just do your thing,” said Tomjefferson. “I’ll film the close-ups. We’ve got speakers in every room. The whole house is wired up, really.”




“I’m going to get dressed up for you,” said Manpleaser. “Do you know the songs?”




“I can fuck to anything,” I said, draining my coffee. “Honestly, the more unpleasant the better.”




	 

	

OVERTURE




	 

	While the overture played, both Tomjefferson and Manpleaser knelt down in front of me with their chins on their chests. I could hear them muttering. They were praying. 




I was used to being totally in charge when it came to sex but here they were invoking a competing higher power right to my face. This should have been insulting, but I let them pray, imagining what I would do to them once they were finished tattling to the divine. I put my hands on their heads. As I touched them, they both flinched and looked up at me but they didn’t stop their wheedling.




I gently ran my hand down Manpleaser’s cheek and then squeezed it. This caused her to pray a little louder so that I could actually hear what she was saying over the music.




“…and please help us all to be safe. And help us to enjoy ourselves. And make sure that everyone has the experience they need in order to get to where they want to go. Amen.”




She stopped praying before Tomjefferson did. I was glad that I had at least successfully distracted her, but he would not be swerved. I let him pray. I ran my hand along the back of Manpleaser’s neck, pulling her toward me, unbalancing her so that she had to grab my legs. I roughly shoved my hand down the front of her pink party dress. The new dress matched her newly-applied pink lipstick. I cupped her breast, twisting her nipple in a way that made her sit up straight and shine at me.




Tomjefferson’s voice caught in mid-sentence.




I pushed Manpleaser’s dress down over her shoulders, stretching out the neck, exposing her body all the way down to her navel. Tomjefferson resumed praying, more loudly and fervently this time. Manpleaser’s hair was very black and her neck was very white. I slapped her tits gently, just to get some color in them. I slapped her face a little harder, testing her, seeing how she would respond. Seeing how Tomjefferson would respond. He straightened his spine, leaning slightly away from me. I wondered if his jealous lord god was fortifying him for the travails to come.




I reached down and put my hand on his cock, tracing the contours of his erection in his slacks. He squirmed away from me, but I pressed down on his shoulder, keeping him kneeling. Yep. He was getting hard. He liked it.




“Amen,” said Tomjefferson finally.




	 

	 

	 

	JELLICLE SONGS FOR JELLICLE CATS
 

	The overture stopped and the music soared. The harmonies were distracting, but the sonic exuberance signaled a change in tempo and intensity.




The typical stations of the hetero cross were: blowjob, cunnilingus, missionary, doggy, cowgirl grinding until female orgasm, doggy de novo, and then male orgasm, usually sprayed onto a partner’s back or face. But I didn’t want to have this kind of ritual corporate Amazon Prime sex to the Cats soundtrack. Jellicle cats deserved Jellicle clatterdevengeance: radical carousal twixt wind and water.




“What an aggressive tune,” I said. “This music is so cloying.”




“Is it distracting to you?” asked Manpleaser.




“Will you dance for us Tomjefferson?” I asked, not interested in answering her obvious question. I wanted to inflict deep physical humiliation on both of them as soon as I could. It was the only recompense possible for my recent (possibly permanent) spiritual violation. 




“What?” he asked. “You want me to dance?”




“Yeah, show us your best dance moves.”




Manpleaser laughed.  Tomjefferson grinned and started to swing his hips. He moved his arms in halfhearted semicircles, gyrating pathetically to the beat. 




“Sing along,” I said. “Don’t you know the words? Don’t you love this song?”




Tomjefferson didn’t need much prodding. Of course he knew all the words. He danced in place, looking fucking ridiculous and getting rather red in the face with the exertion. I stuck my hand down Manpleaser’s panties from behind and gently probed the rim of her asshole while she watched her husband degrade himself. I massaged her asshole with the slightest pressure, like gently clicking the trackball of a mouse. She rocked against my hand, clearly wanting me to go deeper.




	 

	

 

	 

	THE OLD GUMBIE CAT




	 

	I stuck my ring finger all the way into her asshole as she slid back against me past the second knuckle. Tomjefferson sat down on the floor, realizing we weren’t paying attention to him anymore. He watched us with his pinky in his mouth.




As the new song started, Manpleaser turned to face me, popping my finger out of her ass.  She traced the outline of my dick in my boxer shorts, rubbing it until it throbbed, until it twitched beneath her fingers. It poked out of the bottom of my shorts, straining against the cotton, running along the back of my thigh. Her caress was gentle and reverent. She smiled at me: my number one turn-on. There’s nothing better than a woman grinning at you beatifically no matter what you do to her. The best is when you spit in her face and instead of flinching with disgust, she laughs like a child in the rain. I received Manpleaser’s saintly smile as a challenge. I wanted to rattle this healthy grin into reappraisal—to do something innovatively cruel to make it twist or falter.




“Make the bed please,” I said to her. “I don’t like the sheets sprawling everywhere untucked.”




She gave me an ironic eye-roll. But her smile indeed disappeared. She did as she was told, stripping the sheets and replacing them, turning the act of housekeeping into a burlesque, bending at the hip and spreading her legs as she tucked and creased.




“Do it to the music please,” I said as misogynistically as possible.




I smacked her ass when she strutted by me. She bent over and spread her legs wider and I cupped her pussy, spreading it open between middle and ring finger, seeing how wet she was so far. Pretty wet.




She snapped the comforter clean as I held her down, smoothing it out perfectly across the crisp sheets. 




“Reach all the way across and grab the other edge,” I said. She dutifully sprawled across the freshly made bed, her hands like a clock pointing to the stroke of three. The bed was now in order. This genuinely made me feel better. I spread her legs wider. I took a knee and flicked her asshole with my tongue. Then I spanked her—heavily and systematically along to the ending beats of the song. It didn’t take long to make her asscheeks bright red but not actually bruised. Now I swept the sheets off the bed, wrapping her up in them and pushing her to the ground, tangling her in the comforter and the topsheet.




“What the fuck,” she said, her eyes flicking to her husband. 




“Fall down go boom,” said Tomjefferson, in a state of total glassy-eyed bliss.




“Do it again, kitten bitch,” I said. “Tomjefferson, get up off your ass and help her.”




	 

	 

	
THE RUM TUM TUGGER




	 

	As they worked, I decided it was time to get my dick out. After all, my superlative penis was my ticket to their bedroom. I didn’t want to piss them off too much by being too coy or withholding. Plus, at this point, they needed to be reminded of why they were ceding their wills to me. So I pulled down my shorts and my cock snapped up and hit my abs like a sprung mousetrap. 




Manpleaser stopped what she was doing. She looked at me like she was staring off a cliff’s edge into a vast and fertile valley after a long trek across the great plains in a covered wagon where too many sacrifices had been made.




“Down,” I said. “Get down for it.”




She lowered herself to the ground and walked over to me on her hands and knees. When she was close enough, she reached for my cock and I slapped her hands away. I squeezed her mouth, giving her a fish face. Her eyes went wide. 




“Do it with your teeny pigtits, bitch,” I said. “Don’t use your fingers or your mouth.”




“Yes, Daddy Cat.”




Her eyes glazed over with the dizzy joy of being the victim of pointless cruelty. She barely had any buds at all, so titfucking her would depend entirely on the electricity in her nipples. I was excited to see what she would do. She pushed her breasts together and rubbed them against the tip of my plum. This made me harder, bulging past the circumference of my foreskin, the head of my cock swollen like a water balloon.




They couldn’t see each other, but she and Tomjefferson were making the exact same facial expression. Just two prosperous melty-faced Christians with the same savage hog-hunger for purple pitchfork.




“You’re both drooling,” I said. I held out my hands to them. “Give me some spit.”




They spat in my hands, one after the other. I rubbed the spit in Manpleaser’s face.




“More,” I said. “Do it right this time.”




I used their next contributions to lubricate my shaft, sliding my foreskin up and down, showing them the giant vein underneath.




 




	 

	BUSTOPHER JONES




	 

	“We don’t want you to use a condom,” Tomjefferson blurted out abruptly. “Are you okay with that? Most guys are.”




“You sure about that?” I looked at Manpleaser. She grinned and nodded.




“One of our things,” said Manpleaser. 




“We’re very much against birth control,” said Tomjefferson. “We’re totally clean, if you’re worried about diseases. We get tested once a week.”




“Could I see your papers then?”




“Right now?”




I nodded. Tomjefferson scrambled away, clearly surprised that I wanted to check his math. Manpleaser and I had an emotional moment alone together. She gently tasted my cock for the first time, prettily making bitch faces at me, letting me know without words that she understood that her husband was ridiculous and that we would probably have more fun without him. He wasn’t gone long before he returned with two glossy print-outs from the local crisis center.




“Okay, so you were clean on Tuesday,” I said, looking over the documents as Manpleaser throat-fucked my shaft, propping herself up on her little fists. “But aren’t you worried about me? I haven’t been tested in months.”




“Not particularly,” said Tomjefferson. “God will protect us.”




“Manpleaser?” I said. “Are you absolutely sure you’re okay with this? I’m not crazy about knocking you up.”




“Mmmm-hmmm,” she said without taking a breath.




“No chance of babies with her, sadly,” said Tomjefferson. “She isn’t able to conceive. But the upside is that we can always go raw, just like the Bible says to do.”




“I love it,” said Manpleaser, taking the tiniest break and flicking my balls with her sharp little tongue. 




“It’s very important to our ministry that even our extramarital sex is consecrated to the lord, no matter how dirty,” said Tomjefferson. “All sex—even with a Jellicle Jezebel—must have the chance to lead to procreation. And you never know: the Bible is full of miracles.”




“Again, I’m not really interested in being that kind of daddy,” I said, frowning.

 

“We’ll take care of everything if it comes to that,” said Tomjefferson. “You can send a birthday present once a year.”




I must have looked like I was about to throw up, because they both laughed at me.




“The look on your face!” said Manpleaser, licking the very tip of my penis like she was smoothing out the edge of a dripping ice cream cone. “Seriously, don’t worry about it. Motherhood just isn’t my gift. Tomjefferson loves me anyway.”




“It’s the curse of Abraham,” said Tomjefferson. “The curse of Rebecca. But if the website keeps getting good traffic and if we pick up some real advertisers, maybe someday we’ll be able to afford a surrogate…”




He trailed off.




“Maybe,” said Manpleaser noncommittally. It was clear that this was an unresolved, continuing argument.




“Listen, I’ve never gotten anybody pregnant before,” I said. “So maybe we’re both barren desert foxes, spitting dust, our DNA clutches like ancient desiccant packets in musty old antique drawers.”




She looked at me briefly like she wanted to murder me. I was getting used to this look. And then she turned around, rolled over, and spread her pussy wide open from behind. She craned her neck, smacked her ass, and meowed.




	 

	 

	MUNGOJERRIE AND RUMPLETEAZER

	


I shoved Tomjefferson’s face into her pussy to get it wet for me. I found him physically revolting, but I loved shoving something so old and ugly into something so organically beautiful. It was like buffing a gleaming new pair of Justin ropers with a dirty old rag.




“Be careful,” she said seriously. “Go slow.”




“Just relax,” I said, enjoying the anxiety this provoked.




I was careful and I did go slow. She couldn’t take me from behind for long so I flipped her over on her side and fucked her in slow motion, doing just as much damage sliding out as sliding in. She yelped with each thrust and seemed to tense up tighter, coiling more pleasure into her bowels. I flicked her clit with a finger. It was as rock hard and slick as an oily Zippo flint wheel.




“Aren’t you going to jack off?” I asked Tomjefferson.




He knelt beside her and played with himself while I pushed her face into the mattress. I wasn’t able to get very deep before her whole body was wracked with contractions from new pain. I burrowed into her relentlessly despite how much she tried to squeeze away, trying to establish a new baseline for what she could handle.




Tomjefferson couldn’t last, watching his wife writhe like that. I saw that he was about to come, so I rudely shoved Manpleaser’s face under his dick like turning a garden hose on a dog. His jizz was clear and viscous. I smeared it all over her face and then I rolled her over and let her ride me. She was already close to the edge. She quickly found the right seat in the saddle and ground hard on my pelvic bone, riding me high, finally able to breathe again. Able to scream. And scream and scream and scream and scream.







OLD DEUTERONOMY



	 

	“Good job,” I said, sliding her off my sopping cock. “But now I’ve got to take a slash.”




I kissed Manpleaser and she shut her eyes and put her hands on her cheeks. 




“You should use the guest bathroom in the hall,” said Tomjefferson grinning. “It’s for guests like you.”




I gave him a thumb’s up as if I knew what the fuck he was talking about. 




“You’ll see,” he said obnoxiously.




When I entered the guest bathroom, I could tell that something was strange, but it took me a moment to realize that it was the toilet itself. The bowl went much deeper than a normal toilet, meaning the water inside was about six inches lower. On the top of the tank, “Masculine Toilet” was written in all caps. I looked up the words on my phone, instantly finding the brand. 




The actual website for the product was very patriotic, as if somehow tough, god-fearing military-types were more predisposed to have big dicks than other men (this had not been my experience in locker rooms so far). The idea behind the “masculine toilet” was certainly not bad: the deeper bowl kept the tip of one’s pecker from dipping into shit water when unloosening one’s bowels. I sat down experimentally to see if it actually worked. There was definitely something comforting about knowing that my dick was not grazing the top of the toilet water like it usually did. This was how other men lived every day. I got off the toilet, got down on my hands and knees, and sniffed the water. The toilet was immaculately clean and smelled vaguely like lemons. If this toilet had ever been used at all, someone was cleaning it regularly, cleaning it with care and precision.




I could understand why Tomjefferson and Manpleaser wouldn’t want the big-dicked guys that they were rotating into their home not to have their rods glazed with toilet water. I could also imagine Tomjefferson using the bathroom every so often and luxuriating in his feelings of inadequacy. As far as I could tell, his thumbtack wouldn’t even dangle.




I closed the toilet lid, stood on it, and pissed into the sink. While I pissed, I took out my vocab sheet and tried to commit to memory some of the more fanciful terms for pussy that Manpleaser had included. I wanted to give my Evanjellicles the most satisfying experience possible. I wanted them to invite me back. I wanted them to introduce me to the guest pastors and to the other Christian swingers in their community. I wanted to be a deacon in their sleazy scam church. I wanted to play Christ at their Easter Pageant. Was their process working?  Were they converting me?




	 

	



GRIZABELLA: THE GLAMOR CAT




	 

	“Tomjefferson, that bathroom is incredible, but I really did a number on that masculine toilet in there. I must be very relaxed in your beautiful home.”




“No sweat,” he said. “We’ve got a lady who comes twice a week.”




“That’s not good enough,” I said, putting my hand on the back of his neck and bringing his face close to mine. His eyes went wide and then dead with submissive pleasure. “I want you to go in there and clean that toilet until it is utterly spotless. I want to be able to see my face in the side of the tank. I want the whole toilet to sparkle like a Jeep in a Superbowl commercial.”




“Okay,” he said. “Shouldn’t be a problem, Daddy Cat. I’m just here to be helpful.”




He slipped out of the room. We heard him banging around in the hall closet, looking for cleaning supplies. We heard him clomp down the hall and enter the bathroom. We heard him flush once and then flush again.




“Let’s go see how Tomjefferson is doing,” I told Manpleaser. “Do you think he’s ever cleaned a toilet before?”




She smiled wanly at me but she got up off the bed.




“Bad kitty,” I said. “Why aren’t you on your hands and knees? Have you been possessed by a demon? Is that why you walk upright now?”




She got down on her knees, clearly excited by my coldly calculated “unpredictable” ups and downs. 




“Show me how you flick your tail back and forth,” I said.




“I don’t think cats do it consciously,” she said. “It kinda just reacts to their mood.”




I reached down and hooked my finger into her asshole while I simultaneously raised her head, lifting her up by her throat. She froze, becoming perfectly still. Her neck flushed and her pupils dilated before reducing to pinpricks. I couldn’t tell if she really liked this attention or if she was merely just pretending to like it for my benefit, which was a form of information control that I despised. Only pushing things further would reveal the truth.




“Flick that tail,” I said. “Show me how you are unconsciously feeling.”




She moved her asshole against my index finger, slipping and sliding as I gently probed the corona of her anus. 




“Come on kitty, let’s go for a walk.” I pushed her forward by sticking my finger in deeper and then steering her with pressure from my cupped hand. She crawled across the bedroom floor on her hands and knees, looking over her shoulder at me to see if I was enjoying her performance. Her cat ears fell off but I retrieved them for her, putting them into place.




“This way,” I said, sliding my finger around in order to steer her to the left, toward the guest bathroom.








 

	
MAGICAL GUS / GUS THE THEATER CAT

	



“What do you think?” I asked Manpleaser. “Did he do a good job cleaning?”




They both crouched at my feet as I examined the toilet. They inspected it with me, blinking at the gleaming white curves and plains. I flushed the “masculine toilet” a few times, just to get rid of any poisonous cleaning chemicals that might still be clinging to the surface of the water. Once the water came in clear and bubble-free, I snapped my fingers at them. They sat up on their haunches, fully at attention. Manpleaser licked her wrist hammily and cleaned behind her ear. She licked my arm. It was an embarrassing gesture and I had to look away from her.




“So you’re cats, huh?” I said. “Well, somebody left the lid up on this toilet. Cats drink out of the toilet when that happens.”




Tomjefferson looked at me with real pain. He leaned over and put his head in the bowl, sticking out his tongue.




“No,” I said, grabbing him by the hair and pulling him away. “Not you. Bad Tomjefferson!”




I pointed to Manpleaser. 




“Her,” I said. “So I hope you did a good job cleaning.”




Manpleaser smiled at me and crouched beside the toilet bowl.  Her husband looked at her with real shame and terror. There was no way for him to know that I hadn’t actually just taken a huge shit in this bowl. He knew that his extremely sloppy amateur cleaning job was the only thing standing in the way of his wife slurping up my splashes of coffee egesta. 




She didn’t seem to mind. She stuck her head in the bowl greedily and lapped up the toilet water, making thirsty sounds while Tomjefferson turned bright red and actually stood up, pacing. I liked his panic so much that I didn’t even tell him to get back on the floor.  




“Yummy yummy,” said Manpleaser eventually, toilet water running down her face. She crawled over to me and rubbed against my leg.




“Kiss your wife,” I said to Tomjefferson.




He got down on the floor and eagerly did as I instructed, sitting cross-legged and making out with her on the shag-carpet toilet cozy. Sharing the toilet water that was dripping down her face seemed to make him feel better. 




	 







	SKIMBLESHANKS: THE RAILWAY CAT

	 



	Back in the bedroom, we finally got down to real Christian business. This song finally had an actual beat and you could actually fuck to it.




“Meow for me, bitch,” I said, spreading her open. “Meow for me every time I rape your little clunge.”




“Yes Daddy,” she said. She looked over at her husband. He was jacking off so hard that I couldn’t actually see his hand or his dick. His entire crotch area was just a meaty blur. His jaw was hanging open and his eyes were wide and excited, like a kid blissed out to forbidden cartoons after too much breakfast cereal.




“Mother of pearl,” she said as I thrust in more deeply, pushing her face into the bed. And then she remembered my commands: “MEOW,” she yelled, looking back over her shoulder to let me know she wasn’t deliberately disobeying. I smiled thinly. Making her meow was as much of a breathing exercise to make this easier for her as it was an act of control. I pulled all the way out. I grabbed her thighs and then I slowly re-entered her, the tip of my middle finger grazing her clit as I plunged deeper. The water drying on her chest and chin smelled like lemon-fresh Lysol.




“Meowwwww,” she groaned. I moved in and out slowly, getting her used to the size. I could tell she liked it, but she was still tense, doing risk/reward calculations about what my cock was doing to her innards: how sore she would be later versus what she was actually getting out of this. I needed to break her brain and make her stop worrying or else she would never relax enough for me to get as deep as I wanted.




	 

	 




	MACAVITY
 

	“Inhale that dick up your pussy, bitch—stuff your belly to the brim,” I said as politely as possible.




“Yes, Daddy,” said Manpleaser. There was nothing hotter than an older woman possessed by the spirit of her younger self, doing everything in her power to revert to an earlier, Edenic state of obedience fueled by artless, uninhibited hunger. She gyrated back and forth on the root of my cock, like a dog trying to wipe its ass on the lawn.




“Meow, meow, meow, MEOW…”




I reached around to her neck and rubbed her cross between my fingers. She sneered, pulling it out of my hands, and I grabbed her hips hard enough to leave marks on her fair skin. I slid my hands upward to her throat again. I forced her down harder on my dick to keep her from trying to figure out what I wanted from her. What I wanted from her was to have nothing but a dial-tone in her brain.




“Harder, bitch,” I shouted. We slapped each other with our bodies like beefy butchers tenderizing steaks.




I imagined the shockwaves from my dick ratcheting through her body and shooting up her spine, scrambling her thoughts, targeting whatever highly-developed prefrontal area was responsible for religious ecstasy. I wanted to make her speak in tongues as a result of orgasmic aphasia. I wanted to displace the entirety of her belief system by repatriating her pussy with vacuum-packed total penis.




“Unnnnh,” she said. The bulb of my cock throbbed. I was starting to feel more pleasure on the backstroke than on the forward thrust, which meant I was nearing orgasm. My whole penis was skinned and inflamed: an open wound ready to bleed.




“Yes bitch,” I said. “Feel it in your teeth. Feel it in your lungs. Feel it in the back of your…goblin…throat.”




She heard the “goddamn” I didn’t quite say. She shut her eyes and threw her head back.




“Fuck yes,” she said. “Fuck yes! MEOW!”




I hated this relentless positivity. It made me fuck her harder, bouncing her up off the bed in a way that made Tomjefferson stand up protectively.




“Sit your ass down, you fat sack of shit,” I said, immediately regretting it. 




Was this too far? I felt horrifyingly embarrassed for a moment—the same way I felt when I accidentally misgendered someone. The volcano in my cock receded. But no, he seemed fine. Everything was fine. He sat down with his thick hands in his wide lap, just happy that I remembered he was there at all. I had lost the thread of my orgasm, however. There were too many socially-complicated etiquette-based distractions in this marital bed.




	 




	 

	MR. MISTOFFELEES

	 



	We reached a higher plateau but not a satisfying peak. I slid up Manpleaser’s body and kissed her athletically, luxuriating in the warm bruise of her mouth. I grabbed the balls of her feet and squeezed them as I pushed her to the center of the bed to make room for myself, dropping down to stuff my tongue into her snatch.




“You like that, little kitten bitch?”




“Yes Daddy,” she said




“Your pussy is so sore and tender now,” I said. “Did I beat you up?”




Her only response to this was to grind herself against my chin like she was juicing an orange. I stuck my tongue into her as deep as I could, tapering the tip into a point and then swirling it around her sizzling rock-hard battery terminal. I sealed off her clit with my bottom lip, maneuvering it so that it was under my tongue. I gnawed at the leaking coracle, using my palate to stiffen and milk it.




“Meowwww,” she moaned.




“No bitch,” I said, breaking the seal but sticking my index finger into her as a placeholder, like a thumb into a paperback. “Be absolutely quiet and enjoy this.”




The song sputtered and unwound, reaching its dumb conclusion.






 

	MEMORY

	


 

	We were well into “Memory” before she finally came again. She squeezed my head with her knees and pushed me away from her vagina violently, squirming higher on the bedframe while whooping and shuddering. I peered clinically into her face but her eyes were wild and glassy, not registering cause and effect. I rubbed pussy juice into her face. She lapped it up robotically.




Sweet saccharine songs were sexually enraging to me, possibly for the same reasons as sweet saccharine religious beliefs. The cruelty of my eroticism did not seek to eradicate or shunt aside feelings of intimacy, love, or limerence: instead it wanted to enfold these higher feelings into the most degrading sexual acts possible, making these acts even more transgressive by virtue of making them emotionally confusing.




As the song soared, I spat on Manpleaser from above, loving the look of shock this provoked. I reached down and daubed the tips of my fingers in more pussy juice and mixed it with my own saliva that was now dripping down her cheek. She pursed her lips and leaned into my hand, closing her eyes, loving it. Saliva is an orgasm that is totally in our control. It is endless warm jizz—infinite cumshots—a kiss from a distance, a kiss from the heavens.




I thought about spitting on her cross, but I was satisfied enough by seeing the saliva drip down the chain. Manpleaser didn’t notice. She was too exhausted and happy. 




I always had a hard time coming the first time I met new people, but I wasn’t ready yet to give up. To create the feeling of overwhelming sensation, I needed to bend a woman over into a position that rubbed my exposed foreskin in just the right way. The friction created by the nerves on the underside of the foreskin rubbing against the nerves in my cock’s bulb was unbearably strong, but this friction was hard to attain except by burying my cock deep inside a woman and forcing her into the exact right angle, which was most systematically achieved with her ass in the air and her head down, ideally with something in her mouth to keep her from distracting me. I also needed pressure on my balls. It was hard to achieve this rigor with a stranger, especially once they had already come a few times. I basically needed to dehumanize them completely, which was difficult when I was still curious about them.




But I had to keep trying. I didn’t want to leave this place angry and unfulfilled.




“I’m not done with you,” I told her.




I pushed Manpleaser over and scooted her forward until she was correctly situated. I squished her head into the mattress and dug my knees in beneath her, bearing down on her while also twisting her arm. Entering her from this angle was like slowly rolling a tight sock onto a twisted ankle. I pumped harder and harder until I hit the sweet spot for me, and then I put my hand around her throat to hold her there. She bleated like a lost calf.




As a result of the protective sheath that kept my pants from rubbing my glans dead, the tip of my penis was easily the most sensitive piece of my body, a CIA microphone picking up the softest clandestine messages being tapped out inside her. I could feel her diaphragm vibrating from her shrieks. My cock was an internal organ push-popped into her cervix; a knife made of nerve endings, blistering as it stabbed. I swelled up inside her, getting even bigger once I was buried deep enough to dissociate. My cock made a perfect seal as we massaged each other with our viscera, peeling each other open.




I pushed her down harder and then I felt something that I had felt before inside many other women but which I wasn’t expecting to feel inside Manpleaser at all. I laughed out loud. Evidently grody old secular humanism was hiding deep down inside this chiliastic fanatic after all.




The tip of my penis rubbed against the threads of an intrauterine grappling hook, birth control that had been surgically inserted into the deepest labyrinths of her reproductive system. Was she hiding this secret birth control from her husband? Surely he didn’t know. He certainly wasn’t getting this deep when they fucked. Did they still fuck? I laughed again and kept thrusting. She whipped around and looked at me. She must have been able to feel the tiny plastic ‘t” being jostled inside her.




I mouthed the words “IUD” at her. Her eyes went wide. Then she narrowed her brow, sizzling me with that same murderous look as before: angry lust mixed with desperate malice. I thought about pulling out, but she rocked against me even harder, spreading her own ass with her hands and snarling as she slammed her coccyx into my stomach.




“Hypocrisy is the tribute that vice pays to virtue,” I muttered inaudibly, riding the wave.




“Is that all you’ve got?” she asked. “Aren’t you ever going to really fuck me?”




	 

	 

	
THE AD-DRESSING OF CATS
 

	“Do your fans know?” I whispered in her ear. “I’ll never tell. Only…”




“What?”




“You know what I want,” I said.




She grunted as I brutalized her. I could tell she liked feeling so overwhelmed, so outfoxed, so defeated. I finally had real leverage here and it was so much more exciting than playing pretend. Our new dynamic was cheap, tawdry, and real. Maybe she wouldn’t like the feeling soon—after we were done, after reality reasserted itself. But we both finally knew that I was actually in control now. My only real competition was Jesus Christ. I reached around and fingered her cross again. She didn’t stop me this time.




“Fine,” she whispered. “Go ahead.”




“Really?” I said, pumping harder, my balls sucking so snug against my prostate that they might as well have been inside out.




“I want you to do it,” she said louder. She took the dangling cross from me, stilling it, and then relaxed her fingers, letting it rest in the palm of her hand. 




 “This cross belonged to my grandmother,” she whispered between strokes. “It was the only thing she left me when she died. She was a volunteer substitute teacher at one of the first integrated high schools in the state.”




What a glorious detail! I pulled out of her (she yelped) and positioned her so that she was kneeling right in front of me. I took the cross back from her, cupping it in my left hand while I masturbated with my right. Her husband was looking at me with dawning disbelief.




“What’re you doing?” Tomjefferson asked.




“I want him to do it,” she said. “It won’t make him happy.”




“Keep talking, bitch,” I said. 




“The kingdom of god isn’t here on earth,” she said sexily. “It will never be open to a person like you.”




“Unnnh,” I said, squeezing my asscheecks together and rocking forward. My load sprayed out in a thick drizzle, splashing first into her open mouth and then landing on the cross in my hand as I repositioned to aim the next squirt. My come dripped from her chin down onto her chest. I closed my hand around my own hot semen, cocooning the sticky load around the crucifix like it was a piece of coal that I was trying to squeeze into a diamond. Jizz ran down the length of the chain as I continued to spurt. I opened my hand again and let more semen flow through my fingers onto the silver crossbars.




I snickered. The disjunct between how overwhelmed I was moments before and how suddenly empty I felt was wildly funny to me. With each spasm, the hot come in my hand was less erotic or interesting. It was only a nuisance. I held the cross close to her mouth. She licked the come off the cross like a baby piggy with a milk bottle. 




I let the crucifix drop back down between her breasts.




“Did you enjoy that?” she asked.




“Did you?” I asked her, smirking.




“You always get what you want, don’t you?” she said. “You seem like the type.”




“Hardly ever,” I said. “So I really try to enjoy it when it happens.”




“There won’t be any pride like yours in the lord’s kingdom,” she said. “No preening, no vanity, no games, no low cunning.”




“I think you’re wrong there,” I said. I held out my hand to Tomjefferson. He licked my fingers, his red-rimmed eyes utterly fixated on the cross I had just despoiled. 




“In fact, I think you’re more than wrong,” I said. “You’re heretical, maybe. To your own faith.”




I pointed to the speakers that were playing the final song of the album. We listened to the final words from Old Deuteronomy in silence. When the invocation was over, I stood up, looking for my pants and underwear.




 “Won’t there be plenty of pride and preening in heaven?” I asked. “Won’t it be full of cats?”







 

	 





Edge Detection

	 

	 

	The suburban Cracker Barrel is almost empty.  It is a Tuesday night.  Tom, a decent looking Gulf Coast man in a thoroughly retro white t-shirt and a zipped-up black leather jacket—a nod to the basic affinity between all priests and all bachelors of a certain age—sits alone at the bar area.  

His security familiar is surely the most artistic machine that has ever been seen inside this restaurant. It is clearly custom, and not from a package. The few customers here who have augments keep staring at it in abased wonderment.  He designed and coded it from sketches that an old girlfriend drew for him long ago, back when he thought “girlfriends” were a good idea. 

His security familiar is tiny. You can only see it fully through augments of your own, the same kind he and many others have grafted into their ocular nerves in order to opt out of the horrors of consensus reality. To people without augments, his security familiar is just a ball-bearing sized drone.  It buzzes all around him, taking pictures, streaming data, feeding him information.  However, to those with augments, it looks like a six-inch-high woman with fairy wings and bright green skin.  The fairy wears a leather bondage mini-skirt and her proportions are “problematic.” She is made from lights and code, otherwise she would never be able to lift herself up and fly on such gossamer wings, being so top-heavy.

Tom is waiting for his date, a woman named Lila that he has only met a few times.  There is a black bag at his feet full of equipment. 

Lila lives in the apartment complex right down the street from this Cracker Barrel franchise, a restaurant whose survival must depend on rush-hour traffic from the feeder road. He got here way early so he could at least have one drink in him before she showed up. 

The music here is procedurally generated alt-country twang mixed over soulful Bible verses delivered in a manly tremolo, most likely lifted from some audio book New Testament.  Every now and then an oldies pop song comes on that makes him smile. He likes oldies; he likes masturbating to very old porn where all the people in it are surely dead.

He first met Lila at his cousin Charlie’s wedding, and then again at Charlie’s house for a post-wedding, pre-honeymoon barbecue. He lives in the city and she lives out here, so they are exotic to each other, even though they have this mutual connection, this pivot point that draws them together twice in quick succession. He becomes “known” to her: this makes him “safe by default” which makes her “willing to take a risk.”

She was hard to miss at the wedding: her security familiar is a seven-foot-tall baby blue grizzly bear drone.  It’s a package and not custom, obviously, but it’s an expensive package.  She had a date and couldn’t talk to him the way she would like to talk to him. Tom was with his family and couldn’t talk to her the way he would like to talk to her. It was clear from the start that they had a certain dark chemistry.  Lila was bubbly and outgoing…outspoken, not ever deferential when confronted with a sufficiently strong opinion. Instead she flipped her hair around and flushed with excitement at any challenge.  

The second time they met, at the barbecue, she disagreed with him on every point, no matter how trivial. It was too easy. He sent his familiar to rest on her shoulder and she never even brushed it off.  

Every time he said something self-deprecating and mild, she slapped her thigh, contradicted him, and stared at him like she wanted to eat him.  He got the idea.  When he went to the front yard to smoke a cigarette, she followed him, chattering away to create a mystifying cloud of noise.  When they were alone, he passed her his cigarette and she took a drag, holding the cigarette awkwardly. 

“Give me your phone,” he said.

She handed it to him with a small noise of shock and excitement, like a bunny being squeezed.

“Code?” he asked.

“0125,” she said breathily.  “My birthday.”

“Don’t worry,” he said punching it in. “I’ve already forgotten it.”

He typed in his email address for her.  Then he took his cigarette back, inhaled, and blew smoke in her face. She looked around, suddenly skittish, to see if anyone was watching them.
  
He left the barbecue right after that.  Didn’t even say goodbye.  

He ignored her for a week, and then he sent her a long email that ended by asking her about the closest restaurant to her place. The letter was otherwise effusive and complimentary, full of charming personal anecdotes and revealing personal details. But the subtext was brutal and clear.

She sent him back a one-line response with just a time and a place: a loathsome literally-true answer to his question; a provocation, a bratty dare. And now here he is.

At the Cracker Barrel, he does manage to get one drink in him before she arrives, but only one.  He slides back on his barstool as her security familiar pushes open the doors and lopes inside.  She follows behind the giant blue bear, frowning, timidly inching into the restaurant. Does she ever actually come here?  Surely not. Finally, she sees him and puffs up, grinning, walking over to him quickly and voraciously.

She is wearing a low-cut pink sweater and a white, pleated skirt.  She wears stubby heels.  Her hair is shoulder-length and she is slender and completely flat-chested, like a boy.  She wears bright red lipstick and Tom is old enough to know when a woman has spent a long time doing her makeup.  He surmises that Lila has left work early to get ready for him and this fills him with the good kind of contempt.

“Hello,” she says.  “It is great to see you again.  I wasn’t sure if you were going to be able to find the place.  Or if you would still want to come and meet me.  Thanks for picking a place so convenient.  Nobody ever wants to come all the way out here.  I love that jacket, by the way.”

Tom smooths his hair back.  He turns to the side and motions to the bartender.

“Two glasses of water. And we aren’t staying for dinner.”

He puts a ten-dollar bill on the counter for the one drink and the bartender picks it up, bored, uncaring.  She pours two glasses of water for them and then backs away. Lila sits down on the barstool next to him, her eyes flicking to the bag of equipment at his feet. He knows what it looks like: it looks like he has packed an overnight bag. But he hasn’t. He does not actually intend to stay the night with her. 

Her familiar lays down behind her, resting in the big open area by the door. It is empty enough inside this suburban Cracker Barrel that nobody seems to mind that she has brought it inside.

His own security familiar flits over to them and then lands on his shoulder.  The fairy drone struts along his deltoids, posing as Lila watches.

“I can’t get over how cool your familiar is,” she says.  “Not like mine:  I got my bear from work.  It’s a package, part of our health insurance.  You made your familiar yourself, right?   Charlie said you were an artist, that you do code and stuff.  He actually warned me about you, did you know that?  He said you were weird and quiet but that you always had a beautiful new woman you were dating and he said nobody knew how you did it.  I think he was trying to talk me out of seeing you, but he didn’t do a very good job.  He only made you seem more mysterious.”

Tom picks up his glass of water and takes a sip.  Then he picks up her glass of water and also takes a sip.  The gesture is not lost on her.  

“I just have a regular boring job in an office,” she says.  “I studied psychology and art history and every single person asked me what I was going to do with it, and now I work for an insurance company.”

She slaps her own bare thigh and laughs, throwing her shoulders back.

“I guess there is some psychology involved in working at an insurance company: it’s amazing how people never think they are going to have an accident or die or that their loved ones are going to crash their cars or get brain cancer.  My job is mostly talking on the phone, though I have to travel a bunch.  Which is pretty okay.  I am pretty outgoing.  I don’t mind that part. You know, you don’t look very much like Charlie.  Was your mom at the wedding?  I don’t think I met her there. God, I am just rambling. What did you study in school?”

“I didn’t go to school,” says Tom.  “Just did computer stuff.”

Her thigh jiggles close to his. He pours water into his hand and then puts his wet hand onto the flesh under her skirt, far above her exposed knee.  She gasps.

He picks up her glass of water again.  He spits into it and hands it to her. 

“We aren’t eating dinner here,” he says.

“No,” she agrees.

He looks at the glass of water in her hand.

“Aren’t you going to drink it?” he says.

She lifts the glass of water to her lips, trembling as his hand moves higher up her thigh.

“Hey, whoa,” says the bartender, moving over to them, banging one hand on the counter.  Lila lowers the glass, looking over at the bartender, a middle-aged woman with close set eyes and a strong jaw.  Her neck is chafed and pimply where her stiff collar grazes it.  

“He SPIT in that glass of water,” says the bartender.  “I saw him do it. Don’t drink that water.”

Lila blushes. But Tom puts his hand over hers and raises it to her lips again, sliding his hand higher up her skirt, climbing upward inch by inch.

“He spit in it,” says the bartender.  “Maybe you didn’t see.”

Tom pulls the glass away from Lila and holds it out to the bartender.  

“Do you want to spit in it, too?” he asks. “She’ll drink it and we can watch.”

The bartender stares at him, and then at Lila.  Lila closes her eyes and breathes heavy.  Her skin is flushed all the way down to the long open v of her sweater. The bartender frowns. She walks away.

Tom spits into the glass again and puts it back in Lila’s hand.  

“Drink up,” he says.

She drains the glass, making pretty, girly gulping noises. Then she puts the glass down on the bar.  

“Maybe we should get out of here,” she says. “I mean, I live around here.  We should go, right?”

Tom calls his security familiar over to him.  It perches on the bar and Lila smiles.

“She is adorable,” says Lila.  “Does she have a name?”

“No,” says Tom.  “No name.”

The fairy dances to the twangy country music that is interspersed with the manly Bible verses, swaying, holding herself, blinking her long high-definition eyelashes.  She gyrates in time, running her green hands over her body, over her leather mini-skirt, over the leather bra barely containing her cartoonishly disproportionate curves.  She struts all the way around the empty glass, fluttering up to lick the rim, running her tongue across the clear hard surface.  

Under Lila’s skirt, Tom’s hand squeezes her thigh and rubs the underside of her knee with two fingers in time to the security familiar’s rhythmic gyrations. Lila arches her back and grabs her stool to steady herself.

Tom holds one finger out at eye level, as if he is showing Lila a rare but invisible butterfly.  The fairy drone flies up and kisses the finger, winking at them.  Then the fairy grabs Tom’s finger with both hands and runs her tongue along the bottom, hovering in the air.

“She’s totally tame,” says Tom. "Does whatever I want."

The security familiar hikes up her skirt, extending her long green legs sideways. Without augments, all you would see is a floating ball-bearing circling the tip of Tom’s extended index finger.  But Tom and Lila see the cartoon projection bend over and suck his entire finger inside her dainty ass, throwing her head back in silent ecstasy, squeaking and bucking her hips as she impales herself.

Tom strokes Lila’s upper thigh in time to his security familiar’s dilatory thrusts with one hand,  moving the familiar-fucking index finger of his other hand back and forth in front of Lila’s wide-open eyes.  His fairy clutches her breasts, rocks her hips, and rides the finger like daddy’s airplane knee.

“Oh my god…” whimpers Lila.

Her thigh is sweating.  She presses her legs together and Tom moves his hand up higher until he feels moisture at the edge of her panties.  People in the Cracker Barrel are staring at them. The bartender is whispering to the manager, who is frowning. Tom grabs his security familiar, making a fist, and the projection disappears in his large and gnarled hand.  

“We can go now,” says Tom.

Lila gets up off the stool and moves to the door, clutching her purse.  Her giant bear drone awakens as she stands, alert and protective.

The bartender comes over to say something, but she sees that they are leaving. So instead she just glares at them, taking their glasses away, aggressively wiping away the spots of moisture where they didn’t use a coaster.

“We can walk to my place,” Lila says as they step outside of the restaurant.  “It isn’t far.”

They walk across the Cracker Barrel parking lot toward the side street.  It is dark now, and they are silent, listening to the heavy crunch of the giant bear drone that lopes across the gravel of the parking lot after them, protecting Lila from threats.

“So what do you for fun?” she asks him in a rush.  Her steps beside him are clipped as her kitten heels pick their way between loose gravel and uneven asphalt.  “I have a blog. I know, totally retro.  It’s called Bad Corporate Art. It gets a bunch of hits, but that is totally an accident.  The blog is simple…I take pictures of bad corporate art… the kind you see in the foyers of big business buildings and in the bathrooms at PR firms.  Corporations always think they need to have art on the walls and it is always awful.  How could it be good, right?  I get sent tons of places to sign documents and so on…I mean, we do insurance for whole companies.”

He doesn’t say anything. He lets his familiar loose from his fist. She buzzes upward to land on his shoulder.  

“I think I really like the paintings that are just pastel modernist shapes the most,” she says. “You always see these shape paintings in corporate bathrooms where everything is cream-colored and carpeted, where there are soothing seashell lines everywhere.  Right there on the wall will be some pastel shape painting.  Just a bunch of pastel cones or balls or cubes or pyramids.  They are meant to be relaxing or something.  My theory is that it helps big-time corporate executives take a shit. Like, it might be the one time in their day they might accidentally reflect on their own humanity and so these paintings are there to thwart this.” 

“Creativity is a happy fire,” he says finally.

“It would be better if all these corporations spent money on actual artists,” says Lila. “Who is even making all this stuff? I bet corporate art is so bad because they only buy art from their deadbeat sons and daughters, or else the deadbeat friends of their sons and daughters.  It is all a contained, closed deadbeat system…bad art by bad people.”

“Computer programmers, people who write code, often think of themselves as artists,” says Tom.  “We like to think that what we do is creative.”

“If you have the money, who not invest in some old Russian icons or even just some original prints from comic books,” she says.

They move into the parking lot of a three-story apartment building and she grabs his hand and pulls him up the stairwell.  The giant blue bear ambles up the stairs behind them, analyzing her pulse rate and listening for subvocal trigger words.
   
“This is it,” she says.  “Second floor.”

She holds his hand for a second and he can tell she wants him to kiss her. 

Tom hefts his shoulder bag, switching arms, pushing past her. She follows him. On the second floor, they thread through the potted plants along the walkway.  She grabs his hand again and he lets her.  She stops in front of a door and unlocks it with keys from her purse. The bear moves in first, trained to always check for danger, just in case.

Her apartment is all pink and lime green.  Lime green couch, pink curtains, pink rug, lime green electronics. There is a coffee table made from an old tree trunk that has been polished to a lacquered shine and there are two giant gifs hanging on the walls of women in beehive hairdos posing with bears. The kitchen has a lime green linoleum floor and Tom can see stainless steel countertops and a 3D drug printer.

Her giant bear curls up in an empty corner, watching them through its milky eyes.

“I tried to clean up a little,” she says.  “I don’t have a roommate or anything. So it’s just us in here. I like living alone, but since I got the bear I feel more safe.”

“Do you have anything to drink?” he asks her.

“Sure,” she says, walking over to her refrigerator.  He checks out her ass as she opens the door and she sees him checking out her ass, so she spreads her legs and lifts her skirt up a little, teasing him.  He smiles.  The bear picks its head up, watching him, watching him, watching him, and then it drops its head back to its paws.

“I’ve got some beers and a bottle of vodka,” she says, opening the freezer and pulling out a chilly bottle of Absolut.  

He comes up behind her and puts his hand around her throat, peering into the cold freezer.

“Not much in here, honestly,” he says. “Are those Choco Tacos?”

“Yes,” she says, breathing hard.  She breathes in his scent. She pushes back against him.

He reaches past her and takes a Choco Taco from the box.  

“Your ice cream is racist,” he says, opening the cellophane.

He moves away from her, also taking the bottle of vodka from her hand.  She lets the freezer door close.

“Sit down,” says Tom.  “And I will tell you what is about to happen.”

They both sit down on her couch.  She watches him while he eats the Choco Taco in three big bites. It is freezer burned. Her eyes move from his mouth to his crotch and back again.  He washes down the Choco Taco with a swig of vodka straight from the bottle. He balls up the wrapper and hands it to her.

“Throw this away,” he says. “Hold your skirt up again as you walk so I can see your ass. I like that.” 

She stands up like a package drone and scurries to the kitchen to throw away the wrapper, holding her skirt up so he can see, just like he has asked her to do. The bear yawns.

Tom pulls his bag over to him and unzips it. 

“You like doing what you’re told,” he says. 

She nods.

“And you feel snug and cozy here with me in your own place.”

“Yes,” she says meekly.

“Then we are going to do some exploring,” he says.  “You are going to help me test something I made. It is completely safe. Don’t worry.”

“Okay,” she says.

“Have you ever messed around with a neural projector before?” he asks her.

“Sure,” she says.  “In college. I mean…I like real life better.”

“Yes, me too,” he says.  “But in this bag I have a SinSations brand neural projector that I have modified.  I have taken out some of the safety features because I think they were put in by fucking Puritans.  But you aren’t a fucking Puritan or a fraidy-cat, are you?”

“No,” she says meekly.

“Usually, with a neural projector, we would both plug our brains into this box and there would be a scenario all queued up for us. I could beat you up using a neural projector and you would really feel it every time I hit you, but it wouldn’t hurt you, not really, and it wouldn’t even leave a mark. Right?”

“I’ve done that before,” she says.  “In college.  But like I said, I like real life better. I don’t mind…real marks.”

“Shut the fuck up, you stupid bitch,” he says.

She breathes in hard, falling to the floor to hug his legs like a koala nuzzling up against a tree trunk. They both get very excited for a moment. But instead of reaching out for her, he reaches for the vodka and takes another sip, washing the last vestiges of the Choco Taco out of his maxillary molars.

“As you are clearly aware, there are built-in limits to what you can do with a neural projector.  The machinery attempts to replicate reality—to create a world that we can interact with physically and that makes sense to us geometrically but which has limits.  Physical boundaries.  But these limits and boundaries can be turned off.  I have altered the firmware of this particular SinSations brand neural projector in my bag and I would like to use it on you and record the experience.  Are you comfortable with that, you dumb art history slut?”

She nods immediately.

“Yes,” she says without even thinking about it.  

He needs her not to agree so fast. 

“You sure?”

She thinks about it for real for a moment.

“Yes,” she says definitively.

“Better loosen up, then,” he says. He hands her the bottle of vodka and she takes a long pull from it, staring at him.

“Let’s go to your bedroom,” he says.  “You will need to be lying down for this.”

She stands up, wobbly on her heels, and her bear stands up as well, cocking its head to the side.  His fairy swoops around the room photographing everything, taking video that he will watch later. He will dissect each moment and plug important variables into an old-fashioned spreadsheet because the act of categorization gives him comfort.

Her bedroom continues the pink and lime green theme.  Her bed is pink, the thick carpet is lime green.  Pink curtains give the room a womb-like atmosphere as the sodium arc lights of the parking lot bleed in.

“Take your clothes off,” says Tom.  She smirks.  She does, removing her skirt and her top and standing in front of him wearing nothing but her short heels.  She stands there while he takes two large bricks of machinery out of the bag, and then he squints along the wall, looking for an outlet.  He holds up the plug end as a question, finally looking at her naked body.

“Over there,” she whispers.  “Behind the night stand.”

“I am going to hit you with this cord,” he says.  “I want to hit your ass with this cord.”

He waits for her.

“Yes,” she says.  “Please.”

He doubles up the electrical cord to make a loop, and he lashes out at her, smacking her thighs and bare ass. She shrieks. He could hit her harder, but he doesn’t raise the cord above his shoulder.  She bends down, pressing her ass to her heels, and looks at him with milky, loving eyes.  She stays that way as he plugs in the box and puts it on the bedside table.  Next, he plugs in a different box…a box that he has constructed himself…and then he opens the binder full of needles and spine clamps.

“Lay down,” he says.  “No, bitch…on your stomach. You have ports?”

She lifts up her hair, revealing two puncture wounds behind her ears. Of course she has ports.  She is eighteen, isn’t she?  

“You sure you don’t want to just smack me around?” she asks, lifting her ass up off the bed ever-so-slightly. She looks over her shoulder and she can see that his pants are bulging.  She can tell that he is enjoying all of this, every moment, no matter how cool he tries to seem.

“There’s no way to make a perfect neural projection without the spine clamps lighting up your nervous system so that the gateway processor can make you a proxy body,” he says.  “It will feel strange.  A lot of people say they feel like they are a robot or on ketamine.”  

“That sounds nice,” she says as he sterilizes the needles with a cigarette lighter.  “I’m not really the type of girl you would think would be into this kind of thing, am I?”

“You are exactly the sort of dumb slut who I think would be into this sort of thing,” he says. 

Her hands jump to her pussy.  She fingers herself mercilessly. She moans. 

There is a lot of preparation required. He has to lube up the ports and get the adjustments right on the spine clamps. She starts to feel like he is ignoring her. 

“When I was a kid," she says, "I remember that I would always make my brothers play ‘capture and torture’ which means that I would hide and if they found me, they could do whatever they wanted to me. Like lock me in the closet or tickle me until I peed.  They were younger than me so I could make them swear not to tell my parents or else I would break their favorite toy or something.  I hope they don’t remember any of that.”

He comes up behind her and puts his hand on her ass.  She curls into him so he slides two fingers into her smooth snatch. She is very wet. She lifts her ass off the bed toward him, clenching it, showing off how firm it is.

“Don’t stop talking,” he says.  “I have to calibrate the projector.”

“What do you want me to talk about?”

“Anything,” he says. “Your favorite color.  Your favorite animal.  Your favorite restaurant.”

“My favorite…”

He forks his fingers across her clit and squeezes. He slides her juices all the way back to her asshole.

“Talk,” he says.

“Have you heard about this place called Googly Eyes?” she says after a long moment.  “It’s a weird new restaurant in the city.  I bet you know about it.  Have you been there?  It is owned by this artist who is getting kind of famous.  All the food has candy eyeballs all over it. The steaks, the potatoes, the dessert, the salads.  It all has googly eyes, like Muppets or something…”

He drives his fingers into her wet asshole now and she gasps.  She hears him unbuckling his pants, and she turns around to look. His pants come off and then his shirt. He screws two bolts into the box and makes some more adjustments with the needles and then he dims the lights.

“I am going to plug in the needles now,” he says.  “Your ports are clean?”

“I sanitize them every day at work,” she says.  

She feels him hover over her, feels the pressure of his body on her back and shoulders.  He grabs her throat and lifts her head up.

“Keep talking,” he says. “Tell me more about fucking Googly Eyes, I guess.”

“I only went there once,” she mumbles. “It was for my friend Katrina’s birthday. She thought it would be funny.  It was actually kind of unsettling.  All the faces made it seem like…”

There is a sudden burst of pain as he inserts a plug into her brain. He isn’t gentle about it. She screams, trilling like an opera singer.  As the connector stabs into her brain, she is overwhelmed by a sudden wave of nausea. Her head throbs and the skin on her face and neck crawls.  She feels so dizzy that she nearly rolls off the bed, flailing, trying to find up and down.  Tom catches her before she can hurt herself.

“I’ve never used such deep pins,” she says. “Back in college…they were basically headphone jacks. And the ones I use for work are just…more shallow.”

“These go all the way in,” he says.  “Can you handle it?  There is one more.”

“Yes,” she says.  “I can handle it.”

“I want this to be a spiritual experience,” he says, holding her face in his hands for a moment. “We can go slower if you like.”

He comes around behind her.  He lowers his face and begins to lick and chew her asshole.  She squirms and pushes back against him, grinding his face between her shanks.  With only one plug in her head, she is half in and half out of the neural projection, and so she feels the pressure of his tongue as a depersonalized sonic wave, agony crawling up her spine but also not quite reaching all the way into her mind.  This makes it even better somehow. He puts two fingers inside her, curving upward, massaging the electric crenelations of her moon-map interiority.  Then he steps backward.  She throbs. She has a headache in her asshole.  And then there is a shocking wave of joy and intensity as something hot and hard attaches itself to her clit.  Her whole lower half begins to vibrate.  A star is exploding in her pussy, making her flex her toes and wedge open her legs as wide as they will go. 
 
“Oh my god,” she says.

“My familiar,” he says. 

“I’m going to come,” she says.

“Go ahead.”

She squeezes her knees together, but the ball just vibrates harder.  She pushes against it, writhing.

“Noooo,” she says as she lets go. And then: “JESUS!” She stretches her whole body out, hooking her arms around her pink pillows.

He waits for her body to stop pulsing. It takes awhile.

She hears the flick of the lighter again.  Her vision swims as new input tries to take hold from the connection in her brain.  

“There’s one more,” he says.  “Are you ready?”

Half-in and half-out, she sees colors and shapes… but nothing resolves yet.  The throbbing in her head becomes a pleasant euphoria that matches the ecstasy in her pussy. The numbing agent in the needle that is already in her head blunts the worst of her brain’s immune response. 

She grabs her own thighs, twisting on the bed. She steels herself.

Tom grabs her neck and then plugs in the next needle, jamming it home.  She shrieks, not expecting how strong it will be.  There is no place to turn now: pain flows into her from both sides of her head.  She chokes on her own spittle, coughing.  The throbbing makes her gag and she grabs hold of the bedspread, moaning. 

“Can you handle it?” he asks again. “I can turn it off any time. Just say the fucking word. Are you with me, Lila?”  

The needles are so deep in her brain.  All she can see is black and purple. It is like falling into a bruise.  She thrashes, but he holds her, and she doesn’t ask for him to remove the plugs.  Slowly, the darkness resolves into shapes and patterns.  Slowly, the pain becomes bearable static and she feels some other ghost-spirit take shape.  The real part of her laying on the bed recedes.  She brings a ghost hand up in front of her face. As she watches, the ghost hand shimmers, becoming more solid. She is a sleeper who came briefly awake and who is now returning to her dream.  She flexes her hand in the dream world, letting her paralyzed body in her own bed be spell-corrected, deleted, typed over, forgotten.

“This feels…creamy,” she says.  “I’ve never been so deep.”

“Are you having physical sensations?” he asks. His voice comes from far away, the voice of conscience or an evil impulse.  

“Yes,” she says.  “It is just blackness now though. Just me in the dark.”

“I haven’t started the scenario yet,” he says.  “Once I plug in, we will join each other in a consensual bidirectional neural projection.  Hold on.”

She touches her own thigh and yes...there is the phantom of a feeling. She smells blood, iron, burnt almonds.  She presses harder and the feeling becomes more firm and solid.

She laughs.

“It’s like being awake during a dream,” she says.

“That’s exactly what is happening,” he says.  “Neurologically speaking. Okay, hold on, I will join you. I put the clamps on you, just so you know.”

From far away, she hears a grunt and feels pressure against her paralyzed shoulders.  Half a man materializes in front of her.  One pin for Tom. The two of them still occupy a formless void.  Then there is another grunt and the world drains into color.  Two pins for Tom. As she watches, she sees Tom struggling beside her, naked and smirking. For a moment, she is afraid. Then she remembers that her big blue bear is right there in the corner, watching over everything.  All she would have to do is shout.

Her vision swirls and then she finds herself in a round rainbow bed in a room with grey ceilings and grey floors.  There are clean, sparkling windows all around them, showing streaking stars.  They are flying through space.  She looks down at herself. She is wearing a blue uniform top with some kind of matching short skirt.  Tom stands above her with his hands behind his back.

“We are on a spaceship,” she says, leaning back, stretching out on the massive rainbow bed.  She can spread both her arms and legs out like clock hands and still not reach the edge. 

“So nerdy,” she says.  “I love it.”

“It takes some practice to maintain an environment like this,” he says.  “One of us has to stay in control. There is no way that you could maintain the solidity of the environment, given what is about to happen to you, so that person will have to be me.”

“What do you mean?” she says. “What is about to happen?”

“First, I am going to hit you,” he says. “Just as a test.”

“Do it, then,” she says.

He slaps her, sending her flying across the bed.  The sting on her cheek is real.  The pain rocks her body and she slips away for a moment.  Her nose stings and she cries out, yelling his name lovingly.  She lands with her knees splayed open and she realizes that he has not provided her with any underwear in this creamy fantasy.  She smirks at him.

“It is fucked up that you like doing that,” she says. 

“Oh yeah?” he says, touching her lip, touching her nose.  It swells slightly. “Nothing I do here will actually hurt your real body. Even though you can feel everything.”

“That’s a shame,” she says.

“You will still have the memory of the pain,” he says. “I can’t do anything about that.”

“Yes,” she says.  “The best part.” She rubs her knees together and then gets up on all fours, crawling toward him.

“Anytime you want to leave, all you have to do is will yourself back into your body,” he says.  “It’s easy as that. Your will here becomes law. You have to want to be here to stay here, so I will always assume that you want to be here as long as you stay here.  A neural projection is basically a consent machine.  Not like real life.”

“Yes,” she says.

“We should practice, though,” he says.  “Try to will yourself back into your real body, like Dorothy with her ruby slippers.”

Lila closes her eyes and thinks “there’s no place like home,” demanding to occupy her real arms and legs. Instantly, she transitions back into her room, back into her bed. Her head aches slightly. Tom is curled around her. They are like two tender drug addicts. She focuses on the feel of her own bed beneath her and the warmth of him next to her, inert and powerless. The clamps along both of their spines connect to wires that fall down both sides of the bed and sweep away to the two modified SinSations boxes. She immediately wants to return to the dream. She closes her eyes again and thinks “there’s no place like getting fucked by a geeky grunting stranger on a spaceship in your head” and she instantly returns, blinking, as if she never left.

He grins as she rejoins him. He lowers his face to her crotch. He spits into his hand.  He kisses her while he roots around for her clit.  When he finds it, he squeezes it with surprising alacrity. It slips between his fingers. His eyes go dead like a fish as he tries to imagine the shape of it, how it swells, what lavas are flowing into and out of it.

“It all feels completely real,” she says. 

“Neural projectors have come a long way,” he says.  

He lifts his hand up and then she feels something cold and metallic slip between her thighs.  She spreads them, ready for anything, but it is only the ball-bearing rolling up her leg.  His security familiar still has a presence in this spaceship overlay. His true love, she thinks.

“Just so you know, we both have dual presence,” he says. “Just in case your house is on fire or something. But you won’t feel anything from real life unless something changes there. The projector is minimizing all holding pattern real world input. You will only feel things from the real world if they are strong or unexpected.”

The ball is warm against her leg.  She shifts to accommodate it, enjoying the cold sizzle and the way it remains in place no matter how hard she pushes against it.

It vibrates, slowly crawling down her body.  She gasps as it plunges into her pussy again.

Tom also sticks his tongue into her while she is splayed out on the spaceship bed.  She feels both things happening simultaneously: he goes down on her here in her dream at the same time that his security familiar vibrates with a rhythmic pulse that organically adjusts to the bucking of her hips.

“Oh god,” she says, after awhile of this team-torture, rocking against both his hungry head and the hot vibrating ball.  “I’m going to come again.”

“No,” he says, lifting his chin out of her and wiping his mouth.  The ball ejects from her pussy and her muscles clench. The ache inside her recedes.  

“Not yet,” he says.

She grabs him and he pushes her down on the bed.  He overpowers her as she struggles while she wonders if she has done something wrong.  Eventually she stops fighting and he returns to her pussy. The ball returns as well, and then she is clenching his head with her thighs and lifting her ass up off the bed. Suddenly he stops again. She flips over onto her belly.

“I want to suck your cock,” she says, frustrated.

“There is a reason for the double awareness,” he says. “There is something that we can do here that we can’t do in the real world.”

“Your modifications?” she asks. 

“Yes,” he says.  “All the nerves modeled by your brain are also modeled by this device and then fed back to you.  But this illusion doesn’t just extend to your external nerves. Your internal nerves are also modeled here.  There are more of them, actually.  And they are autonomic.  Do you know what that means? There is a part of your brain that needs to know what your kidneys feel like at any given moment, but it isn’t part of your conscious awareness unless something goes wrong. Here, the boundaries between us are porous and arbitrary. They are all mixed up together in the box.  The off-the-shelf SinSations box creates simple collision detection and object management code that I have figured out how to turn off.  With my modified settings, if you were to walk through a wall you would feel every morsel of pain in all of your organs as it passed completely through you. I want to fuck you with the clipping off.”

He puts his fingers in her pussy and shoves upward.  She gasps. He keeps pushing.  The pleasure and pain builds as his fingers go further and further.  She can feel his whole fist sliding into her in a way that doesn’t seem real or right. Her eyes widen and she tries to shift her hips to take it.  No, no, no, no, no, she thinks. She feels pressure. Her body is being ripped apart.

She cries out and bends to grab his arm, but he keeps pushing.  She feels him in her belly, feels her organs tickled and then stabbed, feels strange clawing in her abdomen. She screams. His hand is now sticking out of her stomach.  He waggles his fingers.  Her body ripples with the pain and her legs shiver uncontrollably.

“STOP,” she screams.  “STOP.”

“But you are still here,” he says. “If you really wanted me to stop, you would just—poof—disappear. You must really like it.”

She can't help but move where his hand goes as he flexes it.  It is all the way inside her, like a fist making a puppet out of an athletic sock.

He covers her mouth with his other hand before she can scream again. She loves it. She can’t pretend she doesn’t in this place. He slowly pulls his hand out of her. The pain immediately goes away.  Her body throbs, but it is an empty throb. Aftershocks.  He holds his hand out to her. No blood or guts. She rubs her belly where his fingers were just protruding.

“You ripped open my stomach,” she says.

“No,” he says.  “We temporarily merged our neural projections.  My neural cells passed through yours, lighting up both sets, which are tracked and sorted according to a machine-learning algorithm that I hope to sell one day.  Of course, the nerve endings in my fist and forearm are different than the ones in your pussy. But it’s working. We still have discrete boundaries, don’t we? Even though we are testing their limits?”

She laughs nervously.

He stands up, putting his erection in her face.  She gets on all fours and looks up at him. She is happy for something familiar like a dick in her face.

“Grab it,” he says.  “Don’t be shy. Don’t you want revenge?”

She takes his dick in her hands and strokes it, making it slick with spit and friction.  She puts it all the way in her mouth, working her tongue along the big vein on the bottom.  He holds her head there for a moment as she squeezes the part of the shaft she can’t take.

“Squeeze harder,” he says.

She does.

“No, HARDER,” he says.  “Break it off, bitch.”

She lifts from her knees to her toes, getting traction, getting torque.

Her fingers push through the solid flesh of his glans. He roars, putting his hands over hers.  His eyes are wide and totally lit up. Both of their interlaced fingers sink deeper, pushing into the adipose sponge like pizza dough.  She makes a tight fist, stroking the deepest veins inside the shaft itself.  Her fingers dissolve into the flesh and she feels the prickles and itch on her palms as she pushes through his whole dick, skinning it with her fist as if she were peeling a centimeter thick layer of foreskin all the way to the root of him.   

His erection strains higher, punching out of his tightened balls like a yoga-mom saluting the sun.  She leans forward, stroking the inside of his dick as hard as she can, and then loosening her grip on him as she jerks backward to see his expression change.

His eyes narrow and grow more malevolent as she hurts him. Eventually he pushes her hands away, grabs her head, and shoves his dick into her willing mouth.  But their bodies are porous here too and he shoves himself further down her throat than she has ever let a dick go before. Instead of choking her, it goes right through her throat, stabbing into parts of her that have never been touched before. She slobbers as she moans.  

She can’t choke here. She can still breathe through her simulated lungs.  None of this is real.  She could leave any time.  

He runs his hard dick through her entire body as she bucks beneath him, moving it down through her chin, splitting her neck and letting his dick rip open her chest. It is utter agony.  There is an explosion of pleasure as he finally drags his cock down to her clit and lingers there, rubbing his cock on the place in her body that most directly rewards penetration. She is pouring sweat, screaming, clutching at him as if they were falling down an elevator shaft together. 

The colors around them flash and blend.  Her heart beats wildly and her whole body is on fire.  As he turns her over and fucks her in the spine she shouts for him to go deeper.  He drags his dick all the way through her body to the base of her head again.

“Yes,” she says, feeling his dick in her voice box. 

“It feels good when you talk,” he says. “It buzzes.”

“Do it,” she says.  

He rotates so he is above her, bending her over so that he can rub her pussy with one hand, twisting her into a convenient pretzel.  And then he begins to fuck her in the brain.

With every penetration, she sees a flashing light. It is as if her head is being slammed over and over again into a wall.  She screams, but she doesn’t stop him or pull away.  Her vision becomes a hurricane of color. Figures move at the periphery. He is mauling her sinuses.  She rotates her head as he slams into her.  She tries to speak, but his balls slam into the side of her head and each stroke is like a kick from an angry horse.

She trips the fuck out.  Time slows down and colors melt together and she can hear the rhythm of her heart as her thoughts elongate and bisect.  Each heartbeat brings a new wave of pleasure, but the fuck-pain instantly pulls her apart again, opening her like a mylar bag of chips. The spongy nerves in her skull are smashed, busted, beaten by his throbbing cock.

She grabs the sheets, twisting them as her orgasm begins, shooting through her.

“There are…other…people…here,” she says.

“What do you see?” he shouts. 

She isn’t imagining it. Ghostly figures move closer to her.  They aren’t alone here.

“Tell me what you see,” he says.  “Tell me what it feels like.”

“I… feel… so… goddamn… high,” she mumbles as he pumps between her lobes.

She is surrounded on all sides. Faces leer at her.  The faces are painted white…death faces…clown faces…pixels and melting greasepaint.  Red noses and enormous grins.  Business clowns. They have googly eyes.  Googly eyes everywhere.

She screams. She knows she can leave any time. But the stupendous agony mixed with the jackhammer joy-sickness is too wonderful and she cannot will herself away.  What is consent in the middle of an orgasm? She arches her back, gasping and roaring.  The business clowns surround her, leaning closer like doctors at an operating table.  

The business suits become fluttering purple cult robes. The clowns grow taller and thinner.  Pale clown faces become rouged corpses. These stretch into hollow-thin face stalks, barely big enough to contain their death grins. The googly eyes expand. These are giant unworldly praying mantis-like creatures.  Her vision shrinks until she is peering through a narrow hole, like a gloryhole. The demons are feeding from her. She wants them to eat everything.  The creatures dissolve into pastel abstractions: rods, cones, pyramids, spheres, cubes.

Far away, her security familiar stirs and she can feel its breath against her bare feet. She feels Tom slow down, nervous. Her bear could rip his throat out with a word.

“Keep going,” she yells.  “Don’t you ever fucking stop.”

He speeds up again. She takes his load right behind the eyes. The spurt of his orgasm is like splashing into a caramel river: her brain fills with his warm cum, their bodies merge like two whirlpools draining into each other.  The head of his cock bashes into her septum as her mind sucks it all down, containing the spurt and slosh of him like a cheap condom.






	 





	Rose City

	





The photo sheets keep coming. 96 photos at once of different women projected on the wall, all laid out in an eight-by-twelve grid. 




“B7,” says Vitus de la Fest—wine disrupter, wine mogul—the next enthroned incubus of the franchise. He has only been doing this for an hour and he is already starting to feel like the frozen gaskets of his soul will soon burst. The next grid comes up, but he looks away. Instead, he relights the joint that has gone out in the ash tray balanced on the arm of the sleek black recliner in the Rose City production office. He takes a drag and then a sip of Malbec. 




“You doing okay, Batch?” asks Nessica. 




“Sure.”




“As you grind, the algorithm’ll learn what you like and it’ll put the most likely little sweetie right in the center of the grid, making it easier for you and faster for us—unless you just need to be contrarian. It’ll also start auto-eliminating girls for you, only showing you the ones you will fucking LOVE.”




“Feels a little pushy,” says Vitus. “Like the machine is in charge.”




“You’re the only one in charge here, Batch,” says Nessica. “You need anything? I’d suck your cock, but you know the rules. We need you RESTLESS.”




He looks at her. Is she kidding? She is older...can’t tell how old exactly…but very attractive. Ingratiating. Glowing with charismatic oils. Pinguid and smooth. Definitely too smart for him. She makes him fucking uneasy, like a spider spinning its web behind a showerhead. 




He looks back at the grid. He hates the fact that he is indeed the most instantly attracted to the four women in the center four squares.




“What’s this sheet? What’s their ‘demo’?” 




Stealing her word.




“You like to know, huh? These are all white doctors. Asian doctors are next, if you really gotta know. The rest of the day is going to be more doctors, nurses, dentists, and admins—black and brown—and then we’ll start on teachers.”




“Teachers? Like for community college or something?”




“A lot of these b-words are going to have little kids, Batch. The kids come along for the ride. Rose City has a school. You know this.”




“I keep feeling like I’m picking the wrong person, you know? Maybe if I could slow down a bit….do them one at a time…”  




“You’ll get more decisive as you go. Ha, you’d better, considering what comes next! We tried doing them one at a time when we first started, but we get ten million applicants a season these days from all over the world. If you swiped for five hours a day non-stop—every day for an entire year—you’d only get through six million women. And that’s assuming that you only spent one second on each face. The algorithm is better. Trust the algorithm.”  










@-->--- 










“F4,” says Vitus mechanically. “WAIT. Stop, stop, stop, stop! No, go back.”




Nessica pulls up the last grid. F4 is highlighted with a rose-red ring, signifying his choice. Vitus gets up out of his chair and walks across the room, peering not at F4 but at F5 beside it. The woman in the photo is undoubtedly beautiful, but she is trying to look as haunted as possible. She has a slender neck and her hair is all piled up on top of her head. She is not smiling. There are bags under her eyes and she is wearing a white button-up shirt that is probably four sizes too big, which makes her look even more slight and intense.




“I know her,” says Vitus. “At least….yeah, I know her. Don’t I?”




“Shenan Hammer,” says Nessica. “From Tennessee.”




Nessica hits the button that turns all the still photos into gifs. The women primp and mug, turning slightly to show off their best features. Shenan Hammer barely moves. She flinches and then delivers the ghost of a smile.




“No, I don’t know anybody from Tennessee. The name isn’t familiar. I don’t remember how I know her. Is that possible?”




“If the algorithm is doing its job, at this point you’re gonna start seeing people who’re composites of some of your most strong inclinations. You like wispy frails. So we’re gonna distill down the perfect essence of wispy frail for you. We’re gonna find you a frail who is so wispy and demon-haunted that you’ll be able to pick your teeth with her. Pop balloons. Do a tracheotomy.”




“I like all kinds of women,” says Vitus.




“Sure, Batch.”




“But like this….crosses the line. I KNOW her.”




“Shenandoah Cameron Hammer,” says Nessica. “Waitress at the Sevierville, Tennessee Waffle House. She’s 29, which is a Tennessee 40. I bet she fucks like she’s 40, too. She looks like she’d light a match on your chest and smoke while she pisses in your face as she comes. Calling you ‘stud’ in a voice that cracks with boredom. Just dripping contempt, but ready to party. She’s pretty.”




Vitus sits back down in the chair, spreading his legs, putting his head in his hands. He looks back up at the woman quickly, trying to trick himself into seeing her all of a sudden again, to get the flavor back. It works. When he sees her face again, the same feeling pierces him deep in his guts. Small-town longing mixed with regret and breathtaking lust. At first, he went for F4 mechanically without even looking at the other women on the grid. Why bother? Let the algorithm have its way! And then his eyes darted sideways and his heart beat quick, filling his face with hot blood and some secret emotion like shame….




“Says here she’s studying to be a computer programmer,” says Nessica. “Alright, so she’s got depths. Or at least multiple surfaces. Don’t you do something with computers, too?”




She winks at him.




“F5,” says Vitus, his mouth dry. “I meant to say F5 is who I want. Her. That girl.”




It takes awhile for Nessica to flip over to the next grid. She types something in the darkness. She moves between a few different media formats, even writing something down manually on paper. Vitus just stares at the woman on the screen, feeling his brains boil.




“What are you writing?” he asks after awhile.




“Never. You. Mind,” says Nessica. 










@-->--- 










Here it comes: the second to last grid full of women to choose from. How many months has he spent just sitting here for hours each day, letting the computer winnow down ten million women into sixty thousand?




“G4,” says Vitus, leaning forward. 




These are all heiresses. He doesn’t recognize any of them, even though some of them are famous, but they all have a vaguely-inbred quality and a general handsome horseyness. Maybe it is something about their perfect teeth. 




“You ready?” asks Nessica before hitting the button for the last grid.




“So ready.”




“Last one!”




“Last one.”




Nessica clicks the switch.




“F…ssssssss,” he starts to say automatically and then he stops himself. All the pictures are of Nessica. Nessica in various sultry poses. 96 squares of Nessica, some of them where she is showing a considerable amount of tits and ass. The still photos become gifs. 96 little videos of Nessica stripping.




“Oh no,” says Vitus.




“Just a little joke,” says Nessica. “Unless you like it.”




She gets up and stands over him in the darkness. The projection falls across her body. She is wearing a sportjacket and a modest leather skirt and she has fifteen to twenty gold bands jangling on each wrist. Her fingernails are short and unpainted. She kneels down in front of him.  He backs up in his seat, caught off guard. She reaches for his belt. He flinches, trying to slap her hand away, but she is insistent. She glares at him and he wilts.




“Batch, you need this,” she says. “You have been working so hard. You are done for now. You can relax with me.”




She unloosens his big jangly belt buckle. He knows women love the sound of it sliding down his hips. He doesn’t know where to look. She pulls down his pants. He looks at the various images of her on the grid: 96 different versions of a woman who is technically his boss. Nessica grinning. Nessica pouting. Nessica with a wide open, red-lipsticked mouth. Nessica pushing her tits together. Nessica lifting her skirt to show the shadow of her bush.




He hasn’t masturbated in weeks. It is all part of his extremely-thorough and detailed contract.




As soon as she touches him, his neck-hairs all stand up straight and his skin crawls deliciously. She puts the tip of his cock in her mouth and it feels like aloe vera on a burn. She drools on him, spitting and gagging, lacing her strong fingers around his dick, stroking him rhythmically and efficiently.




“I like to get it really wet,” she says.




She places one hand under his balls. Her bracelets slide down her wrist. The cold metal touches his thighs. She spits on him and then fucks him hard with her mouth, not letting him squirm away, moving harder on him as he fights.




She lifts up before he even knows he is done. She is smarter than he is. He is done.




“Unnh,” he says, spurting all over her hands and onto his own belly. She smiles, rubbing semen into her hair, playing with it between her fingers.




“All better,” says Nessica. “Contractually, your penis now returns to you.”




She pats him on the leg.




“I don’t understand,” he says. “Are you one of the girls?” He doesn’t know what else to say. She slaps him. Hard. Not playfully. Her bracelets crash into each other like a sprung slinky. She splits his fucking lip, actually. There is still come on her chin. She wipes it off with a crinkly-eyed grin.




“Sorry, Batch, but that’s just the absolute worst thing you could possibly ever say to me. Oh my god: are you getting hard again? What is that, like a thirty second turnaround? Did your momma slap you like that?”




She did, actually, and for less.










@-->--- 










“Realistically you are only gonna LOVE about a hundred,” Nessica tells him in one of their daily strategy sessions. “The human mind just can’t keep more than a hundred people straight. That’s all part of the fun. Your top hundred honeys is gonna keep changing, though.”




He throws up in the helicopter on the way to the first night’s kickoff celebration. He is beset by three different PAs who change his pants (some splashback), freshen his breath, ply him with seltzer and crackers, redo his make-up, and apply new fixative to his hair. By the time they are done, he is no longer nervous through sheer force of their will. He can’t even remember vomiting. It didn’t happen.




He can hear the cheers over the thump of the chopper rotors before they even land. The wild voices of the contestants down in the stadium below shake the windows and curl up his belly.




The helicopter spirals down to land on the fifty yard line in the middle of the Rose City arena. He gets out, grinning, waving. A marching band starts playing, composed entirely of contestants all wearing short skirts and tall hats with long feathers sticking out of the back. Camera drones circle everywhere, but there are no security familiars allowed in Rose City. Nobody is allowed personal protection or access to the outside world here. The desert air is dry and clear, but temperate.




The stands are full to capacity with cheering young women—all of them ages 21 to 40, with a strict curve peaking at age 31, which is five years younger than he is and coincidentally the median age of Rose City viewers. If they were yelling loudly before, now their cheers are a great culty hormonal squall—sexy, mocking, and baleful—that swells up his chest and buoys him up so high with Celebrity that he feels like a spinning UFO. Ten thousand women will be cut today based upon this first Rose City welcome ceremony. Complex psychosexual diagnostics are hooked up to the hidden camera attached to his temple—sensors feeding from his goddang BRAIN! Fifty subtle biomechanical sex metrics are being analyzed in real time by technicians in Las Vegas, the closest real city. Every time he looks at a woman and isn’t instantly attracted to her, she will be cut today. That’s just the way it fucking is. 




The women have been here for weeks already, learning the rules, preparing this day for him. The first station of the cross: The Stranger’s Arrival in Town.




He can’t get Nessica’s playful cynicism out of his head: “The more exclusive and aloof you are, the more they will each convince themselves that you are meant for them. That’s why the Arrival is so important. The ceremony isn’t really about you. It’s about our collective relationship with the ideal man, the missing partner that we will never really find. Before b-words—excuse me, BACHELORETTES—start getting cut, all of them together must experience the Grecian frenzy of possible apotheosis. Imagine a rock concert where one lucky woman in the audience changes places with the rock star if she believes in herself hard enough. You are about to be fucked, killed, and then married to America. So, you know, just be yourself!”




The ceremony proceeds along a rigorous and traditional schedule. There are presentations for each of the fifty states, and then smaller presentations for some of the countries that have sent representatives as part of soft power initiatives: Saudi, Cambodia, Brazil, Scotland. There is a coordinated dance routine featuring all of the returning contestants from other seasons, here to try their luck again.




Rose City is an engineering problem composed of redundancies, like cross-coupled vacuum tubes on a first-generation Atanasoff-Berry computer. The city needs many different kinds of women to function, so there are hundreds of people doing the same vital jobs: bakers, construction workers, medical professionals, lawyers, public health officials, delivery drivers, therapists, postal workers, teachers, sanitation workers, stevedores, cops, admins, scientists, performers, artists, sex workers, restaurant workers, retail workers, grocers, influencers, electricians, plumbers, musicians, dancers, life coaches, cat moms, dog moms, ferret moms, mothers of human beings. Food is mostly imported instead of homegrown, and the city is on the Nevada water and power grid, but other than that, they are all on their own. All part of the fun and fantasy!




Women won’t learn that they are part of the first round of cuts until tonight when they get automated phone calls in their identical one-room Rose City apartments. Everyone else will get a text message of a single rose emoji, the first of many. The women eliminated by the cruel computer-metrics will get onto one-way self-driving party buses out of town, leaving the city without saying goodbye, unable to return for at least another year. Most of them will apply to be on the show again just as soon as they possibly can.










@-->--- 










“Now what?” asks Vitus, laughing with something like terror. The Arrival has been draining. His only human company in the beat-up two door Chevy is a grizzled salt-and-pepper PA who is driving him by hand to his brutalist concrete mansion where he will live for the season.




“Now everybody goes to work. The cameras follow the stories. There’s the election, first off. You’ll go on a date with the new mayor. None of this is about you, you know. You are just like….the fuckin’ statue of liberty. Off in the distance. A symbol of higher purpose. Hooboy, get ready! There’s always a couple hundred women who have the bright idea of surprising you at home the first night. You oughtta just cut any of ‘em that try it, in my opinion. It’s low class.  Send every single one back to their dumb little lives, if you want to get any sleep. It sends a good message. Otherwise me and the boys’re gonna be spending every night out there with a varmint rifle walkin’ the  ‘lectric fence.”




“What if I don’t feel like cutting anybody else tonight?”




The PA grins.




“You know why they call me Doc, right?”




“I have never met you before, sir.”




The PA reaches into his camera bag and retrieves a twisted-up baggie full of pills. 




“Kaltkor,” he says. “A heavy drug, son. It'll put your conscience right to sleep. You’ll cut ‘em with glee. Or better yet, you’ll feel absolutely nothing. You’ll want to use it sparingly. But I’ve never seen anybody make it through a season without it.”




 Vitus has taken Kaltkor before, obviously. He slips the baggie into his pants. It just makes sense. Sparingly.










@-->--- 










“And how are you going to manage THAT?” asks Nessica, bemused, when he tells her he is going to get through the process with his dignity intact.




“I’m gonna keep you damn production people from finding out what scares me or what makes me ashamed,” he says. “If you can’t figure out what surprises me, you won’t be able to torture me.”




“We've been making a comprehensive biometric dossier on you for years,” she says. “We've got cameras on you twenty-four hours a day. Robots are reading the pain in your eyes and the twist in your lips and telling us how to precisely prevent or engineer your breaking point, depending on what we need to make the season work. Batch, any time you need your dick sucked, I’m here for you. But don’t talk to me about dignity.”




“I’m not going to fall for any cheap tricks,” he says. “I’m not going to fall in love with any silly women who remind me of my mom or who have small town family values that tap into some hidden desire to be neutered by The Land. This whole city is a woman. The city is my girlfriend and we both like cruelty and variety.”




He drains his Cabernet and puts his hand over his heart.




“I will see the face of the universal woman in Rose City’s gyno-swollen buildings. I’ll see her flowing locks in the twisting streets. I’ll see her breasts in the shifting Nevada sand dunes. You can’t panic me into the tunnel down to the kill box. I’m dating the whole town at once. It’s the system I love.”




“You’ll see her cock-hungry asshole in the town septic plant,” says Nessica. “God, what are you on, dude?”










@-->--- 










He pops a few Kaltkor, probably too many. Production is telling him that he isn’t sending enough women home each day. Maybe he overdoes it with the propsychotic. He feels blank inside and out. His dick is hard, though. Always a perplexing, problematic side-effect with too many competing solutions.




On his date with the newly-elected mayor (a two-hour prize for her in exchange for what will be a rather thankless and dubious job—the mayors of Rose City are always social media lightning rods for ambient political grievance), they take a tour of Amalgamated Drama—known more commonly as Dramarama—the Rose City merch factory where ten thousand contestants toil for a few hours each day making t-shirts, caps, lingerie, and posters, using archaic assembly line technology that robots would do anywhere else. This is Rose City’s largest employer. If you don’t have any other specialty or cute gimmick or trade, you go to work for Dramarama. Because all of the items are hand-made by actual contestants living and working on the show, Rose City is able to charge a premium to the viewers at home, offsetting some of the production costs.




While touring the factory, he sends fifteen women home immediately after seeing the way they sweat. This is the influence of the Kaltkor: he can’t continue his journey with any women who aren’t beautiful when they suffer. He organizes an impromptu kickball tournament and then sends home most of the losing team. He likes some of them well enough. One woman actually begs him to stay, polishing his boots with her long blonde hair and her tears. He lets her stay for an extra twenty minutes before changing his mind (“How would it look to the other girls who actually TRIED during that kickball tournament, McKenna?”). His goal is to eject at least five hundred women today. The factory helps. A lot of women flinch when he walks by, which bugs the crap out of him, or else they are unable to hide a secret grimace of resentment at his mere presence. What the fuck is that about? They don’t want to be here? He taps them on the shoulder and whispers in their ear: “Goodbye, honeybunch, you’re donezo.” The look of shock on their faces is soothing to him. It’s the first thing he’s ever said to most of them.




He keeps the ones who smile at him radiantly despite whatever humiliating work they are doing: cutting pants, feeding paper into giant industrial printers, hand-painting coffee mugs with some of the catchphrases that are already starting to turn up on the feed even though the first weeks of the season haven’t even aired yet. The mayor clings to his arm, telling him about her life as a political strategist in Alabama. He is barely listening.




“Hey guess what,” he says to her eventually. “Sending all these women home is turning me on. I want to fuck you right here on the floor of this dirty factory. How do you feel about that?”




A drone swoops in for a tight shot. He bats it away. It reels and then rights itself, still hovering but avoiding the range of his hand.




“Me?” she says. “Um, well, the thing is, I'm a Christian.”




“We’re all ‘A Christian’ here,” he says. “Look: feel me. My dick is like a chainmail fist right now.”




He grabs her hand tenderly and pulls her toward him. Her breath catches and she stares at his mouth. He slips her hand down into his pants.




“You see?” he says. “I need to cut women from this factory floor in order to find my wife, but how can I think like this?”




“What if we went into a closet or something?” she whispers. 




“No, it has to be right here,” he says. “It’s honest. Everyone needs to see. You’re the mayor now. People need to know they can trust you. They need to know that you’ll do what needs doing, no matter how humiliating. You’ll do it all out in the open, not abusing your power. Full transparency.”




The other women are now staring at the two of them. The machines whir all around them: printing, assembling, soldering, stamping. Women are frowning at them, holding Rose City t-shirts and totes in their manicured hands. Silent. Waiting. Drones film every square inch of the room.




She nods very slightly. 




“Yes,” she says. “Yes, I consent.”




“Louder,” he demands. “For the public record!”




“I CONSENT, I said! Jesus.”




He kisses her mouth and then her throat, his hands finding the lapels of her pantsuit and then ripping open the seams. She looks around as he moves down her body. She trembles but clings.




“Make a pile,” he roars. “Make a pile of Rose City shirts.”




The women scurry to make a place for them on the factory floor, piling up merch to make a nest: hats, duffels, modal t-shirts, cotton rompers. He gets her pants down and then maneuvers her onto the pile. She puts her hands over her eyes, smiling at the women who gather around. The women make a crowd, watching, biting their lower lips, holding hands in jealous solidarity.




The Kaltkor has made him hard enough that his balls throb. His tight hard sack sucks up snug to his prostate. His cock grazes the light hair of his happy trail, daubing his abs with pre-cum. He gets her started and then she masturbates him vigorously, while also frantically rubbing her own clit in a dexterous display that anticipates her alacrity at juggling the various demands of competing factions as Rose City’s chief executive. She is very wet when he enters her. Some cold dark place in his mind tells him he has chosen exactly right: what politician isn’t also an exhibitionist?




“You like this?” he asks her, flipping her over and holding her up by her crossed arms, twisting them up to the nape of her neck.




“Yes,” she gasps. “Gosh yes!”




“Gosh?”




“Holy cow, holy cow, holy cow, holy cow,” she screams as he roots her, twisting sideways with each thrust to sandpaper her exposed internal nerves with his engorged external ones. She digs in her knees and puts her hands on her hips so she can push back against him with maximum force, slapping back against his thighs with an athlete's rage.




“Slap her ass!” one of the women yells. The others giggle nervously.




“Who said that?” he asks, searching the crowd, still pumping. One shy lady raises her hand, wincing.




He gives her a thumb’s up. He rocks the mayor’s ass like he is shaking out a sticky Ramen spice packet, eyes locked on the shy lady who shrinks further and further into the crowd.




It doesn’t take long before he comes. As he spurts inside the mayor, he holds her up by her neck, feeling her racing pulse slow down as they breathe together. 




“Clap,” shouts one of the PAs as they uncouple, pointing to the drones recording. “Come on, ladies, you have to clap for your Bachelor. Clap, ladies! Support your man!”




Some of the ladies do indeed clap for him as he stands up and puts his pants back on. The mayor lays in the pile of merch for awhile as the drones record. She gathers the merch over her like leaves, looking very pretty. This shoot will blow up on the feed later. When he is done putting his clothes back on, he points to the three most enthusiastic women who are stamping and cheering and calling his name.




“You, you, and you,” he says. “And the one who said 'slap her ass.' You can stay. The rest of you—I’m sorry, you can go ahead and pack your bags. We have reached the end of our journey together.”




The mayor smiles at him. A sad and wounded wanting-hurting smile.




“Tomorrow you will be blonde,” says Vitus de la Fest to the mayor. “Send me a picture.”




She could always say no. But there is a target on her back now. She is the first to fuck him. Who would defend her? Maybe he is right. Maybe she SHOULD be blonde!










@-->---










He reads the Rose City Scene on his way to a production meeting. The Scene is Rose City’s daily print newspaper. There are a few typos, but it is lucid. The top story is a report on how his friends and family are doing back in Philadelphia with quotes wishing him the best and anecdotes about his childhood. The story under that is a call for women to audition for the monthly talent show, which will take place at Rose City First Baptist.




He can’t read the article without smiling. Last night, a few women from Rose City First Baptist put on their Sunday best and brought him a tray of lemon bars to try and get him to come to their church. “But I’m Catholic!” he protested. They all wobbled out of there at 4AM, leaning on each other, hiding their faces from the camera drones, smeared with his spit and semen. He did promise to go to church on Sunday in the end, but only in order to extract moments of greater brutality. He can’t wait to sit in the front row of their little clapboard chapel and listen to them sing to him.




Below the fold, there is an article about an actual crime that has occurred. A poisoning, allegedly. The poisoned woman was a lady with whom he had a ten-minute flirty conversation about a line of pie-flavored rums that she wanted to develop. He gave her advice. Told her to call him. She was rushed to the hospital after her roommate found her unconscious in their shared apartment bathroom. 




“Hmmmm,” says Vitus to the driver. “I’m going to do something dramatic.”




“Oh yeah, Batch?”




“Take me to the hospital and have some classic flowers and a classic drugstore teddy bear waiting there. This feels like a narrative brewing.”




“That lady that got poisoned?” says the driver. “I say it was the roommate.”




The hospital is basically empty. In a city full of 60,000 healthy women aged 21-40, there aren’t many emergencies. There are twenty or thirty nurses just standing around bored. A doctor in a short leather skirt is showing how she can juggle specimen jars. They are all shocked to see him come in. They lose their fucking shit, surrounding him, cooing, laughing, playing up little rivalries.




“It’s quiet in here,” he says.




“Are those for me?” says the doctor on rotation, adjusting her glasses.




“Ha, no, I’m sorry,” he laughs charmingly. “These are for Maya W. Where is she?”




“Oh, she’s FINE,” says one of the nurses, rolling her eyes. “Honestly, she’s perfectly okay. It’s all a bit much.”




“She must be terrified,” he says.




The nurses show him to the patient. Maya W. is surrounded by ten cops—all sitting in chairs—who are drinking coffee and watching a Rose City basketball game on the single TV channel (The Process vs. The Right Reasons). The woman in the bed doesn’t look very sick, but she has an IV in her arm and there is a kidney-shaped tray on her chest to catch any emergency puke.




“She’s got a strong pulse,” says the doctor breathily in his ear. “Could be poisoning. Could be something she ate. Could be an allergy. A lot of these women here have never been away from home for so long. This is like college for them.”




Maya W. wipes tears away when she realizes that the flowers and teddy are for her.




“We think someone put detergent in her milk,” says one of the cops for the camera, taking off her cop hat and letting her long blonde hair fall loosely over her shoulders. He realizes that 80% of the women in the room are now peroxide blonde. News travels fast in Rose City. 




“What if we don’t catch ‘em and you marry a murderer?” the cop asks America.










@-->---










“They told me AI would never replace vintners and sommeliers,” he says in the commercial about his wine analytics company, a commercial that will run before every episode of the show as part of his contract. “But they were wrong.”




“Is AI better at engineering varietals in order to create award-winning wine?” he says. “In fact, there is no doubt. When we finally told the world the truth about DeVine Systems, it was too late: we were already number one.”




When he closes his eyes at night in his room-sized heart-shaped bed, he still sees the grids of women. They flowed into him for months, day in, day out—hypnotizing him. Coalescing into one universal virago throbbing in his limbic system—the conjured, manifest anima of Rose City herself. Is AI better at selecting women in order to create award-winning love? In fact, there is no doubt. 




“What people want to see is a cad given utter freedom and control over what feels like every woman in the world, and then they want to see this asshole broken by unfakable, overwhelming infatuation,” says Nessica. “We didn’t used to be able to promise this. But the computer wins every time now. Are you ready to live happily ever after? You’re going to fight the process and you’re going to lose. But we want you to fight! You can be as terrible as you want! It won’t matter.”

 







@-->---










He takes ten of the nurses and cops out for lunch at one of the three sit-down restaurants on Main Street, a Cracker Barrel with roses intertwined in the logo, rose-branded like everything else in town.




Vitus takes the corner booth. The women pack in around him, chatting and flirting and trying to catch his attention. They play the Cracker Barrel peg game. One of them solves it instantly. The women accuse her of having done it before. Never, she protests. Many of them do seem to have never been inside a Cracker Barrel in their lives. This is absolutely shocking to others.




When the waitress comes to take his order, he drops his menu and actually stands up, causing all of the women in the booths beside him to stop talking and stare. 




It is Shenan Hammer. The woman that stopped his heart from the grids. He knows her! Doesn’t he?




“Hey, it’s you,” he says instead of saying everything he is suddenly feeling.




“Hey, it’s me,” she says with lazy grace. “Look who it is: the man of the year.” She has a thick, chewy drawl that doesn’t seem to correspond to her fine features. She takes a stub of pencil from behind her ear and looks around at all the suddenly-silent cops and nurses. 




“Uh, who wants to start?” she asks to the table. But Vitus looks around at the women surrounding him and he feels a flash of fury.




“Get out,” he says to them. “All of you! Our journey is over.”




“Get out and go back to work, or what?” asks one of the nurses. 




“Get out and go back to your hometowns across America,” he says.




“You are breaking up with all of us?” asks one shocked cop, furrowing her brow. Her mouth hangs open halfway to her goddamn neck. She has a tiny bullet for a tongue stud. Handcuff earrings. Copglam.




“You can’t get rid of all of us yet,” says one of the nurses. “I mean, what will happen to the hospital?”




“Who will catch the poisoner?” asks one of the cops.




“I don’t care,” says Vitus. “We’ll train new nurses. We’ll switch the entire curriculum at the night school into nursing and criminal justice. Goodbye.”




The women are too shocked to fight. They file out to give interviews in the parking lot. One of them does throw a drink in his face. He hardly notices. He only has eyes for Shenan Hammer. She is smaller in person.  More delicate.




“Me too?” she asks in a small voice when they are all alone. “I mean, you didn’t say.”




“No,” he says, moving closer to her. “Not you. Listen, for real: don’t we know each other?  You know me, right?”




“I mean, I feel as if I do,” she says. “Me and everybody else here. From the TV.”




He shakes his head. He feels crazy.




“I know you are at work and all. Sorry, I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. You are just trying to have a normal day.”




She smirks.




“We’re all at work here,” she says. She points to one of the drones. “Those guys who are going to have to edit this later are working. The producers are at work. All the women here are trying to get famous, which means they are workin’ harder than anybody. You are workin,’ too. You never even get one day off. But maybe everybody falls in love at work. Lord knows I get hit on enough at work. I think it’s easier to fall in love at work—you are around your own people and there isn’t much else to do. That’s what this show is all about. Turning hot people into coworkers and then smooshing ‘em together.”




“I am one of those assholes hitting on you at work, then, huh?”




“Not you,” she says. He can’t tell if she means it. “We are co-workers, like I said. Maybe I am hitting on you.”




“Can I kiss you?” he asks her. “I mean. I know that is crazy.”




He steps toward her. In the doorway to the Cracker Barrel he sees Nessica. She hardly ever leaves the Eagle’s Nest, which is what she calls her suite of offices and apartments at the top of Rose City’s only skyscraper. She is smiling. He moves Shenan sideways so he doesn’t have to look at Nessica when he looks into her eyes. 




“I think we know each other,” says Vitus. “Or else….like….computers have set us up so expertly that it feels like we know each other. I mean, I am only speaking for myself here. I can’t explain it. But I think I have feelings for you? How is that possible?”




She brightens up. 




“I am studying to be a computer programmer!” she says liltingly. “I mean, I have been. At the night school here. I mean, maybe the night school will only teach nursing and criminal justice now. If that’s the case, I think I’ll stay a waitress. Blech.”




“I love computers,” he says, making himself mean it. “LOVE them.”




He says it in a way that he hopes will convey a more specific meaning. He hopes the computers will hear him and will be pleased at his gratitude. He wants the computers on his side. He doesn’t care how creepy this all is. He doesn’t want the digital gods to take away what he has been given.




“We are two fierce grenache vines,” he says. “I want to invade you. Pollute you. Wrap you up and make weird new grapes.”




“Oh lord,” she says. “You are a bit ridiculous, aren’t you?”




“I want to fuck you on a pile of broken-hearted women who are afraid to tell me ‘no,’” he says to her in a subvocal rumble, hoping the cameras won’t pick it up. She blushes, moving closer. “There’s a whole city here full of women who aren’t you and who don’t matter. We have a whole year with them. I signed a contract, so they’ll all get to have their shot, but that doesn’t mean we can’t make it interesting. I think this will be much more fun with a real co-worker. An equal partner. Us against them. What’s the worst thing you ever wanted to do to a customer who didn’t tip?”




She searches his eyes, processing. She is shocked and excited and can't tell if he is fucking with her. Finally she seems to make a decision.




“Well,” she says, smiling. "The worst thing?"
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	1.




The apartment of young Jack and Quinn is sparse but for a few sticks of anorexic furniture—catalog stuff which is simultaneously overdesigned and uninviting, ectopic roods as thin and cheap as complimentary pens from a bank. The palette is salmon and seawater. Hardwood here instead of carpet.




There are toys everywhere—children’s toys, I mean—round, colorful plastic ersatz fruit, facsimile pots, counterfeit meats, and simulated cheeses. There are low gates at either end of the living room, which I presume are intended to kettle a small child. In this matroyshka of penitention, the fenced-in living room also contains an empty playpen. This Playskool panopticon even has an exercise yard: from my seat on the punishingly-hard couch I can see that there is a bungee cord that swings up to the lintel of the kitchen door and which is attached to tiny mechanical legs. The rotors and servos for this kiddie-mech—surely an infernal machine meant to exhaust springy toddler quads!—are currently powered down.




The room is lit by candlelight, which feels like a rare thrill for this infant-forward space. Single candles also light the bathroom, the kitchen, and the back bedroom.




Quinn sits between me and Jack on the couch. She is touching him and not touching me. Quinn is wearing giant hoop earrings and little else. She seems self-conscious in her crisp bra and black panties. She keeps scratching her upper arm, like a junky coming down. Perhaps the cold winter evening is causing her to have an outbreak of dry skin? Jack’s nerves are also as frayed as split-ends: he could churn butter with his joggling knees. 




Jack and Quinn are both quite attractive, especially for young parents who almost certainly aren’t getting enough sleep. Like many college-crucible couples, they look alike: they both have upturned button noses and a jangly enthusiasm that would be engaging if it weren’t poisoned by too much time spent as cellmates. The grim, isolating cult of parenthood has made them punch-drunk and viperous. On some unspoken level, they hate each other very deeply.  I'm already making predictions for their humping: first they will show off, and then will travel down a well-worn groove. 




“It’s rare around here that no one is shitting themselves and asking me to deal with it,” says Quinn. She looks at me expectantly, but I don’t respond. She keeps trying to look at my notes, which is why I'm not taking very many.




 “We can be as loud as we want tonight,” says Jack. 




I drink the dregs of my cup of coffee, and then move to a hard-backed chair across the room. Jack seems to relax when I am no longer seated next to his trouble and strife. 




“Should I start?” asks Jack, looking at me.  Quinn bites his earlobe in an overdetermined gesture of performative lust that curdles my guts. I would rather watch them bicker about unwashed dishes than reenact dick-less cable softcore.




“We’re supposed to act like we're alone,” says Quinn. Yes, please do act like you are alone.




Quinn gets down off the couch, flicking her hair at me. I quail at this essential dishonesty, but remain externally placid so as not to throw too many rocks into their evaporating sex pond. She leans down without bending her knees, flexing her legs and ass. She turns around and pushes her spread cheeks into her husband’s face, swirling her anus around his mouth and nose like she is smearing his dopy face with a piece of wedding cake. He rubs her thighs and pushes her down so that she straddles his crotch. She sits on him for a moment, and then she swings over to kiss him. He bends back awkwardly against the couch cushions.  




In her black lingerie, Quinn is a perfect avatar of catalog model sexuality. She is shabby voluptuous. Her panties are see-through enough that I can tell she has recently shaved and applied some concealer. Jack keeps looking at me and giving me an embarrassed grin. Look what he has stolen from the universe! Look what he has won with his stupendous male exertions! And yet, his essential hate of his wife remains.




Quinn squats between Jack’s legs.  She unzips his pants and breathes on his crotch through his underwear, like his genitals are spectacles that she's about to wipe clean with a dampened cloth.  




She pushes her breasts together and rubs them against Jack’s knees and then swings her hair into his face. Her swinging hair comes perilously close to one of the candles. Suddenly, the distance between her hair and the open flame is all I can think about.  I try to blow the candle out from where I am sitting without interrupting them, but my clandestine exhalations only make the flame shudder. I try to create a draft with my notepad, but this is even less effective.




Quinn lifts Jack up to help him get his pants down around his ankles. I bend forward, intrigued. She does this with the same economy of movement that she must harness when she changes a diaper. For a moment there is the palpable feeling of true tenderness between them. He is trapped there on the couch with his pants shackling him. Exposed, we see that he is still completely soft. His testicles are hairless, waxed, and lovingly powdered. His penis dangles, flaccid and non-threatening, like a twisted aglet from a pair of comfortable old sweatpants.




I cross my legs. His softness is a challenge. An invitation to drama. I make a few quick sketches. I'm practiced enough by now that my eyes do not leave his inert vascular nugget.




“I’m sorry,” he says. On my pad, I write the word “contrition” and underline it hard. 




“It's been a long week,” says Quinn. 




 Quinn looks back at me. I put my pen down and steeple my fingers.  I try not to even breathe loudly. This is a hostile softness; a softness that provokes.




“You like this?” she asks him.  She tries to stimulate him in basic genre fashion. She gets aggressive, squeezing his balls and sticking one nail-polish-free finger shallowly into his rectum, but this does nothing. She stands up and leads him into the bedroom.  I follow at a respectful distance.




“I'm going to fuck your whole stupid face,” she says. “Lay down, bitch. Stiff upper lip!” 




With deliberate, theatrical assertiveness, Quinn pushes her husband down onto his back. He yelps, popping back up immediately. He removes several giant-sized pink toddler Lego from beneath him, tossing them across the room with real irritation.




The abundance of toys makes me hope briefly that one of these primary-colored measles will end up inside somebody’s asshole or clamped down between someone’s quivering jaws. Jack stands up. 




“Help me,” he says. 




He and Quinn shake the comforter clean of stuffed ponies, plastic donuts, and pacifiers. Will any of these toys be repurposed for erotic exploration? Such banal, scenery-chewing deviance is all I can hope for at this point.




Quinn pushes Jack back down again on the bed and squats over him.




Finally, we establish a propulsive narrative arc! Quinn grinds her haunches on her husband’s face, mashing her (shorn, reddened) clunge into his mouth and chin, obscuring him completely. She erases her husband with her angry pussy, stropping her pissjaws on his stubble and nose cartilage like she is a dog wiping herself on newly-cut grass.




A good critic reviews what is put before them. A good critic does not attempt to improve on what an artist presents. A good critic does not offer alternatives and instead wrangles with the subject matter and themes that are presented. I accept that this will be The Sex.




What does this cruel, frustrated pussy levigation mean? It is clear that Quinn’s mastery of her husband’s face as a sexual device is total. A thin trickle of plasmic fluid runs down his neck. She puts her hands over her head and joins them together, like a boxing champ after a knockout.  This gives her more torque and greater balance to more effectively sandpaper his wriggling mouth. 




Jack makes fists as Quinn fucks his face. For a moment, Quinn and I both find ourselves staring at his soft cock. We catch each other staring. We lock eyes and then we each look away. She grinds harder, leaning down to squeeze his balls experimentally as he pounds the bed with his newly-formed fists. She runs her asshole all the way from his forehead to his chin, letting him lick the entire length of her, and then she resumes her scrubbing.




Is sexual chemistry just a mild allergy that we have to each other? Is it only when chemistry finally wears off that we can begin to effectively use each other like the objects that we actually are?




“I'm going to come,” she says absent-mindedly. Jack hits the bed over and over again like a pro-wrestler hamming it up as she shudders into his face, urinating a little down his chin. 




“mmmmffffffcococllll,” he says from beneath her.  




“mmmgdoossssssllll?” he asks.




She doesn’t get up. Two stars.










2. 







Olive is a marketing executive at Cadbury. She’s been there for almost two decades, working at their New York office. Archie is an M&A lawyer at a magic circle firm. Kirkland and Ellis or Freshfields. I can’t remember and it doesn’t matter if I do. The treatments in their brownstone are rich purple, chocolate brown, and fool’s gold: Cadbury colors. Her job wins.  




Olive keeps offering me little things.  An extra pillow. Cherry juice. A cream egg. Cocaine. I decline in the most neutral way possible.




“No?” says Olive. “It all just feels rather rude, doesn’t it? Just ignoring you? Aren’t you, what’s it called, a participant observer?” 




There is a painting over their bed of a steam locomotive going over a bridge in the falling snow. Olive and Archie still have all of their clothes on. They sit upright together in their giant California King that could comfortably fit five. There is a fire projected against one wall. It is all very cozy and civilized.




“I suppose we really should get to it then, shouldn’t we?” says Archie.




Olive presses her face up into a smile, digging her short fingers into her dimples.




“If I had the money, I would get my face permanently botoxed so that I was always smoooooth and smiling,” she says. “Smiling improves your mood and changes your brain chemistry. That’s why the Joker is so free and happy. He can’t help but smile all the time, can’t he? Like, what’s it called, Gwynplaine from Victor Hugo. Anything is possible when you're smiling!”




“I wouldn’t mind if you were always smiling,” says Archie. “Is that sexist?”




“It’s not sexist if I'm about to put your penis in my mouth,” says Olive. 




“I fear it's still sexist,” says Archie. “Hold on, let me set everything up.”




He loosens his tie and then takes it off. He removes his shoes and pants, folding them neatly in a chair by the bed. He looks vaguely ridiculous with his spindly white legs jutting out from beneath his untucked shirt, but I admire his confidence.




Archie moves over to Olive’s security familiar, a giant fluffy white bunny rabbit which is hopping up and down silently in the corner. It comes up to his waist and it is wearing a straw hat and white gloves. He puts the rabbit on the bed facing one clean white wall. 




Archie’s own security familiar is one I have never seen before, but which I am sure must be quite popular in England. It is a lightweight reproduction of a TARDIS made from canvas that follows him from room to room on rotor-driven treads. Inside, there is a mini-fridge and shelving for his papers and documents. There is a suit hanging in there, and a large assortment of Cadbury products for snacking. I have been encouraged to “help myself.”




“What should we watch, love?” asks Archie. 




“I made a new film this week for just this occasion,” she says, putting her hand behind her head as she reclines. “It should be the first file.”




“Oh, I see it, yes,” says Archie. He presses several buttons on her familiar. “Here we go!” Archie flops onto the bed, squeezing out of his white Jockeys, revealing a thin uncircumcised cock like a jaunty thumb. He begins squeezing and stroking himself, pleating his balls with one hand and wiggling one finger near the button of his prostate.




Lights flash from the eyes of the fluffy bunny. Its mouth falls open as it hunches over, giving it a hypnotized, intense expression, like a Muppet seeing its first murder. Olive’s face is projected on the wall. She is smiling into the camera, adjusting it, making sure that it is focusing on the right thing.




“So I'm a bit of an adventurer,” says Olive from the bed. “I'm a bit of a risk-taker at work and in my daily life. You wouldn’t know it to look at me, would you? That’s how I get away with it, by not being the type, you know?”




“She gets away with everything,” says Archie. They both go silent as Olive-on-the-screen puts her finger to her lips and then points at the door.




“The new guy,” she whispers into the camera with amateur gravitas. “He doesn’t know about me yet, but I’m sure he's heard stories. He's about to learn they're all true.”




On the screen, Olive is wearing a sensible suit jacket over a taupe blouse and creased slacks. The most exceptional thing about her is her beautiful skin.  I don’t know how else to describe her skin but extremely thick. One cannot see the veins in her arms, in her neck, or in her forehead. She is surely a Type IV on the Fitzpatrick scale. On the projection in front of me, she sits down at a conference table in fluorescent light. Her thick, tanned skin seems to glow. Her eyes are equally bright and malicious. Maybe her skin is so appealing because the video is being presented in luxury Smell-O-Rama: in the room beside me, Olive reeks of tanning lotion and possibility.




As we watch the video, Olive-on-the-bed unbuttons her comfortable flannel shirt. She reaches over to the bedside table and retrieves a hair bobble that she then uses to make a tight ponytail. Her strong neck muscles strain as she slowly puts her mouth around Archie’s dick, which is “quite” hard now. It strains up over his belly.




Archie is definitely a Type I on the Fitzpatrick scale. The glowing, flawlessly tan skin of his wife is a sexy contrast to his freckled, paper-thin, sugar-white legs and belly. A damp musk rolls off of them as they merge and it is easy to see why they are married. She puts her hand on his stomach and her white nail polish matches his white chest. She fucks his cock with her mouth wide open, drooling on purpose, sticking her tongue out like a shank. She grins at me and then points to the screen. She pops up off his cock. She jacks her husband off with her saliva. The several rings she is wearing clink together as he grips a pillow and twists it.




“Here comes the new guy,” she says. “He just got promoted to the American office. This is supposed to be a meeting about the launch of Dinky Deckers in the Congo. I actually worked very hard on a plan to brand them as sort of a Nigerian prestige product, but that’s not what we're actually going to talk about in this meeting. He's about to test whether it's true that I'm the office slut and that he can jump me whenever he likes, so long as he asks first and he's nice about it and lets me take video.”




This is all being said for her husband’s enjoyment. It is working.




“Nnnnnnnhhhh,” says Archie on the bed, leaning back. She fucks his cock with her mouth harder now, squeezing and stroking. She presses one hand on his stomach like she is feeling for cancer. She stares hard into her husband’s eyes while her husband watches the screen. She is getting something strong out of what he sees.




“I'm an HR nightmare,” Olive says, without looking at me. “I say yes to everyone. For my own legal safety and for their own legal safety, I insist that we record everything. I'm supposed to report all romantic or sexual interactions in the office to HR. I think this is supposed to be a deterrent, but I treat it like confession. Of course, I'm also fucking the HR guy.”




It doesn’t matter if this is true or not. Archie moans like he is being disemboweled.




“Archie and I go to parties where everybody has to bring some homemade porn,” says Olive. “There're lots of couples there. Some people just read stories. Anyway, it always turns into a sex party without being weird. Nothing breaks the ice with strangers faster than some homemade porn. You could tell people what you're into, but it's faster just to show them.”




Projected on the wall, a nervous-looking younger executive in a very nice suit but with a terrible crewcut is shuffling papers as Olive puts on lipstick and beams at him. They sit down across from each other and she leans way forward, letting him see down her shirt. Archie moans again beside me on the bed as Olive sucks him harder, no longer stabbing him with her eyes, too focused now on the rhythm of his ritual milking. She is ready to straddle him now. She climbs on top, leaning far to the right so he can still see the screen.




On the projection, Olive laughs at something the young executive says, laughing too loud, laughing as an aggressive challenge. Maul me. The camera moves up and down: her bunny familiar is hopping, triggered to jump along with her amusement.




She puts her hand on the executive’s thigh while she laughs but then leaves it there when she stops laughing. The young executive stiffens up all the way to his too-tight collar. He gets very red in the face. She leans forward, moving her hand up to his chin.




“Is there something you wanted to ask me?” she says to him, her legs askew beneath her roly-chair as she leans into his absolute terror field.




“Oh fuck,” says Archie, bucking on the bed. Olive slips off him as a baking-soda-volcano of hot cum bubbles up onto his round belly, splashing down onto Olive’s testosterone-flushed face as she tries to catch it. His semen plume momentarily defies gravity before twirling into a very satisfying sticky spiderweb. He comes quite a bit, which is surprising considering that they haven’t even been fucking for very long. I watch him writhe. He is having one of those anus-throbbing orgasms infused with longing and the bruised feeling of unfulfillable hunger. It is very emotional. 




On the projection, Olive is rubbing the executive’s penis through his suit pants, petting it like she is smoothing out a wrinkle. The executive has pushed himself all the way back in his own roly-chair and is gripping the arms of it like he is on an airplane going through turbulence.  She whispers something to him and he pulls off his suit jacket and hands it to her, trembling. She drapes it on the floor in front of him, kneeling down, but not before smiling at the camera and opening her red mouth very, very slightly like she is feeling a breeze only she can feel.




Archie is already getting hard again. I suppose it’s Olive’s turn to come now. They are just going to keep doing this while the video plays.




I must admit, they are having good sex, but who remembers good sex?  Good sex is obliterating which is why we have the impulse to record it, to seek out recordings. 




Three stars.




3.







Blade and Kandy Kay’s house is a fucking wreck. There are white nationalist pamphlets, posters, and flags everywhere. Fortunately, the mess is from clutter and not decay. I don’t see any moldering food and the smell of weed overpowers everything else, so I keep my swelling gorge down. 




Someone here collects anatomically correct pop culture porn figures that you can pose. The fun of these toys is to cram injection-molded cocks and fists into pliant plastic slits in transgressive combinations. There is a whole shelf full of these dirty bibelot, and there are some set up on the coffee table: bearded hitman Keanu Reeves has his leather pants down and his comically-large cock out. It is inches away from Suicide Squad Margot Robbie, who sits before him with her legs splayed as if about to do toe-touches. Her red mouth is frozen in a permanent shocked O.




“That’s not weed you smell,” Blade tells me, leering at me from where he is stretching out his legs on the floor, just like Suicide Squad Margot Robbie. He is thin and wiry with dark eyes that are flat black and glassy. His eyes don’t reach the back of his brain. He is not wearing any shoes. “Just in case you are thinking we do drugs here: we don’t do drugs here.”




I try not to react to this obvious lie.




“What you smell is wolf urine. You can buy it online. You just go to predatorpee.com. That’s where we get ours.”




I take a deep breath. Maybe he isn’t lying.




Blade dyes his hair Bible black, whereas Kandy Kay is a natural blonde. Kandy Kay’s rolling curves are maternal, ample, and inviting. Her face is wide and smooth and rosy. She has dimples on her elbows. She has hypercolor skin: just touching her makes her flush. She seems innocent. You want to mess her up.  




Kandy Kay writes for a blog called “Pure Patriot.” I believe it is this blog that is the primary source of their income. Her full name is Kandy Kay King and she was born and raised in Alabama, but she only has a slight Southern accent.  




Blade is substantially younger than Kandy Kay, almost twenty years her junior, which makes him just out of high school.  They both wear large golden wedding rings with Lord of the Rings runes that glow in the dark. There are wedding photos on the walls. This would be a comfortable suburban home if it weren’t covered in Confederate battle flags and (evidently) wolf piss. 




The photos actually seem to be a few years old, which causes me to raise an eyebrow.  Was Blade still in high school when he married Kandy Kay?




“When do you start reviewing?” Blade asks me.




I hope that he can tell from my body language that I don’t want him to talk to me.




“We're not ready yet,” he assures me.  “Don’t start reviewing yet.”




Kandy Kay is still in the bathroom, where she has been since she let me in. She answered the door and then hastily ducked away, holding a towel up to her face and clutching her white robe tightly around her tits. Both Kandy Kay and Blade have wolf familiars, of course. The familiars both sit patiently by the couch, watching me with electric blue eyes.




“So does all this offend you?  Are you like...pissed off by our lifestyle?”




I pick up an anatomically-correct Captain America action figure and move the penis up and down. I set it back down on the shelf.




“I bet you think we're Nazis,” says Blade.  “I bet you think we should all be put in camps and never be allowed to speak our minds.”




Honestly, I am perfectly happy to see fascism relegated to its proper role as an empty sexual fetish.  Leather and cruelty and austere power dynamics will always be exciting, even as God and family and racism will always be deeply boring.




Kandy Kay finally comes out of the bathroom. Full YouTube tutorial make-up. Purple blush high up on her cheeks, like bruises. Blade whispers something to her and she shrugs, patting him on the leg.




“Are you ready, milkdud?” he asks. She smiles and nods and takes her robe off. Then she helps him undress, which seems like the part that matters. She rubs her hands over his abs, spreading her fingers wide and smiling. He flexes for her, flexing his shoulders, flexing his back. His weathered skin is criss-crossed in thin white scars. His back, shoulders, and biceps are covered in Avengers and Game of Thrones tattoos.




She sighs, evidently full to the brim with satisfaction, pleasure, and expectation. 




Once naked, they both turn to the wall where there is a giant American flag nailed above the couch. They each put their hands over their hearts. They each take a deep breath and recite in unison: "I pledge allegiance to the Flag of the United States of America and to the Republic for which it stands, one nation, under god, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all."




I remain seated, but they don’t seem to mind.




“We always say the pledge before we fuck,” says Blade.




“Always,” says Kandy Kay.




Now Kandy Kay sashays into the back bedroom. The wolf drones follow her and so do I. The bedroom is lit by flickering LED torches that provide a cold light meant to simulate fire. The wolves lay down at the foot of their canopy bed. Blade stumbles into the bedroom after his wife, seemingly drunk on his own horniness. His penis is as stiff as injection-molded Chinese plastic.




Kandy Kay kneels down on a thick, circular rug in the middle of the floor and then bends over. Blade reaches down and lifts up her ass until it rests against his cock. He slides it up and down for awhile and then he falls to his hands and knees. He eats her pussy from behind, kneeling behind her on the rug, while she stares at me—smiling and focused and then not-focused and blushing. She wriggles and flexes while he slobbers and frigs.




He brings his cock back up to her. He uses her pussy to moisten the swelling head and then he spreads his legs, squatting, in order to slide his hairy, slightly-discolored action figure cock into her. This is theater in the round, contrived and controlled, but somewhat generous in its invitation to the audience to gawk.




She grunts, yelping, as he thrusts up and sideways. Their wolf familiars both look up from where they perch as she squeals, baring their mechanical teeth. Blade fucks her with possessed mindlessness, bearing down on her, turning one foot sideways to get a good angle. The look on her face is beatific. In control.




“ja, ja, ja, nimm mich von hinten,” she says, looking over her shoulder. “Fick mich härter. Jaaaaa, zerstöre die Muschi der Mutti mit deinem Schwanz, meine Junge!”




He must be doing something right. Kandy Kay begins yipping theatrically, very-high pitched, her eyes wide. Blade squeezes her ass. She clutches the rug and twists it. Her face is as red as the dawn over Stalingrad. The gyrations of Blade shock through her, rebounding from her knees back to her ass and then slamming back against his pumping eight-pack. She brings the bunched-up rug to her own mouth and bites down.




She looks up at me for a moment, but she seems perplexed by my presence. She bucks, clucking, oblivious to everything. Her pupils are so small that her blue eyes look like shard of glass. She is an orgasming snake-computer.




“Aaayayyyyyyhhhuhhh,” yells Blade, pulling her ass to him and holding it for dear life like he is staunching a spurting battlefield gash with a fistful of gauze. They pant together, stricken and spent, hunched over and sore, too tender to move.




Eventually, he slides out with a groan and leans against the bed, hooking his arms around the wooden bedframe like he is perching on the edge of a swimming pool. Kandy Kay falls forward onto the rug, curling happily onto her dimpled arms. 




“Reinige uns, Werewolf!” she yells, lifting her chin in imperious command. One of the wolf familiars pads over to her and lowers its snout into her ass, lapping and vacuuming at her dripping pussy, vibrating as it cleans. When it finishes, it pads over to Blade and begins licking and cleaning his softening penis, pulsating as it massages away all of the still-warm semen covering his shaft and balls.




“All the excess semen is saved in a pouch inside the wolf,” says Blade. “We send it away to white couples all over the world who're looking to make white babies.”




This is nauseating, but I am also fairly certain that the semen scraped off Blade’s dick will not be usable for artificial insemination. Somebody is lying to this very young man and I guess I know who.  




“We aren’t ready for children yet,” says Kandy Kay, rising to one knee. She darts a look at Blade but he is ignoring her, fuck-drunk and pussy-dizzy. “Not yet, anyway. There's still so much work to do.”




It's hard to tell how much of their lifestyle is a transgressive fetish and how much is sincerely believed. I want to believe that none of it is real, but that is never true about sex. At least they aren’t breeding. 




One and a half stars.










4.




Shiva insists that we meet at a long-term care facility about thirty minutes outside of town. She is waiting for me out front on the curb, standing alone in the sunshine. She seems upset. As I walk up to her, Shiva looks down at my shoes and then frowns in my face, squinting at me. She has no familiar with her that I can see.




“Okay,” she says after a long time. “You seem fine. This is going to be the most fucked up thing you’ve ever seen in person, just like I said. Follow me.”




Obviously, this is a provocative statement. I'm skeptical, but intrigued and happy to be romanced in such a fashion.




I give her the slightest nod. She spins around on one heel and leads me onward into the nursing home. We pass the front desk and then tromp silently through the (human not wolf) piss-smelling halls together.  




I prefer to look at her rather than the decomposing, geriatric genpop of this sad death-orgy. She is wearing blue jeans that are so faded and tight that the denim is more like sky-colored paint. Her black, feathered hair hangs loose and she wears dark eyeliner. I suspect that she has brown eyes normally—that her bright green eyes are the result of contact lenses. The chartreuse-on-brown creates an interesting effect, making her look like a dragon that has taken human form. The ability to project subtle but indefinable menace through totems of artificiality is surely the most potent sign of volcanic sexuality.




“I wasn’t sure what you’d be like, but it doesn’t matter,” she says, turning back and almost smiling at me as we pass a group of palsied veterans playing Settlers of Caatan. “One of the problems with being such a shrewd, fast, and perfect judge of character is that you never really get to fuck strangers. No one really surprises you after about five minutes of knowing them. So then they aren’t strangers anymore. Not that we're going to fuck. Unless?”




I don’t even bother shaking my head.




She scuffs her sandals as we walk through the linoleum labyrinth.  Her eyes are cast downward. In this place of ugliness and medical dissolution, I feel like I am following a ci-devant liberal noble to her execution before the Paris mob, a new Charlotte Corday, a hero of the reaction who takes sneering pleasure from the jeers and hates of the red masses. Shiva actually is a modern aristocrat: she made her money as a dermatologist after studying as an undergraduate to be an astronomer, a passion she later abandoned. She tells me all this later after a long, languid postmortem coffee.




Two competing smells from my own childhood alternate in this nursing home as we march: 1), the warm, throbbing smell of plastic, sweat, and cafeteria food that one would also encounter inside a cheap corporate Southern daycare and 2). the mildewy, humid spice of an elementary school library. The pungency creates nostalgia so strong that I start to become very anxious and very aroused. I try not to be influenced unduly by my particular personal reactions to these smells.




We stop in front of a suite of private rooms.  There are names beside each door on construction paper, names written in big balloon letters meant for children. I fight back existential dread.  I try to remember that when death finally comes to people at this age, it is a relief: the reaper is only really collecting the dry Styrofoam clamshells that the flies and maggots have already culled. Death only gets the bits that have fossilized.




Shiva puts her hand on the doorknob. Down the hallway, a giant medical polar bear lifts its head up and sniffs our DNA. It’s okay: we are both meant to be here.  We both have clearance from the nurse’s station.




“It doesn’t matter how much money you make,” says Shiva.  “Nursing homes are so expensive that they get it all in the end, no matter what.  They take everything. Eventually, the state pays them to hold you in a place like this until you die, like they're holding my father here. This happens to everyone, basically.”




Inside the room, an extremely old man is sitting in an overstuffed armchair with his chin on his chest. 




“Gina?” he asks, blinking at Shiva, seemingly embarrassed that he isn’t sure. He ignores me completely. 




“He thinks I’m my mother,” says Shiva, smirking at me. “She left us when I was five or so. I can’t blame her. We were not a cosmetically smooth family, and surfaces are everything. He was a wreck when she left. So was I.”




The old man in the chair leans forward, blinking at us both, trying to put everything together. Shiva picks up a wooden chair from under the window and puts it in front of the door to block it. She points at the chair, snapping her fingers.




“Sit,” she says. “I don't think the nurses here know what I've been doing, but I don’t want them walking in on us.”




I sit in the chair that she indicates. The room smells like bleach and pipe tobacco. The only light in the room comes from a single banker’s lamp beside the bed. The lamp seems out of place. A gift?




“There was always sexual tension between my father and me while growing up,” says Shiva.  “After my mother left… he never did anything to me, but I could tell he wanted to. Isn’t that just as bad? It really fucked me up. I used to lay awake at nights, literally streaming from my pussy while thinking about how it would be between us. I was alone with it back then, just twisting and feeling awful.  I could get off in minutes chewing that particular bone. The fantasy was actually just about how easy it would be, how I knew that he would let me do it.”




“Gina?” her father asks again.




“Shut the fuck up, Dad,” she says with a cruel twist in her voice. “It’s not real sex, I guess. He's never been inside me. He doesn’t even really know who I am. If there's a hell, I guess we're both going there. Him before me. But luckily, there isn’t a hell.”




She picks up the remote for the television, a big clunky clicker with only a few buttons. She starts cycling the channels, turning the volume all the way up.




“I'm a humanist, actually. I think human beings are the most developed form of sentience that exists. We don’t come from god. We come from our parents. I don’t believe in aliens or a perfect economic system either. I think we're all alone in the universe. We're the first and only creatures smart enough to know how small and useless we are. It makes you dizzy, if you really think about it. Here we are, a miraculous byproduct of billions of years of perfect accidents, and mostly we're bored and insecure and self-destructive. Yes, I'm about to suck my own father’s cock and that's a fucked-up thing to do. But I want you to know that I'm doing this because I'm more lucid than most people. I'm a free person without limits. A future person. I'm here on planet earth because of him, and I want to make his last days exceptional. No one else would do this for him with the care and attention he deserves.”




 “Gina, you are so beautiful,” he says. 




“Shut the fuck up, Dad,” Shiva says, whirling on him with glittering fury. His mouth claps shut and he curls up around his collapsed chest, his arms and legs quivering.




“He likes the abuse,” says Shiva, smiling at me. “It’s the only thing that still gets him hard. Porn doesn’t work. I’ve tried.” She bends down in front of her withered father and strokes the back of his head. She unbuttons his brown silk pajama top and kisses his mottled chest. She works her hand down under him and pulls his silk pajama pants down. He's wearing an adult diaper, which she gently undoes as he stares at her, his eyes growing wide and spittle forming on his lips. He is indeed hard.




“Do you want me to blow you, Dad?” she asks.




“Gina,” he says. “You came back.”




The old man’s cock sticks up from his unwrapped diaper. Now that it is exposed, he begins playing with himself, stroking it, shutting his eyes. Gina watches him masturbate.




“Sometimes he takes care of himself and I just watch,” she says. “I do always try to get myself off as well in order to train myself to enjoy this and to make meaning out of it.”




This ancient man is very good at jacking off. He is tender with himself, stroking slowly from his base to the tip of his old grey cock. He grits his teeth, working his hands very quickly just behind the head. He squeezes his cock like a jammed finger he is trying to pop, rubbing fast and mechanically.




Suddenly he grabs the back of Shiva’s head and pushes it toward him, clutching her long black hair in one trembling hand. Shiva acquiesces. She begins angrily sucking him off as the man’s eyes drift toward the television. She snakes her hand down into her own pants as she sucks, squatting down as he spreads his legs, rubbing her clit.




“You like the way I suck your cock, Dad?" she asks. "You still like this?” 




He moans, leaning his head back. He flexes his bare toes. 




She stops suddenly and stares at me to see how I am taking this. I maintain my neutral composure.




“I know it seems a little awful that he thinks I'm someone else. I know that's maybe a little grey consensually,” she says. “But trust me, my mother would never have consented to this in a million years and he knows it, so he is having a non-consensual fantasy himself. I think we cancel each other out, consent-wise, ethically.”




She starts up again, working her fingers in her tight, sky-colored jeans and I see the wisdom in the fact that she is not ignoring her own needs, even in this horrible, sterile, sad place. 




“It’s me versus the universe,” she mutters, as if reading my mind. She prods deep at the base of his cock with her muscular fingers as she sucks. She licks the head of his penis like it is 90-year-old melting iced cream.




He fumbles at her face again, trying to pull her closer to him. She backs away, squeezing and stroking. 




“You going to come for me, Dad?”




He waves his hands in the air beside the overstuffed chair. He reaches out and grabs for the mechanized-walker beside him. Countless post-millennium advances in gerontological technology and there are still cut-in-half tennis balls on the legs of the walker. 




Shiva stands to one side as cum dribbles out of the end of her father’s cock. He moans, pushing forward, his jaw open and his jowls wobbling. One last hot dribble splashes to the linoleum floor.




“I’m not surprised that his prostate has outlasted his memory of me,” says Shiva. “He wasn’t a good person, but no one is, really. The problem is that we think there's some basis of comparison. There isn’t. And, really, I guess this isn’t all about him, if I'm being honest.”




She finishes herself off now, turning away from me, resting his gnarled hand on her head and staring out the window.




When she's done, she presses the button to summon a nurse. Her father’s semen glistens on the floor. His ectoplasm. The residue of his ghost.




“Let’s go,” she says. “It’s a good thing he’s got a diaper under him. He’s pissed himself. Probably shit himself, too. They'll take care of all that here. I don’t clean up after him. That’s going too far.”




This hasn’t been the most fucked-up thing I've ever seen in person, but she's definitely managed to impress me. I scramble to find words to articulate the aesthetic stasis I feel. She hasn't defeated the universe, or even deflowered it: but at least she's trying. 




Four-and-a-half stars.




	 

	 

	 

	 

	





The Holy Trinity

 

	“So it’s not just a rumor—you are in fact a holy virgin?”




“Ah,” said Lt. Fiddly-Pucklechurch, pondering the invasive question—a question that he never expected to answer when volunteering to dismantle Nazi bombs for King and country. “I suppose that I am indeed undefiled in a technical sense: a virgin in the narrow way that a man such as yourself might understand that benighted word.”




“Yes or no? This isn’t Ancient Rhetoric and I’m not your fucking prefect.”




The men all laughed. Wild Jack grinned, sliding his silver cigarette-holder from one side of his massive jaw to the other clamp of his molars. 




“Then yes, to a surety,” said Fiddly-Pucklechurch, hanging his head.




“Well, I don’t work with virgins, however the word might be defined,” said Wild Jack Howard, Earl of Suffolk, pulling his fur coat tighter around him. “There are no virgins in BD that I know of. You’ll fuck my secretary or you’ll get fucked by my chauffer before we even approach the bomb and you’ll do it right this damned instant while the rest of us wait here in the cold. I shouldn’t expect you’ll take very long to get yourself dismantled and made safe. We’re engineers, not ribbon clerks.”




“Better make sure he knows it’s not an order,” said hangdog Affpuddle, Wild Jack’s military liaison.




“Of course it’s not a goddamned order!” shouted Wild Jack. “I’m a bloody civilian. But if you want to work with me, you’ll face your maker as a man, not a pudding. Now which one will it be? My sultry and vivacious personal secretary Beryl or my handy and hardy private wheelman Fred? Don’t make me decide for you. I find red-cheeked snits like you sexually confusing.”




The Scottish BD sappers all stood in a line smirking and slouching—ostentatiously not saluting. It was exciting as hell to see an officer insulted so flagrantly by a bare-chested volunteer wearing nothing but a leather blacksmith’s apron and a pink fur coat.




“Are you quite serious?” choked Lt. Fiddly-Pucklechurch. It wasn’t as if he had any moral compunction about fornication. However, no one had ever seemed to like him well enough to really try it on with him. He was sure he would succumb to a bout of good English rumpy-pumpy eventually—perhaps after making a nice little pile of wartime cash. But the Blitz had changed everything. It had made easy things impossible. It had made complicated things inevitable.




“If you don’t make a decision right this instant, I’ll send you right back to the Ministry of Supply and you can go spot Junkers on some craggy promontory with the rest of the wobbly Sherry grans,” said Wild Jack, his fingers twitching by his bandolier-crossed sidearms, Oscar and Genevieve. “This bomb is ticking. You are wasting time. In fact, you are putting this entire unit in danger. Truthfully, what is the problem? Are you some blasted American Puritan? Just pick your pleasure, man: do you want the steely gauntlet or the satiny glove?”




“If it must be so, then I will admit that your secretary is just my sort of peppery lass,” choked Fiddly-Pucklechurch. “Obviously.”




Beryl Morden smiled slightly, satisfied by the appraisal. She hadn’t left Wild Jack’s side since the war started, not since their days in Paris together robbing banks. But it was no secret that she had a weakness for military men, a fact which was slightly embarrassing to the Earl. However, he helped her indulge her passion for soldiers as often and as intensely as she desired, taking every opportunity to provide her with a steady supply of khaki-coated cock so long as she was always available when he needed her. After all, both Wild Jack and his chauffer Fred Hards had charming wives to service them in the evenings—Beryl had to make do with whatever shivering raw recruits she could find in whatever bomb shelters or tube stations would have her.




And, then of course, there were always UXBs to caress. Hard, erect, vital, thrumming unexploded bombs, ten feet underground, ready and consenting to be unearthed and stripped down, aching and straining for her careful ministrations.




“Are you certain that it’s Beryl who sends you?” said Wild Jack. “Not that I don’t share your enthusiasm. But in one hour, you’ll most likely be a cuticle-colored smear on a dashed-down wall. I’m not trying to tease you: no one here’ll judge you one way or the other for choosing my man Hards instead, if thusly run your inclinations. This isn’t the manly mud of your dear old dad’s Ardennes. We’re all gentlemen here with expansive minds and profane imaginations. Even my Scots! But in this specific moment we men of science need soft fingers and totally clear heads.”




“I’ll suck you off, Fiddly-Pucklechurch,” said Sergeant Peace gently. “Suffolk’s wheelman’ll be a bit rough for a sprat like you.”




“Aye,” said Affpuddle gruffly, spitting into the ash-strewn gutter. “The man has no mercy.”




Hards gave Affpuddle two fingers straight up.




“Miss Morden is who I would choose,” croaked Fiddly-Pucklechurch, utterly in agony, unable to meet Beryl’s eyes. “Pistol to my head.”




“Which is exactly the case, of course,” said Wild Jack. “This is your first lesson. Never approach a bomb without thoroughly draining your testicles dry. You must twist them crisp like a sopping dishrag. Beryl!”




Wild Jack nodded to his secretary who clicked her heels together and unpinned her glistening blonde hair. Wild Jack’s driver opened the back of the lorry and she climbed inside, already unbuttoning her blouse. The sappers craned to look, hoping to catch a glimpse of rosy-white flesh unplumping from her tan button-up, but Wild Jack pushed Fiddly-Pucklechurch into the back of the mobile lab and closed the doors, immediately doling out cigarettes from the tin under his homburg to the Highland looky-loos.




“Play the phonograph loud as you can, Hards,” said Wild Jack. “Beryl gets actressy with young ones to speed them up. Might as well drown her out for decency’s sake.”




“Righto, luv,” said Hards.




“Oooo, I have a good feeling about this bomb,” said Wild Jack, rubbing his hands together, washing his fat fingers with cigarette smoke. “We so desperately need new active fuzes to test the Suffolk Stopper. If we could only prove its worth in the field… In fact, let’s say that we hypothetically extract the B4 in this theater as quick as a stroke. Does that mean that we can squeeze one more out of Chelsea today? There are always a few parachute bombs stuck in the laundry lines there.”




Fred Hards shrugged, blowing his nose into one of Wild Jack’s monogrammed pink handkerchiefs and then cranking the phonograph. Dizzy spirals of dance music put a tap in everyone’s toe. Somehow, the Scottish sappers managed to relax even more intensely, achieving total slouch.




The Suffolk Stopper was Wild Jack’s newest invention: an automatic fuze-removing device powered by an electric vacuum and carbonated alcohol. It had never been tested on a live bomb before. Hards kept its red velvet case handy, nevertheless. The Suffolk Stopper was like everything else about Wild Jack: dead ridiculous and yet bang in tune with the current mind-bending moment.




“Now give me the poop, Affpuddle,” said Wild Jack. “What’s the brief on this stick?”




“One bomb—right in the middle of the stage, if you can believe it,” said Affpuddle in his breathless, defeated lisp. “The whole neighborhood’s been evacuated, which means there weren’t any plays all weekend in the West End. The bomb punched through the roof of the Criterion like wet pressboard, caroming thrice off the thick stone columns holding up the proscenium. It lost all momentum and buried itself in a pile of lights, wiring, and roof rubble. My man says it’s just waiting there like a third act turnabout. 250kg. 5 feet long. Fins lost somewhere on descent.”




“Damned fucking dangerous,” said Wild Jack. “Could be fully active. Very exciting. Surely two fuzes, eh Hards?”




“One for each fookin’ hand,” said Hards. 




“The stick does seem pristine,” said Affpuddle. “A real collectible.”




Unlike Jack and Beryl, Fred Hards didn’t give one dry toss for the science of it all. Hards was in it purely for the action. He had been an instant bomb addict from the very first night that Wild Jack had jumped into his lorry and held him at gunpoint, demanding that he drive to where the first bombs of the Blitz were landing down at the Royal Docks. BD was better than horses, better than backgammon or bridge, better than greyhounds, cricket, canasta, or acey-deucey. Since that first night, Hards had bet everything he had on Wild Jack’s twisted wits. And so far they had come away with nothing but honey and laurels: salvation, glory, and adrenaline—fanny, caviar, and French champagne! Not getting blowed-up was the best fucking feeling in the whole prick-sucking commonwealth. If Hards drove supremely fast and utterly without reck or ruth, he had the opportunity to not get blowed up three times a day, which was enough delicious insanity to keep him in a permanent giddy stupor—always one Lindy hop ahead of the dull backfooted indignity instilled by constant foreign bombardment.




A tall, handsome man in a smart tophat snaked around the corner from the alley, sidling up to Wild Jack and Hards with a twinkling grin stickered to his puss. He had a silver cane crooked under his arm. Wild Jack whirled on the man, drawing both Oscar and Genevieve and catching the man cold in the act of removing one black leather glove to shake.




“I’m Smythe, the theater owner!” shrieked the man, frozen with terror. His mustaches twitched as he stared into the abyss of Wild Jack’s right- and left-hand pistols. Strictly speaking, Wild Jack had no remit to ramble the streets of Theatreland as gunned-up as a Texas cowpunch, but there were German spies everywhere and the Earl was a marked man, working as he did with Phantom and all the other daylight-deficient boffins at the Park.




“I’m Smythe, I say!” cried the theater owner. “Just like I told the bobbies!”




Wild Jack’s pistols drooped.




“May I reach into my coat, my lord?” wheedled Smythe.




“Slowly,” said Wild Jack. “We aren’t with the Yard. We are private citizens and we are mad with lust and drink.”




Smythe retrieved a pawful of ticket stubs and handbills from his small clothes.




“Free tickets,” said the theater manager. “Bit of incentive for your men, if you can take care of this deep unpleasantness—this Wormwood star fallen from the darkling heavens. Restore my theater, and the Criterion will toast your health ‘til the millennium.”




“We’ll either be done in a trice or we’ll evaporate the lane entirely,” said Wild Jack. “Either way, no more problems for you. Put your bribes away. We don’t need bribes to do the King’s business.”




The Scottish sappers groaned. “Fuck the King,” someone grunted. Wild Jack stood up straighter, puffing out his lumpy chest. With one eye on potential mutiny, Wild Jack reversed himself, judiciously taking the tickets and flipping through the glossy pages of a playbill.




“My wife is an actress, you know,” said Wild Jack. “A real one, not some society dilettante. Funny Side Up, eh? Never heard of it.”




“It’s a spree,” said Smythe. “Bawdy. Sweary. There’s a wretched parson who keeps falling down and busting his nose. I play the parson.”




“You don’t look like a parson,” said Wild Jack.




“You don’t look like the Earl of Suffolk,” said Smythe brightly, tossing his cane from one hand to the other and then using the knob to pop his hat off his head and then catch it on the flip. “Sure, I know who you are, your lordship. There’s a Suffolk in practically every Henry play.”




The back of the mobile lab rocked as Beryl’s telltale whoops spurted from the cracked windows. Smythe looked momentarily shocked to hear human fucking at high noon on a public high street. But he quickly arranged his face into performative boredom.




“I suppose men facing certain death must take every liberty,” said Smythe.




“I always insist that green officers be forcibly gentled before handling their first bombs,” Wild Jack explained. “It’s personal policy.”




“It’s good luck, besides,” said Sergeant Peace. “To have a bit of a rout before.”




“No such thing as luck,” said Wild Jack. “Everything we do is a progressively clarifying error right up until the last mistake that reveals all.”




Wild Jack carefully lined up all the edges of the free theater tickets in his big hands. He sighed.




“Fine,” he said, relenting. “Pass them out.”




He fobbed the playbills and theater tickets off on Sergeant Peace who distributed them to the sappers. The sappers cheered, stuffing them into their boots and under their hats, always happy for any supplementary compensation.




The door to the mobile lab banged open and Wild Jack’s secretary strutted out, followed by a grinning and lovestruck Fiddly-Pucklechurch, who fumbled at his unzippered trousers. Affpuddle did the job for him, clapping him on the shoulders and sticking a cigarette in his mouth. The cigarette fell to the ground and Affpuddle retrieved it for him and lit it.




“Four-and-a-half minutes,” growled Sergeant Peace. Money changed hands all around. Some men were forced to give up their newly-acquired Funny Side Up tickets to old creditors, which led to much Scots-inflected whingeing. The theater owner was suddenly besieged with requests for more complimentary seats. And he was happy to oblige. Why not double-book berths on a sinking ship?




“A command performance for all your bairns and bonnies on the other side of this foul day,” Smythe told the bomb disposal diggers, the 16 sappers in the BD subdivision who had been personally assigned to the Earl of Suffolk. Though all conscientious objectors, they were brave men whose weapons in this war were simply shovels instead of rifles. Wild Jack knew that the Germans used slave labor for the same hellish duty. Who cared if some starving Commie Pole nicked a nosecone with his pick-ax and blew himself straight to the infernal pit? What spotless Nazi would bother to pause and cross himself if some poor bastard Hebrew Slav fell into a bubble filled with carbon monoxide, cracking the thin membrane of dirt from a camouflet and choking to death on his own poisoned guts in the silent gas blister? Instead of slaves, the Brits used Scots. They were dependable, uncomplaining, brave as goats, and they liked being dirty.




Unlike his men, Suffolk didn’t have a military rank. He was technically a scientist volunteering for the government in return for a pittance: an honorarium that barely paid the rent on his London flat. Unlike the commissioned BD officers, he could therefore let his working-class salts take shifts in inefficient teams of two to spread out the risk, even though this sometimes meant it took longer to dig up the buried bomb cores. Once they exposed enough of the steel casing that Wild Jack could intervene, he also insisted that these sons of sod keep their distance. His Scots knew fuck all about Nazi engineering, and so all they had to do was dig carefully and not die. When it came to actually diffusing the bombs, Wild Jack worked alone, only allowing his private secretary and his private driver to accompany him. The Holy Trinity, the men called them behind their backs, only somewhat ironically. Some said they were London’s bravest civilians this side of Churchill. Others said they were suicidal amateurs who would probably take good soldiers with them when they finally detonated themselves. Only the rarest gossips called them terrifying sexual psychopaths addicted to switchy nonconsensual warplay who fetishized outwitting the Luftwaffe’s deadly phallic blockbusters.




Wild Jack looked at his pocket watch and cursed.




“No more dawdling,” said Wild Jack. “Fiddly-Pucklechurch, you are my Ganymede. I don’t want you out of shouting distance, but I want you to stay ten feet away from the bomb at all times. Fred and Beryl, there’s no digging on this one, so we’ll get right to it. The rest of you Jocks: start fortifying the street and taping up windows. Clear us a path to the sandbags. It’ll be dark in the theater, I expect….no good natural light…so our eyes will get sour. If we have to scarper I don’t want to slip on a loose fizz bottle and separate my spine.”




“This way,” said Smythe, cane under his arm. “I’ll take you in through the box office.”




Smythe led them into the Criterion, his cane swinging under his arm and his top hat canted jauntily to one side. Fiddly-Pucklechurch and the Holy Trinity followed him.




As predicted, the gloom inside the theater was thick and oppressive. Near total darkness.

 

“Dank as a pervert’s hip pocket in ‘ere,” muttered Hards. “Right medieval.”

 

“Will house lights set off the bomb?” asked Smythe. “The sudden jag of electricity? The accretive heat?”




“I shouldn’t think so,” said Wild Jack. “Better risk it if you’ve still got juice.”




Smythe oozed into the control booth. They heard him flick switches, sending up sparks and throwing bright beams onto the stage. The bomb was right there waiting for them, plunging out of the mountain of rubble like an up-pointing thumb. Wild Jack involuntarily took a step toward it, forever drawn to any egg of instant annihilation, any cold-rolled puzzle pregnant with fingersnap death. His shoulders shuddered with a spurt of rheumatic fever. Pure excitement shook his mountainous frame. He had to shift his trousers to make room for his growing bulge. It was a perfect bomb, teed up like a straining, squeezable tit.




“And ‘ow soon’ll you pack the suckers in again after we clear this lil’ gorgeous beauteousity?” Hards asked Smythe.




“Tonight,” said Smythe, peering up at the hole in the roof. “Half-price. As long as it doesn’t rain, we’ll push the rubble aside and just do our capering in a clean space. Indomitable Melpomene and all that. Technically, we’re insured right up the rectum for what’s happened so far. Our investors are some of your people, Lord Suffolk: dissipated aristocrats gone patriotic! But there’s really no replacing a house like the Criterion. I always thought this bedbug-riddled Odeon would be around forever.”




Wild Jack snorted. Beryl Morden popped a graceful squat and furiously began sketching the lay of the bomb in her notebook while Fred Hards slunk away to doze, draping himself across four velveteen theater seats.




“I almost wish the damn thing had just gone off,” said Mr. Smythe. “Everyone in Camden blames the Criterion for the bad luck. They say we stay open too late. They say our dandy flame attracts Teutonic moths. Some wits around here think we’ve had it coming.”




“Bloody unlikely,” said Wild Jack. “The Germans triangulate their bombers by radio waves. When the radio says they’ve gone the proper distance in a straight line, that’s when they let loose their payloads. It’s all automatic for them. No art to it. The idea that Germans are actually looking for lights burning in London Town windows is a myth left over from the last war. The curfew is just a handy bit of population control.”




“If the bomb'd gone off, we could rebuild—assess the damage—feel a bit of dramatic catharsis,” said Smythe. “But with the bomb just sitting here like this…the whole neighborhood has to shut down. And we’re the ones to blame for it.”




“It’s fookin’ diabolical,” agreed Hards, flat on his back, eyes shut. “’Twere no accident, mate.”




“The Luftwaffe is now building bombs specifically engineered not to explode,” said Wild Jack. “They’ve got booby-trapped time-delay fuzes that can paralyze an industrial nucleus for weeks. The bombs just sit there, ready to start ticking away again if someone bumps them. They know the bombs aren’t hitting their targets most of the time, but they've figured out that bombs are far more destructive if they nuzzle into the ground and do nothing. Somebody still has to deal with them. Somebody not easily replaced. They know sappers and underminers are a limited commodity.”




“So they're trying to murder our engineering corps?” said Mr. Smythe. 




“They're methodical about it,” said Wild Jack. “Trick fuzes, new methods of satanic chemistry to protect each bomb’s heart. Their pilots can fly in low and drop miscarriages that don’t have time to arm, avoiding any worry about their payload’s concussion knocking them out of the air. Every time the Hun discovers what tools we're using to disarm their UXBs, they create new methods to stymie and frustrate us. One civilian to another, it’s damned demoralizing and I’m not sure we're keeping ahead of them. But we make the bombs safe and then we haul them to a little island in the middle of the Thames where we dissect them and try to invent better ways to disarm them or blow them up from a distance. That’s where young Fiddly-Pucklechurch here received his theoretical education. But now he’ll complete his studies with some practical hands-on work. Soon he’ll be leading his own unit, going man to man against abstracted Der Techniker souls refined into violent metal. Indulge me, young Ganymede: what do you see here?”




“It’s a Spreng Dickenwand,” said Fiddly-Pucklechurch. “Thicker sides than usual. Bavarian manufacture, I’d wager.”




“Rather,” said Wild Jack. “I’m not sure what those thicker sides might mean yet.”




Fiddly-Pucklechurch tried to climb onto the stage, but Wild Jack grabbed his collar and hauled him backward.




“TEN FEET,” seethed Wild Jack. He tossed Fiddly-Pucklechurch onto his ass.




“I was in France,” Wild Jack said more calmly as Fiddly-Pucklechurch dusted himself off. “Before the Blitz. Rounding up scientists. Colonel Libessart and his godless mooncalves. They were experimenting on chimps, trying to see where the maximum zone of impact might be for metropolitan railgun cannonades like the Paris Gun. They blew up the monkeys and ate the meat. Very French. Know what they found out, incinerating all those apes?”




“No sir,” said Fiddly-Pucklechurch.




“Don’t ‘sir’ me, Ganymede,” said Wild Jack. “I bloody hate being ‘sirred.’ The fact is: as long as you are two full bomb-lengths away, you have a 50% chance of surviving any explosion. The impact zone rattles your brains stone dead no matter what, but ten feet away this inevitability becomes negotiable. So don’t ever approach the bomb until you are ready to open it up. The bomb doesn’t care if you aren’t afraid of it. The bomb is an inanimate object. Don’t be suckered in by its inherent charisma.”




Wild Jack’s gaze drifted to the stick onstage and he licked his lips. His sausage fingers found his thick mustache. He pasted this strip of thick brown lipfur flat against his upper teeth, stroking it first one way and then the other. He put his fingers in his pocket and fondled the underside of his shaft, tickling the swelling veins.




“They don’t tell you any of that at the island,” said Fiddly-Pucklechurch.




“You’ve been learning theory,” said Wild Jack. “Nothing practical. The anemic boffins are nothing if not intellectually limited by their own obsessions. Don’t you know why we haven’t been conquered by the Nazi war machine yet, Ganymede?”




“Unstoppable English resilience is what the papers say.”




“And yet it’s English incompetence that’s been our real salvation. Incompetence born from Spanish lies and Ministry of Supply nincompoopery. Before the war started, the boffins determined that we would incur a hundred thousand casualties a week as a result of German air bombardment. Alarmist circulars were distributed around Whitehall. To a man, the boffins thought Churchill’s decision to fight was suicide. Urged him on their knees to surrender. To make peace! And yet the Germans still haven’t managed to kill that many of us in a year of constant assault. Do you know why?”




“I am astonished, my lord. But why?”




“Because the boffins made their estimates using data from the bombings at Spanish Guernica. Little did they know that that the Spanish Marxists were outright lying about how many people died there as a result of fascist bombs dropped on that accursed place. The casualty numbers were all black propaganda. Understandable lies, to be sure: the Loyalists certainly deserved to play the victim. But after Guernica, the Germans were able to infiltrate our war department quite handily and then they used our own fallacious data to make calculations about how to conduct a war against us. But all of those Spanish lies have miraculously worked to our advantage: the Germans wanted to become our worst nightmare and so they overinvested in warfare-by-wing, which means here we are, still alive, as a result of unreflective English credulity and high-pitched Communard hysteria.”




“I am without words,” said Fiddly-Pucklechurch.




“Since the Germans have already built too many planes, they are adapting by cheaply and constantly changing the fuzes in their bomb casings,” said Wild Jack. “We stop ‘em with magnets, we dissolve ‘em with foam. The might have us pinned down, but they don’t have enough ships yet for a land invasion. Maybe they never will.”




There was a sudden hurlyburly outside the theater. Honking horns. Revving engines. Everyone looked at Wild Jack. The Earl of Suffolk shrugged. They all headed for the lobby to see what was going on—all except for Hards who resolutely refused to stir himself.




“It’s Davies,” seethed Wild Jack, peering out through the box office window.




The sappers of Wild Jack’s experimental unit were pincered in by two grey vans which were each being escorted by a team of grinning Cockneys on motorcycles. Canada Bob Davies slouched on the bonnet of one of these drab BD vans, openly drinking from a sparkling demijohn of cheap gin. 




“You’re too late,” shouted Wild Jack, kicking open the theater doors. “She’s mine, Canada Bob!”




“That’s not what the army says,” shouted Davies. “This stick has just been classified as an A2, highest priority. We’re here to blow the damn thing up so that the West End can get back to work. Ever do any work before, young lordling? No? Never? Well, then piss off, you posh fairy!”




“I’ve already collared her,” said Wild Jack. “This bomb is mine now, Canada Bob. Don’t you have pensioners to shake down for pickled onion money?”




Canada Bob Davies was front page news most of the time—the first recipient of the newly-established George Cross for non-operational valor—a cross sanctified to King George Himself to match his sainted mother’s glorious pendant. In fact, Canada Bob was a hero to the whole city: the single-handed savior of St. Paul’s Cathedral. According to the papers, he had been the BD man on call that red night when a bomb finally fell on God’s doorstep. He had personally spirited away the 1000 kg demon from the courtyard of Sir Christopher Wren’s restrained Baroque masterpiece, blowing the bomb up in a potter’s field lickety-split and then claiming straight to every credulous Fleet Street hack’s shining face that the stick had been booby-trapped with a Zus anti-tampering device and would have brought the whole sacred stavros down if not for his gin-steady fingers and bulldog heart.

 

The only problem with this heroic story was that Canada Bob was lying out his ass. Bombs over 250kg never had type 17 or 50 fuzes and they damn sure didn’t have Zuses. Everyone in BD knew that the bomb had merely been a miraculous dud. St. Paul’s had never been in any danger. But that didn’t stop Canada Bob from cashing in on the dramatic story with considerable help from the MoS propaganda office. Even Wild Jack had to admit that Canada Bob’s sly preening had ultimately been good for BD: the office got more funding, more acclaim, and more discreetly lifted skirts. Canada Bob had made the UXB division famous, and while England was still stunned, lolling, and recumbent it needed heroes anywhere it could get them.

 

But that didn’t mean Davies wasn’t a total piece of shit. Canada Bob’s moral corruption was thorough, and his new celebrity status had given him infinite juice, which he only used to enrich himself. He was now extorting people all over town, taking any bribes on offer to raise the priorities of UXBs that fell among the posh swells, meaning that high-end London shops and those few wealthy aristocrats who hadn’t yet departed for the States had their own first-priority detail on call to personally remove bombs for them while everyone else had to clear out to the countryside or book emergency flats in cheap fleapits. In this case, it was clear that some competing theater inside the cordoned zone of safety—but beyond the bomb’s blast radius—was paying Canada Bob to blow up the Criterion. Why should the whole neighborhood suffer over one theater’s misfortune?




“This is no place for civilians,” said Davies. “Too dangerous. Clear out of here, Suffolk. Let the real BD men save the day.”




At the direct insult, Wild Jack’s sappers threw down their cigarettes and picked up their shovels, squaring up to Davies and his regular army goons. Affpuddle—ever the diplomat—slipped out from behind Wild Jack and held his limp hand out to Davies to shake.




“A real hero in the flesh!” said Affpuddle. “We’ve never met before. I’m Affpuddle, Mr. Howard’s military liaison. I hate to pull rank here, but Mr. Howard is working directly for the MoS, and that means his scientific needs supersede even the highest priority bomb designations, especially once he has already begun any initial fact-finding toward recovery.”




“She’s mine,” said Wild Jack. “I’ve leashed her and put her on her knees.”




“Mr. Howard needs intact fuzes for testing, analysis, and innovation,” Affpuddle explained. “I’m therefore afraid he will always have first crack. His orders are to improvise. To experiment! To test treacherous new inventions in the field! However, there’s no reason you can’t wait here in a support position just in case your men or your equipment are needed in an emergency.”




Davies sneered, sensing an overly complicated bureaucratic tangle. The last thing he wanted was more eyes looking into his business.




“There’s always parachute bombs in Chelsea that need tending,” said Wild Jack. “Do you need directions?”




“You’ve got one hour,” said Davies. “Then hard men with real jobs are coming in and blowing this building to shit. One hour. We’ll wait here and rest our bones. Real UXB work isn’t bloody innovation or fucking analysis. It’s hardheaded guts and dirty little nimble fingers.”




“One hour will be more than sufficient,” said Wild Jack.




Wild Jack whirled on his heels and went back inside the theater, trailed by Beryl Morden, Fiddly-Pucklechurch, Affpuddle, and Smythe.




“They’ll really just blow up the Criterion?” asked Smythe. “They won’t even try to make the bomb safe?”




“Nothing easier,” said Wild Jack. “A little gun cotton, a shaped charge.”




“I’ve no idea if we’re even insured for that. That wouldn’t be force majeure or a hostile enemy act. That would be force Britannia.”




“If you want to save your theater, then I suggest you find a way to keep Davies and his crooked oafs entertained,” said Wild Jack. “Aren’t you in show business?”




Smythe nodded grimly, rolling his tophat across both shoulders and then popping it up again on his head. He pinched the brim and clicked his heels, bringing one foot up to pirouette out the door.




“Too many interruptions,” said Wild Jack, plugging another cigarette into his cigarette-holder. He struck a match and yelled at the stage: “Fraulein Bombe, we are finally alone together, du und ich. Let the gin-dead tongues of the proles numbly wag. Our love is pure, meine Bombe. Entblöße dich mir, Liebchen!”




He lit his cigarette and then leaped onto the stage, landing with both boots planted hard. At the sound, Hards snapped awake, hefting his attaché case to his shoulders. Now the Holy Trinity converged on the UXB together, moving with choreographed grace, dancing in and out of each other’s orbits and yet never bumping into each other nor losing momentum. Hards popped open the attaché case and removed a burnished steel stethoscope and voltmeter, passing them both off to Beryl who calibrated the machines, making notes, humming to herself to ascertain the exact level of background noise in order to adjust the stethoscope’s sensitivity. Hards proceeded to remove other equipment from the bag, polishing each gleaming chrome piece and arranging them on chamois cloth on the stage floor.




Wild Jack genuflected in front of the bomb, running his fingers lightly over each screw and plate. He was making a haptic map for himself, clearing his mind of everything but the bomb’s architecture. He walked around the grey tube twenty times, measuring the angle of entry of the nosecone and the bomb’s depth. He cleared away rubble, giving himself space to crouch. He straddled the bomb gently, squeezing it between his thighs. He put his cheek against it. He knelt down and put one hand on Beryl’s knee. She gasped and pulled his hand higher.




Beryl stripped the stethoscope from her ears and gently offered it to him. He took it from her forcefully and plugged the earpieces in. Wild Jack applied the stethoscope to the top middle of the bomb, looking for the first of two probable fuses, gently tapping the bomb with his fingers, listening for hollows and solids.




He gave a “thumb’s up” to his team. He had echolocated the main pocket. Hards tossed Wild Jack a piece of chalk and Wild Jack closed his eyes, drawing the contours of the fuze on the outside of the bomb as he visualized the works inside while listening for telltale clicks and whirs. As he did so, Hards propped him up: cupping his buttocks and massaging his thick shoulders.




“It’s dead quiet,” said Wild Jack. “For the mo, anyhow.”




Wild Jack crawled around the bomb on his hands and knees, searching for any ancillary fuzes. Eventually he was satisfied. He ended his circumnavigation with his nose in Hards’ crotch. Beryl Morden took the stethoscope away, replacing it with the voltmeter. Now he crawled around the bomb in the other direction with the voltmeter, registering any changes in current and calling out his findings to Morden who jotted them down on an interior map of the bomb she was making on a portable easel, using her external sketches as ready reference.




“Alrighty,” said Wild Jack, finally. “Get the steam blower out of the van.”




“Righto,” said Hards. “Could use a bit of steam blowin’ meself.”




Hards and Morden took off at speed, hurrying without running.




“Come here, Fiddly-Pucklechurch—come right up to the edge of the stage,” Wild Jack demanded.




Fiddly-Pucklechurch did as he was told, taking five big steps and leaning on the stage while Wild Jack grinned down at him.

 

“This bomb is silent, which could mean any number of things,” said Wild Jack. “I’ve found at least one pocket using the voltmeter, picking up undischarged current, and so we are going to apply a Crabtree stopper and then trepan and sterilize the bomb to hopefully nullify all the fuzes I couldn’t find. Describe to me how you would attach a Crabtree stopper to a bomb of this weight in this weather.”




Fiddly-Pucklechurch had trained enough on a Crabtree stopper—the standard BD stopper issued in a standard kit that also contained a watchmaker’s screwdriver, wirecutters, pliers, a spanner, and a tin of Vaseline—to be able to do it blindfolded or upside down, which was sometimes necessary depending on how a UXB had fallen. He blathered on about theories of technique as Wild Jack stared into space. Fiddly-Pucklechurch explained how freezing weather could prolong a bomb’s charge a thousand hours past its intended timing window, whereas a hot summer day could steal a bomb’s charge on impact. When Fiddly-Pucklechurch faltered, Wild Jack encouraged him to continue by waving his hand but the Earl otherwise ignored him, lost in his own calculations.




Hards and Beryl returned ten minutes later, each of them carrying black leather instrument cases. Hards also carried the red velvet case containing the fresh-from-the-machine-shop, utterly-untested Suffolk Stopper. The Holy Trinity liked to have every option at hand, no matter how dubious.




“Enough,” Wild Jack said to Fiddly-Pucklechurch. “You’ve got plenty of theory, but nothing can take the place of practical instruction. Now watch us in action and I don’t want to see you taking any notes. Absorb the method with your twitching nose and your tingling skin. Disarming a bomb is a sensual experience. One inattentive moment and your jealous lover will destroy you.”




Fiddly-Pucklechurch clicked his heels together and put his hands behind his back to keep from reaching for a pencil. Hards and Morden hauled their satchels onto the stage. They conjured forth component parts of the Crabtree stopper that they then carefully assembled, making sure all of the gaskets and connections were clean and flush. When the stopper was ready, Beryl and Wild Jack expertly cracked open the bomb’s sheet steel, drilling a small hole and widening it with a prybar. The fuze was right there, dead center of their excavation. They applied the two-pin clamp with the Crabtree sidescrew, working side by side. Beryl knelt at Wild Jack’s elbow, every muscle in her sinewy body tense. Her slender fingers curled around the hydraulic grease-gun, aching to squeeze. Wild Jack counted to three and she gripped the trigger, discharging any resistance that might be latent in the fuze’s core. She let out an audible moan and Wild Jack stuck his oily fingers in her mouth and wiggled them violently. The whole procedure took less than a minute.




The bomb didn’t explode, which meant the Crabtree stopper had done its job, paralyzing the fuze by keeping it from being able to complete an electrical circuit and flip the firing pin. The silent lack of an explosion was thunderous. It hit you in your lungs and gonads. It took away your breath. It made your unvaporized testicles happily dilate in their sack like two ale-fat friars expanding back-to-back in a locked sacristy after a Canterbury orgy.




Immediately, Hards and Morden opened the next instrument case and began assembling the steam-sterilizer. As they worked, Wild Jack attached two giant magnets to the side of the bomb—magnets which were trailed by copper wire as thick as Fiddly-Pucklechurch’s thumbs. The active magnetic field was meant to keep any of the bomb’s components from mechanically moving, holding every potential fuze in the bomb in temporary stasis. While the magnet was in place, any active charge could be washed away with soap and water.




With Beryl’s help, Wild Jack attached the trepanning steam-sterilizer to the bomb’s upper casing. Wild Jack whistled and a team of sappers entered the theater, four burly boyos in action kilts humping a huge domestic boiler. The boiler was attached to the trepanning device by a thick length of industrial hose. The sappers looked to Wild Jack for the signal. He waved his hat. The Scots switched on the generator. As soon as the heating element sprang to life, they fell over each other running for the exit.

 

The trepanning end of the sterilizer shot up sparks as it made its first cut, searing a larger hole in the side of the bomb around the prybar incision. Beryl Morden moaned in gentle ecstasy.




And now there was nothing to do but wait.




Wild Jack handed Fiddly-Pucklechurch a long length of copper wire with earpieces attached.




“This is an electric stethoscope,” said Wild Jack. “It isn’t as precise as a standard hunk of steel, but the method is the same. You’ve had tick-tock training I assume?” 




“I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t know what a fuze sounded like,” said Fiddly-Pucklechurch. 




“Then I want you to go to the furthest corner of this theater and listen for the fuze rearming. There is a nonzero chance that the sterilization process could start the bomb back up again. The virtue of the electric stethoscope is that once you have the lead wires attached where you want them, you don’t have to be close to the bomb to hear it ticking. But pay attention and don’t be fooled: there will be a whoosh when the soapy water starts rushing in, once the trepanning is done. Ignore this whoosh. Don’t piss yourself thinking you’re about to be blown to glory.”




Fiddly-Pucklechurch nodded and inserted the earpieces. All he could hear was the tinny high-pitched whir from the automatic saw as it circumnavigated the fuze pocket.




“I don’t need to be close?”




“You’ll have as much distance as the cord will allow you,” said Wild Jack. “Now stay alert, Ganymede. I’ve ordered the doors to be locked. I’m afraid you’ll have to watch us enjoy ourselves while the fuze is washed clean. Bit of a tradition, really. We’d offer you a plate of food for your trouble but I’m afraid there isn’t quite enough to go around. MoS didn’t tell me that you’d be yanking my coattails today, weaning yourself from their thinky pap. We’ll feed you properly later.”




“I’m not particularly hungry,” said Fiddly-Pucklechurch.




“Good lad.”




Fiddly-Pucklechurch did as he was told, crouching in the furthest corner of the theater as Hards and Beryl made one more trip out to the mobile lab lorry.




As he lost himself in thought, marveling at the convenience and innovation of the electric stethoscope, there was a gentle pat on his arm, making him yelp.




“Oh, fuck me,” said Fiddly-Pucklechurch. “It’s just you, sir.”




Affpuddle grinned, lighting a cigarette for each of them.




“We’re in for a bit of a show, as is tradition,” said Affpuddle. “Now that you’re a real man, matured by fresh tonka cunny, you’ll see how other real men live, my duck.”




Beryl and Hards returned to the theater with a tub of ice and seven bottles of fizzy strawberry champagne. Wild Jack removed a bottle of champagne from the tub and set it upright stage left, balancing it on top of a Kelly-green wooden shrub—a painted piece of scenic decoration. Wild Jack drew Genevieve and fired at the top of the bottle, shooting out the cork by a whisker, sending it spinning off the stage on a jet of bubbly pink froth.




“KABOOM!” shouted Wild Jack. “HAW!” Morden snatched up the bottle and immediately poured the champagne into three flutes.




“Confusion to our enemies,” toasted Wild Jack. Morden, Hards, and Wild Jack clinked their flutes together and drank deep, draining off the puce bubbles.




Hards whipped out a collapsible three-legged table and manifested three chairs from backstage. The Holy Trinity tucked into a picnic basket full of cold chicken chicken chasseur, served alongside buttery white rice and asparagus tips marinated in a bacon-rosemary pan sauce. They ate without shame, as if they’d spent the afternoon punting on the Thames instead of elbow-deep in bomb bowels. The food was served on real silver plates. Their only entertainment was their own conversation, which was mostly garbled by the suck and pull of the steam sterilizer. Fiddly-Pucklechurch and Affpuddle witnessed them in reverent silence, awed by their hedonistic bravery.




“The chicken is smashing with the wine,” shouted Wild Jack, staring lustily at his secretary. “Best meal of my life.”




“You always say that,” said Beryl.




“I always want it to be true.”




The boiler pumped warm suds into the bomb which were then carried away by the separate trunk line. Fiddly-Pucklechurch tried to focus, straining to hear the clicking sound of an active fuze. But all he could hear so far was the gentle noise of the rushing water.

 

“You know why they call him Wild Jack, don’t you?” Affpuddle whispered to Fiddly-Pucklechurch, exhaling a plume of lazy smoke that didn’t seem to want to rise.




“No sir,” said Fiddly-Pucklechurch.




“He was in France when the Germans marched in,” said Affpuddle. “He was stationed there as a civilian science liaison, doing God knows what. Spying, probably. But as soon as the Nazis plowed through Belgium, he and Beryl stole the fastest car they could find and stormed all over Paris and Marseilles, robbing jewelry stores and banks.”




“Robbing them, sir?”




“Knocking them off just like Chicago wops. Stealing as much tat as they could fit into the boot of their sporter, just to keep the Nazis from getting it. They stole gold bars—precious diamonds. They scooped up millions in raw gems. And then they went back to Paris because they heard that the Norwegians had shipped all of their heavy water supplies to French chemists at the Sorbonne. Suffolk is a trained chemist, you see—knows all about the weight of water. So Wild Jack robbed the heavy water too, sticking up the scientists and loading the heavy water into the backseat of their Renault under some lead blankets. We are talking about the entirety of the European heavy water supply, you understand. The Norwegians didn’t leave the nasty Nazis one gravid drop.”




Fiddly-Pucklechurch waved Affpuddle to be silent. Was that a click? He concentrated at the noise in his earpieces, trying to hear the swoosh of death’s hem. But no, the click was nothing but the tension in his own jaw. On stage, Wild Jack, Beryl, and Hards finished their meal and were smoking cigarettes while sharing a giant wedge of chocolate cake. As always, the Earl of Suffolk smoked through his long silver cigarette-holder, his legs crossed at the ankles and his square chin held high.




Fiddly-Pucklechurch swallowed hard and heard the click in his jaw again. What would it actually feel like to have one’s soul ripped from one’s body by the concussive force of liberated shrapnel traveling at the speed of detonated pentane? There was definitely something second-rate about dying in England on a calm sunny afternoon, but at least he wasn’t a virgin anymore. So far it had been one of the better days of his life. Maybe he would even survive to see the end of it.




“We’ll have a typically legendary tuck-in at a posh sit-down restaurant this evening and celebrate your initiation into life’s mysteries,” said Affpuddle to Fiddly-Pucklechurch, reading his mind. “Suffolk takes care of his men. And his women.”




“What is heavy water, sir?” asked Fiddly-Pucklechurch.




“Never mind about that,” said Affpuddle. “It’s damned important. But you don’t need to know why.”




“So then how did he get out of France, sir? Was he at the Miracle?”




“Yes, quite right!” said Affpuddle. “After he stole the water, Wild Jack commandeered one of the last boats leaving Bordeaux. He wasn’t going to cede the Nazis one single spasmatic genius that they could torture for secrets or bribe into service, so he filled his boat to the bobbing brim with bespectacled professors and theorists who were fleeing Paris for Dunkirk. This was before De Gaulle started screaming at anyone who would listen about English betrayal. Not that it would have mattered: the scientists were too dazed to fight him off. They went along with their kidnapping like nose-picking toddlers. I’ve even been told that Wild Jack piloted the boat back to England himself after the captain was revealed to be a Fifth Columnist. It wouldn’t surprise me. As a lad, the Earl went round the world on a windjammer as an apprentice officer bound for Australia, where the madman even ended up as a jackaroo for a stint. Anyway, as soon as he landed here, he buried the jewels and heavy water like a pirate and marched right up to the War Department with his Sunday school class of French boffins and he gave the War Department his treasure map. Then he volunteered his services to the King. They hired him on the spot. And of course the bombs started falling the next week.”




“Incredible, sir,” said Fiddly-Pucklechurch, unsure of how much of the story to believe.




“He may seem like a demented dandy, but the Earl risks everything he’s got to pry those fuzes out. He finds it thrilling. Don’t you find it thrilling so far?”




Before Fiddly-Pucklechurch could answer, the alarm on the steam sterilizer went off, clanging like a fire bell. He tore the earphones out as Wild Jack and Fred Hards dusted themselves off, standing slowly.




“Sir!” shouted Fiddly-Pucklechurch.




“We hear it,” said Wild Jack. “How much time do we have before Canada Bob bursts through the door and demands his way with meine Lieblingsbombe?”




“A good fifteen minutes,” said Beryl Morden, checking her wristwatch while applying her own conventional steel stethoscope to the bomb’s newly-exposed interior machinery.




“As you can see, young Ganymede, we have now opened this stick up like a tin of smoked oysters,” Wild Jack shouted. “Now we shall see what doom-guts have been delivered to us at such great expense! Beryl, I’ll need your small and perfect hands, as always.”




Wild Jack hovered over Beryl Morden as she poked and prodded. She gently moved aside wires with a set of tweezers, pushing down flaps of ragged metal to see deeper into the core.




“It looks like we’ve got a type 17 in here, which means the bomb is surely stillborn,” said Wild Jack. “Don’t tell any Germans how often the type 17s simply fail. The fact is, there’s never enough viscosity in the firing springs they use. Someone is embezzling bomb oil in Bavaria. Never mind: even a burned-out type 17 could still restart if jostled, so we must be as sensitive as Fred’s short-and-curlies. And then, yes, here we go—yes, I see it Beryl!—here we have the inevitable type 50, which protects the type 17. There’s a strict three-minute delay on that one if it starts back up. And then goodnight, Miss Crissman! The percussion cap will set off the penthrite wax which will detonate the picric acid which will set off the high explosive. Pop, sizzle, fizz, kaboom!”




“Quiet!” shouted Fiddly-Pucklechurch with sharp authority born from sudden panic. “It’s happened. Just as you say! It’s turned over! It’s ticking!”




Nobody moved.




“It’s ticking!” shouted Fiddly-Pucklechurch. “I hear it!”




Beryl moved her steel stethoscope to the type 50. She nodded gravely. She licked her lips and arched her back.




“It’s not a type 50 at all, is it?” said Wild Jack, ripping out a piece of insulation to see better. “It’s a god-blasted, pissdrinking y-type. We predicted they might produce a y-type eventually. Look Beryl, there’s two fuzes here daisy-chained together by two mercury tubes that share a common firing pin. You can see them moving. When they align, that will be the end of us. We’d have to pretzel it out. It’s a fucking catastrophe.”




He stepped away from the bomb, stunned and reeling. Fiddly-Pucklechurch wasn’t sure what he should do. Should he stay?  Should he go? Should he vomit on his shoes?




“Oh, this would be quite a prize to take back to the island, wouldn’t it?” said Wild Jack, whirling around with his hands to his head. “We’ve got to try and force her. There, I’ve decided it. Affpuddle and Ganymede: clear out of here, you spotty spoons! Foxtrot Oscar! And tell our Scots to gird their loins. This could be the big one. Our final clarifying mistake!”




Fiddly-Pucklechurch didn’t hesitate. He yanked out the stethoscope earphones and took off without looking back. Affpuddle followed right behind him.




“It’s ticking!” shouted Fiddly-Pucklechurch, banging through the box office doors, interrupting Smythe’s impromptu magic show. Two doves flew out of Smyth’s trousers but none of the Scottish sappers or army goons noticed the spoiled trick.




“The bomb’s alive!” Fiddly-Pucklechurch shouted. “It’s ticking! Run for your blasted lives!”




The sappers and Canada Bob’s men panicked, running for the sandbags that delineated the hardened positions across the lane. Smythe crossed himself, accidentally setting off a pad of flash paper. He shrieked and beat out the fire in his breast pocket. Then he stroked the brick wall of his theater like it was a good and faithful housecat and ran for cover.










***







The Holy Trinity remained calm and contemptuous, mulling their options.




“Now would finally be the time to test it,” said Beryl. “You always get what you want, don’t you?  What luck you have!”




“It’s the perfect scenario for the Suffolk,” said Wild Jack. “I do admit that. These are perfectly untenable ambush conditions. The tension is quite high.”




“Don’t mean it’ll work, though,” said Hards. “Do it?”




“It’ll work,” said Beryl confidently. “And I’m quite happy for that to be my last strongly held opinion.”




“If it works, think how many lives we’ll save by the end of all this,” said Wild Jack. “They’re using double-blasted y-type fuzes now. Soon every BD man in the country will be in our selfsame predicament, staring at this same gopping mush.”




“Shall we break her out then?” said Hards. “We’ve done ever so many practice runs, we three. We can pop this fuze in our sleep, my darlings. I vote yes.”




“I vote the Suffolk,” said Beryl, her eyes shining.




Wild Jack made a low and grunting noise for assent. It was unanimous. Beryl shivered.




Their decision made, the Holy Trinity went into high gear, again moving as one fluid unit. Hards kicked open the red velvet case containing the Suffolk Stopper and removed the experimental gold-plated device which had the Suffolk family crest etched into each side. The custom-tooled machine valve was meant to be easy to install. It slotted right into the fuze pocket, sealing the trepanned breach with a pneumatic hiss, proving every bit as efficient as any piece of battletested field tech. That part of the procedure took no time at all.




Beryl tossed Wild Jack a bottle of strawberry champagne. He quickly appraised the vintage before fitting it into the groove specifically made for a standard French wine cask. The champagne rabbet!




“Two minutes,” said Hards. Beryl had taken up the earphones that Fiddly-Pucklechurch had dropped and was listening intently. At thirty seconds they really would have to run away. But not before.




The champagne bottle shuddered in its clamp, vibrating dangerously. The tinted glass whistled and tinged. This was the Suffolk Stopper’s most obvious weakness: if they intended to engineer these at scale, they would need to manufacture metal bottles to hold the carbonated alcohol. Twenty percent of the glass bottles they used in practice runs exploded before they could suck out the fuze.




“It’s good odds in my book,” said Hards. “Better’n we deserve, really.”




Wild Jack unbuttoned his trousers. He had a full bar on. He closed his eyes and stroked himself.




“One minute!” shouted Hards.




Beryl Morden stepped out of her panties and put them in Wild Jack’s mouth.




The champagne bottle rattled in its holster. They ought to panic and run away, but Hards, Beryl, and Wild Jack were too stricken by raw desire. They’d attached their device and set it in motion. At this point, there was no reason to stick around and watch it work—but they were transfixed by the stopper’s sexy viciousness. Hards took off his belt and wrapped it around his hand. He unhooked his fly and pointed his carrot-red John Thompson at the bomb like a magic scepter.




With thirty seconds to go, there was an incredible pop—and then a ringing clang. The fuze was slurped into the bottle, succumbing to the pressure of the hole punched into it by the stopper’s pneumatic spike. A brass-gold clamp was instantly affixed to the bottom of the bottle by a spring-loaded hinge, keeping the pink liquid inside without losing a drop. The bottle’s ecstatic vibrations immediately ceased.




“Beryl?” asked Wild Jack, opening his eyes, chewing on Beryl’s panties.




“Nothing,” said Beryl. “It’s stopped. It’s gone totally inert.”




“Fred?”




“Ten seconds, luv,” said Hards.




They waited in silence together for the countdown to reach zero, each of them stroking their genitals and staring at the bomb. When time ran out, there was a wild explosive shock of absolutely nothing at all. They all breathed a keening gasp of relief together, collapsing into each other’s arms.




“Oh thank you, thank you all the gods of fuck,” said Hards.




“Of course it worked perfectly,” said Wild Jack. “That’s what good engineering does.”




Beryl removed the champagne bottle from the rabbet and held it up to the blazing theater lights. Wild Jack peered over her slim shoulders. The fuze was floating in the precise center of the bottle, yanked free from the pocket by the Suffolk Stopper’s immense pressure and smooth bore.




“This is our finest moment together,” whispered Wild Jack. “An authentic field success right in the face of a merciless fasco ambush. Let’s take a moment to savor this before we fuck each other’s brains out.”




While the sappers and Canada Bob’s men cowered behind barricades waiting for the Criterion to explode, the Holy Trinity knew they wouldn’t be bothered. Standing next to a living bomb was the most private place you could be in the world while still being right smack in its absolute center. Beryl shrugged out of her brassiere as Wild Jack worried the cork free from the gold-bottomed champagne bottle and poured them all flutes full of strawberry-flavored fizz—a vin du pays now mixed with inert high explosive dissolved from Herman’s newest riddle. They clinked their glasses together, gazing into each other’s dizzy, excited eyes. Down in one!




“I need it,” said Beryl, tossing her champagne glass off the stage and then throwing her arms around the diminutive Hards. “I need it right now.”




“Course you do, luv,” said Hards. “It were a smashing success. We all need it.”




“A success in the field!” said Wild Jack, brandishing the bottle like a shillelagh. “MoS will be forced to put the Suffolk Stopper in production, even if they keep our little triumph a state secret to the press. As they must.”




“To be sure,” said Beryl.




“To be sure,” said Hards.




Hards pushed Beryl’s uniform down her legs, slipping her skirt down her muscled thighs. She wrapped her knee-socked legs around him, squeezing him, pushing him back against the bomb. Her head clanged against the now-impotent metal and she yelped with pleasure and pain.




Hards banged her against the bomb once more for good measure, shocking her into going limp. His thick and stubby penis was blood-iron: hot and hard as a fevered fist. He aligned their wounds and fucked her against the side of the bomb like a haunted rag doll while Wild Jack hovered over both of them, looming, his massive frame putting them in shadow. He drank straight from the bottle of fuze-tainted champagne, putting one trembling hand on Beryl’s shoulder and one hand on Hard’s skinny back, crushing them together.




“My sweet familiars,” he whispered. “My favorite tools.”




Beryl reached up and wrapped her arms around Wild Jack’s neck, pulling herself off the bomb and using him as leverage to get higher on Hards’ dick. As Hards fucked her, he called her his whore, his tom, his hot gash, his brass flute. His florid cursing was mechanically obsessive on his part: an outpouring of elemental misogyny that whipped him toward sexual frenzy. It had the added effect of shaking Beryl’s libido loose from her fear’s torpor, helping her ride the intensity of near-death toward the spasms of counterfeit quietus.




Still holding Beryl upright, Wild Jack wedged between Beryl and the bomb. She slid up and down on Wild Jack’s black leather butcher’s apron, leaving gleaming pussy streaks as Hard’s plowed into her with savage glee. Wild Jack’s sidearms fell to the ground as his bandolier hit the floor. Beryl’s ass was bone-thin with two permanent bruise shadows along sucked-in muscular clefts. Wild Jack dreamed about her perfect asshole sometimes: an asshole so pristine and pert that he preferred it to the lips of most women.




Hards grabbed his giant boss around the waist for balance. Beryl stole the homburg from Wild Jack’s head, knocking the tin of cigarettes hidden beneath it off his head. She drew the hat tight over her blonde curls as he slipped into her asshole—an asshole now made slick and pliant by the pussy juice she drained from the tidepool of Hards' perforating massacre.




The bomb was implacable behind them as they fucked. It was 250 kg of solid metal, a quarter ton of neutered doom. The bomb supported Wild Jack, who supported Beryl, who was ravaged by the demoniac ministrations of Fred Hards. Wild Jack turned his head to mash his wet mouth against the bomb as Hards fucked the both of them, the shockwaves of his curse-fueled vigor traveling through Beryl’s pussy into her asshole, shooting from Wild Jack’s asshole-soaked cock into his sizzling brain.




“KABOOM,” shouted Beryl as she was overcome by a cascade of toe-cracking orgasms that caused her to slide off the bomb, pooling pell-mell on the stage floor. Her ignition triggered the others: Wild Jack jizzed on her inner wrist as she fell, whereas Hards came against the bomb itself, pressing one of her knees against his perineum. The men echoed her cries of ecstasy, laughing and squeezing each other as their sticky aqua vitae rectified the bomb’s incarnated Todestrieb. They were polluted and invincible. The Holy Trinity clasped hands and smeared santorum together across the blackened nosecone, mixing hot gunge with cold ash, shouting in unison and cackling between each nullifying shriek: “KABOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM! KABOOM!”




	 





Propsychotic


 

“I want you to please be nice to Derix today,” Rickard Strasser tells his Stepson’s only Friend, a surly and stringy Nineteenyearold named Anders whose Mouth always hangs open so wide that you can see the Food in the Teeth of his lower Jaw, Countrybiscuits and Sugarham caught in his clear-color Braces. They are peeing next to each other in the Crackerbarrel Bathroom. Anders has thin Lips and smooth gangly Arms and always wears a giant silver Wristwatch. Big Eyes with blonde Eyelashes.  Doesn’t blink enough.




“You are the only Friend who showed up for his Birthday,” Rickard continues as Anders looks sheepishly into the Urinal. “And he has had a really, really hard Year.”




“Of course,” says Anders. “He’s my Buddy, right? I understand the Challenges you must face as his legal Guardian.”




Rickard grabs this Anders kid by the Upperarm and squeezes.  Anders looks at him, horrified, suddenly scared. Anders’ Securityfamiliar, a giant grey Wolf with ultramarine Eyes, raises its Head and fixes Rickard with its empty, haunted Gaze.  Rickard zips up and lets Anders go.  




Rickard’s own Securityfamiliar is still at the Table, taking Video of the Event.  Rickard tries not to think about how sad this whole Birthday has been already. Why are they even bothering to record it? He supposes there is a small Chance that Derix’s Grandparents will want to watch the Video later. Rickard never ceases to be amazed (and depressed) by how much Agneth’s Parents dote on her dopy, impossible Kid—how patient they are, much more patient than he and Agneth could ever be.




“I’m not kidding,” says Rickard.  “It’s his Birthday and I want you to be extra nice to him.”




“I promise,” says Anders.  “Jesus, Mr. Strasser!”




Sad as it may be, it is not shocking that Derix doesn’t have any other Friends who would want to show up to this Birthday except for this Anders Kid.  Rickard Strasser’s Stepson Derix is on so much Medication that much of the Time he is practically catatonic. When he is in a good Mood or talkative, he often just drones on about his favorite Videogames.  He can stare out of the Window for Hours or fly into a Rage and beat the Walls until his Fists and Forearms are bruised and bloody.  He oscillates between dim and manic in impossible-to-predict Intervals. Even though they have tried their best to treat him like a normal Kid, he is also rather spoiled. You can’t discipline a disconnected Blob of soaring Emotions that is always cycling between insane Demands and panicked Dread. 




He is not actually a bad Kid, thinks Rickard. He is a sensitive Teenageboy with a busted-up Brain because the World is cruel. It is not his Fault that he responds the Way he does to Things. Rickard and Agneth buy Derix the latest Videogames, nice Clothes, whatever Snacks he wants—anything to make him happy in the rare Moments that he can actually be happy.




Rickard has to remind himself: one Thing that actually does seem to make Derix happy is this skinny blonde Twerp Anders.  Anders is older than Derix by a few Years and Rickard and Agneth both suspect that Anders must be wildly unpopular if he is willing to hang out with their Son. He doesn’t seem to have any other Friends but Derix. He is just out of Highschool. Instead of going to Communitycollege, he now works at a Gamesworkshop.  He is not ready for College yet, he says. He wants to be in Movies someday.  Not that they are complaining, but what kind of Kid would really want to make Derix their one true Pal? It is unsettling. Anders seems basically normal, despite his unctuous Kissassery, but how could he really be normal deep down?  




They are simultaneously grateful for and horrified by Anders. One Thing they never tell you about having a fucked-up Kid with a fucked-up Brain is that your fucked-up Kid is going to have fucked-up Friends and you have to be nice to these other fucked-up Weirdos unless you want your own fucked-up Weirdo to be even more alone and sad.




Like Agneth and Rickard, this Anders Kid already has his own Securityfamiliar. He got one at the proper Age, when he turned eighteen. Now it is Derix’s eighteenth Birthday, and they are celebrating at his favorite Restaurant, the Crackerbarrel.




“You sure you don’t want to go Someplace actually nice?” Agneth had asked when they were planning the Celebration.  “Some Place really special?”




“Crackerbarrel is special,” Derix said blankly, challenging them. 




“Well, it’s your Birthday, Kiddo,” Agneth said with grim Determination.




They had given in and done what Derix wanted, of course. 




Anders and Rickard return to the Table from the Bathroom after their inspirational Chat, and now Anders is full of Goodwill and Bonhomie, no longer so transparently sullen and bored. The five unopened Presents for Derix are still stacked at one End of the wooden Table. To his Credit, Derix has waited patiently to open them, which is a small Miracle. Rickard’s Securityfamiliar slinks over to him.  It is the same giant Spider he’s had since the Marriage, complete with Toxinsacs (nothing deadly, of course—just paralytic) and Rotors that make it fly after it jumps. The Mobility and slightness of the Spider makes his Life as a Buildingcontractor infinitely easier.  It has all the basic Functionality of any other deadly gene-coded Machinefriend, but it can go Places that larger Securityfamiliars can’t go.  




Rickard has only been Stepson to Derix for five Years now. Agneth is almost forty, and there was a Time when Rickard thought Derix would at least go into the Army or something and maybe go on to have a Life away from them.  But that seems increasingly unlikely. Rickard is coming to Terms with the Idea that Derix will always be a part of their Relationship.




“Can I start opening Presents now?” Derix asks, leaning forward, his Eyes glassy.




Agneth smiles benignly.




“Yes, go ahead,” she says.




Anders cheers unconvincingly, saying “yayyyyyyy,” looking at over at Rickard to see if Rickard notices how good of a Pal he is being.




It is hard to believe that Derix and Agneth are Mother and Son. There is certainly nothing divergent about Agneth, at least superficially. She is five years older than Rickard, but she is objectively goddamn physically delicious.  He knows he got her at a Discount on account of the Fact that she came with a troubled Child. Agneth is tiny, but she has lavish, prodigal, ungrudging, munificent Tits and a lopsided Smile that is always sly and makes him reliably horny whenever she flashes it at him in just that certain Way. She likes dirty Jokes and she is insatiable when it comes to food, fucking, Drugs, and Fun. She is giggly and cruel, and she is always ready to get on her Knees for him. Fucking is an Escape for her on some Level: from their Life, from its undignified Burdens. Her Skin is milky and clean, her Hair is black as a jungle Snake, and she manages to pull off red Lipstick every Day, favoring men’s Flannelshirts and Tightpants in fluorescent Colors that show off how much Assham she is smuggling.  She is a freelance Graphicdesigner, so she mainly stays at Home, which is useful since Derix doesn’t ever go out and needs constant tending. Between the Two of them, they make enough Money to be slightly more than comfortable.




Derix sorts through the Presents on the Table, lifting them up and shaking them and then putting them down again.  He is grinning.  Rickard shoots Agneth a worried Look, but she shrugs. He is going to be disappointed…probably even devastated…but there is Nothing they can do. 




Since he is turning eighteen, he will now legally be allowed to own and operate a Securityfamiliar.  He is old for his grade since Agneth kept him back, but he is looking forward to the Jolt of instant Coolness that he thinks a Securityfamiliar will bring him. Rickard knows that Derix is shaking the Boxes to try and figure out which one has a Securityfamiliar in it, even though they already told him…sigh…they already told him it wasn’t happening yet…




There is a Tap on Rickard’s Shoulder and he turns to find a nervous looking Restaurantmanager looming over him. The Restaurantmanager bends down and whispers in his Ear. 




“Sir, do you mind if I speak with you a Moment?” he says, urgently. “There have been some Complaints.”




Rickard stands up.  The Restaurantmanager of this Crackerbarrel is a tall, wiry Man with veiny Forearms and a veiny Neck who is wearing a porkpie Hat that is clearly on his Head to hide the Fact that he is going bald.  Women like bald Men, thinks Rickard.  Red-faced veiny bald Men with wiry Arms are exactly what a certain Kind of Woman wants.  But this Man is timid.  He can’t handle all the deranging Testosterone flowing through him. He is manifesting new obnoxious Vanities. He is slender and clean-shaven but he has the tiniest hint of a Soulpatch under one pouty Lip. Another sartorial Mistake.




“Hey man, there’s no easy Way to say this,” the Restaurantmanager says, once they are out of Earshot.  “Man, I’m just going to come right out and say it.  We’ve had some Complaints about the Smell coming from your Table.”




“The Smell?” says Rickard.  “I don’t understand.”




“Yeah, the Smell,” says the Restaurantmanager.  “I mean, it’s a Teenagerthing. Happens sometimes.  The thing is: your Kid smells terrible, like warm Garbage, like an old Homelessman who has been sleeping in the Sun. Teenagers, you know? You gotta teach them to use Deodorant and all that.  You gotta teach them that Stuff.”




“He doesn’t like to take Showers,” mutters Rickard.  “Says the Water hurts his Skin.”




“Well, just so you know, three separate Tables have complained.  So we are going to go ahead and send you the Bill and we are going to need you to leave ASAP.  I hate to have to do this, but there’s no easy Way around it, you know?  I’m sorry, man.  I really am.”




“Well, okay then,” says Rickard, shocked and embarrassed.




“Yeah man,” says the Restaurantmanager, wiping his Nose with the back of his Hand.  “Thanks for being understanding.”




Rickard slowly walks back to the Table, where Derix is holding up a Sweater to his Chin and where Agneth is trying to check the Size of it, scowling at him, trying to get him to care even slightly.  Rickard doesn’t smell Anything.  Maybe he is just used to the way Derix smells.  He takes a huge Gulp of Air and tries to smell the warm Garbage of this Homelessman in the Sun, but he doesn’t smell any Kind of special Funk.  It feels like a Goof or a Prank.  He glances at the People at the other Tables: a Youngcouple, an Oldcouple, three middle-aged Women out for after-work Drinks.  They all scowl at him. One Middleagelady actually holds her Napkin over her Face.




“Okay guys,” says Rickard.  “We better wrap this up and get out of here.”




“But what about Dessert?” says Derix.  “I want some Peachcobbler. Birthdaydessert!”




“Let’s get Dessert somewhere else,” says Rickard.  “Maybe Icecream?”




Derix frowns.  




“Okay,” he says.  “But I got one more Present left.”




“They want us to leave,” he says.  “Looks like they’re really busy and need the Table.”




Agneth looks around the half-full Restaurant.  She cocks her head inquisitively at him and he closes his Eyes slightly and shakes his Head. Don’t ask. I will tell you later.




“Okay, but there’s one Present left,” he says.  “And I THINK I know what it is.”




“Oh honey,” says Agneth.  “Please don’t get your Hopes up.  You know what we said, and we meant it, you know?”




He grins at them as he tears away the Wrappingpaper. Anders helps him clear it away, grinning along with him.




As soon as the Present is totally unveiled, Derix leans back in his Chair and his Face screws up with Malice and Revulsion.  It isn’t a real Securityfamiliar.  It’s just a regular Dronetoy, the kind that records 3DVideos. You can poke around on the Feed with it. It remembers a few simple Commands.  It reminds you to do your Homework, to walk a few Miles each day, to take your Anxietymeds and your Antidepressants.




“It’s a Toy,” he says.  “It’s just a Toy. It’s Bullshit.”




“It’s a really great Facsimile,” says Rickard.  “The best you can buy.  It has more Functions than some real low-end Securityfamiliars, actually.”




“Honey,” says Agneth.  “We talked about this. You just aren’t ready yet, you know? One more Year, like we said.”




“It’s just a Dronetoy,” he says.  “You promised.  You promised me.”




“We didn’t promise Anything,” says Rickard.  “In fact, we promised the Opposite. We told you it wasn’t happening, Kid.”




“I thought you wanted to surprise me!” says Derix, banging the Table with a flat Hand. “I thought Something NICE was going to happen for once! You Guys really suck.” He is a Bigboy, broad in his Shoulders and round in the Middle.  His Mother is not thin, but she carries her Weight in Curves that flesh out her Thighs, her Hips, her Ass, her unselfish, Keynesian, free-handed Tits. Sometimes when he looks at Derix, he tries to see Agneth in there, pressed into his Features and distorted like a Penny mauled by a Freighttrain. The Genetics of it appalls him: how he can be so attracted to one Version and so repulsed by Another?




As Rickard feels himself losing his Patience, he reminds himself that he has been unarguably better for the Boy than the Boy’s own biological Father. Just by Virtue of sticking around he is being the best Parent this Kid will ever have. Parenting is often a pass/fail Class where Attendance is 90% of the Grade.




“YOU GUYS ARE SO MEAN TO ME,” Derix says, putting his Head in his Hands.  “I thought Today was going to be a nice Thing.  But instead it’s a Trick.  You tricked me!”




“Let’s not be so dramatic,” says Agneth.  




“I’m not being dramatic,” says Derix.  “You guys are being ASSHOLES.”




He turns to his only Friend, this Anders kid.




“Right?  Aren’t they being Assholes?  They said I was getting a Securityfamiliar, right?”




Anders looks at Rickard and then he shrugs, his Mouth gaping.




“Oh great,” says Derix.  “You’re on their Side.  You have your own Securityfamiliar already and I don’t! You’re on their Side!”




Derix is shouting now and the other People in the Restaurant are looking at all of them with Disgust. What is the Deal with these negligent Parents and this angry Lout who is shouting about how he didn’t get a Toy he wanted?

 

“Listen Kid,” says Agneth.  “Next Year, okay?”




“I hate you Guys,” he says.  “I hate you Guys so much.”




And then suddenly the Restaurantmanager is there again, standing at Rickard’s Elbow.




“Hey man, I already asked you politely about the Smell...and now if you’re also going to be yelling…”




“We’re leaving,” says Rickard.  “We’re leaving right now.”




Rickard stands up.




“Smell?” asks Agneth.  “What Smell?”




“We’ve had numerous Complaints about the Bodyodor coming from your Table,” says the Restaurantmanager.  “Many different Tables.  And now you’re shouting and banging your Hands!”




“We’re leaving,” says Rickard.  “Everybody grab a Box.”




Anders does as he is told, but Derix begins weeping as Agneth looks at the Restaurantmanager, furious.




“What Smell are you talking about?” asks Agneth.  “I don’t smell anything.”




“He’s talking about ME,” says Derix.  “He’s talking about my Pants.  I got excited about getting my Securityfamiliar and I put my Pants on before I was done peeing and now I smell like Pee from my Pants.”




“I don’t think that’s it,” says Rickard.




“I don’t smell anything,” says Agneth.  




Derix cries louder.  Rickard puts his Arm around him and steers him toward the Door as Anders follows, holding Presents in both hands.  Agneth stays where she is, her Face flushed, looking very pretty but very angry. Rickard can’t help but notice with Amusement that her unstinting, eleemosynary Breasts are distracting as Hell to the Crackerbarrel Restaurantmanager. He keeps looking from her Face to her Chest as if she a basketball player that he is guarding. Her raw Sexuality easily overpowers his dwindling Authority.




“Is it the smell of Urine?” she asks him.  “Is that it?  Is that the Problem?”




“No ma’am,” says the manager.  “There’s no nice Way to say this.  It’s the Smell of Hormones. Old Sweat and Youngman Bodyodor.  It’s a wretched Smell.  You can’t eat with that Smell around you.  It’s gone now, or subdued, so those Kids leaving the Restaurant definitely solved the Problem.  I’m sorry.”




Agneth storms out, leaving the Restaurantmanager looking pissy and grim.  Rickard takes out a hundred Dollars in Twenties and puts them on the Table for the Bill. He follows his Wife out of the Restaurant.  She stops in the glass Chamber of multiple Doorways next to the Gumballmachine with her Knuckles pressed to her Temples.




“Nothing can ever just be easy, can it?” she asks.




“You’re a good Mom,” he tells her.




“I don’t feel like a good Mom,” she says.  




Derix is already inside the Minivan, sobbing as loudly as he can, periodically kicking the Back of the Seat. The Box for his Toydrone is in the Seat next to him.  Anders stands by the Car sheepishly, unsure of what he should do. His Loyalties are divided now between his Friend and the cool, fun Actualadults who are not currently weeping in Public.




Rickard slides into the Driverseat.  Anders opens the Slidingdoor, overcoming the Paralysis of his Embarrassment. Where else is he going to go?  He can’t just stay in the Crackerbarrel Parkinglot. Anders’ Wolf piles into the Wayback and curls up with its Head in its Paws, its glowing Eyes powering down as soon as Rickard starts the Car.  Agneth’s Babypanda climbs on Top of the Car to its Hutch.




They drive Home in Silence. The only Noise is Rickard flipping the Turnsignallever up and down and the subsequent harsh clacking that lets you know the Turnsignal has been triggered.  Rickard likes driving manually.  He gives the Finger to all the Selfdrivingcars that he passes on the Road.  He likes the Way  the Herds of little Twoseaters part around him as he exceeds the safe and acceptable 45 MPH Selfdrivingcarlimit.  Someday driving your own Car will be illegal, but not yet.




Rickard’s Spider perches on the Dashboard, scanning the Road and projecting the best Route.  His “Blues Mix” starts to play from the Carspeakers, but he turns it off.  Doesn’t seem appropriate.




They turn into their Subdivision and Derix heaves a big dramatic Sigh. Rickard flicks his Eyes over to him in the Rearviewmirror.




“How you doing, kid?”




“I’m sorry,” Derix says, his Voice cracking and his Chest heaving.  “I overreacted.  I don’t hate you. I’m disappointed that I didn’t get what I wanted, but I’m grateful for what I did get.  I lost Control of myself.  I’m sorry that I’m such a terrible Person.”




“You aren’t a terrible Person,” says Agneth.  “You’re a wonderful Person. I can’t believe the Restaurantmanager of that Place, kicking us out like that.  I hope he knows we’ll never be going back there ever again.”




“It was my Fault for smelling like Pee,” says Derix.




“Darling, you don’t smell like Pee,” says Agneth.  “I even asked him if that was the Problem, and he said no. It was just all those stupid Customers in there.  They were just a Bunch of sad Losers with nothing better to do but complain.”




“The Food was good,” says Derix.  “Thanks for taking me out to eat. I know you guys don’t like that Place. I should’ve listened to you.”




They pull into their Driveway. Anders and Derix go into the House with their Heads down, like Whitecollarcriminals trying to sneak past Reporters at their Arraignment.  The Shocks on the Van squeal as Anders’ giant Wolf gets out and pads into the House behind the Boys. Rickard feels a moment of deep Love for his bad-smelling, too-sensitive Stepson.







***







The Boys spend the Evening setting up Derix’s Toydrone. While the Toy doesn’t have near as many Features as a real Securityfamiliar, it’s still a robust little Machine. Derix allows himself to be excited by it. Since it won’t be keyed to his DNA, he won’t be able to take it to School with him, but he can still use it at Home. Rickard and Agneth are relieved. It’s a good Compromise. 




Agneth has some design Work to do, and so she retires to their Bedroom.  Rickard hangs out in the Garage, drinking Beers and playing with his electronic Drumkit, silently banging on his Pads while his Spider continuously keeps him updated with Emails from Work as it skitters along the Ceiling above him. 




He bangs along to several old Black Sabbath Albums until it gets late. Just as he is getting ready to join Agneth for Bed, he feels prickles on his Neck. He gets the Unsettlingfeeling that he is being watched. He slowly looks around the Garage while folding up the thin Pads of his Drumkit and stowing them away in a Tooldrawer.  He doesn’t see Anything.  He pretends not to even be looking, trying to smoke out the Watcher. And then! He sees the Toydrone scamper away, moving from underneath the Car into the Laundryroom.  He turns his head away so that the Toydrone can’t see him smile.




So Derix is a little Spy now. Rickard doesn’t know why anyone would want to watch him play Drums out in the hot Garage, but he is glad Derix is actually using the expensive Toydrone they bought him.




He sets the Housealarm in the Kitchen, sealing them all in for the Night.  He can still feel Prickles on his Neck from the Unsettlingfeeling.  He shifts his Head slightly, not enough to give away that he knows he is being stalked, but just enough that he can see the Toydrone reflected in the Ovendoor. So this is what Life will be like now. 




He stops in the Hallwaybathroom and pretends to check his Hair. He spots the Toydrone waiting for him on the Landing to Derix’s Room.




He continues down the Hallway to his own Bedroom. Agneth is wearing her Designequipment, and she is painting Patterns furiously in the Air.  As he moves inside the Room, Something stirs in him.  Something Weird.  Instead of shutting the Masterbedroom Door, he looks down the Hall—looking right at the Toydrone—and then he intentionally leaves the Door open a Crack.




He inserts his Foot in the Door and makes the Crack a little wider.  An Invitation. But also, a Warning. You have been spotted. Do you dare go further?




Rickard comes up behind Agneth. She doesn’t notice him.  She is busy with her painting, with making elaborate 3D Designs in the Air using broad, precise Strokes. The warm heavy Place that she occupies entices him. He can tell she is still agitated from Dinner. Her thick Shoulders are strong and inviting under her flannel Shirt. Her black Hair is in a sensible Ponytail, leaving two wispy Strands that run down her Jawline.  Her tight fuchsia Pants strain as she pivots and jukes. Her alabaster Feet are planted wide so she can get maximum Torque. She makes passes with her Hands like a Sorceror trying to control a summoned Demon, whirling around in tight Circles, lost in the virtual World that her Headset creates for her.




He hears the Door behind him creak as it opens wider. He hears a soft Whir as the Toydrone moves into the Room. He catches the Shadow of the Drone moving underneath the Dresser.  He walks back over to the Door and shuts it.




Now the Toydrone is trapped in here with them.  His Heart pounds. What is he doing? And why is his Cock so hard against his Thigh?  




If Derix wants to spy on his own Mother for his Birthday, is it really Rickard’s responsibility to stop him and chew him out? What kind of Conversation would that be?  Derix, mortified and sobbing . . . and it might not even be Derix piloting the Toydrone.  It could be that Twerp Anders. For Instance, Derix has taken his Meds already. He usually goes right to Sleep once he does that. Derix is never sneaky or dishonest, whereas Anders is definitely a creepy little Letch.




If Anders wants to see Agneth get ready for Bed . . . if he really wants the cheap, unsatisfying Rush of seeing a busty, full-grown Woman undress . . . a Woman that he cannot touch . . . then let this sad young Man have that gimcrack, downmarket Sin.  He won’t stop him and embarrass him. It’s not his Place. 




He sits down on the Bed. He opens the bedside Drawer where he keeps the James Ellroy Novel he is reading. He picks up the Book, but he stops before cracking it open. He sees the little Prescriptionbottle of Kaltkor beside Agneth’s red Vibrator. His Heart beats faster. Embezzling Derix’s Kaltkor Prescription was Agneth’s Idea. If he decides to take some Tonight, then Anything that happened would be her Fault, wouldn’t it?




She’s the one who likes him to be kored out when they fuck. It would be her Fault for thinking he is too nice all the Time.




The Drug is relatively new, part of the latest Generation of Propsychotic Schizophrenia Drugs meant to ice up the raw Sensitivity of defenseless Souls and add the Armor of Evil to agonized, flayed Minds. Derix doesn’t like taking it.  He says that even though he can focus better and feels less anxious, Kaltkor makes him feel mean and angry.  The Drug has the same Effect on Rickard, but he and Agneth have discovered that there is a Time and Place for mean and angry.  




He dryswallows two Pills and lays down with his Arms crossed over his Chest. This has always been their Saturday night Routine.  The Pill is a lit Match inside him that will start a Fire. The Fire will burn away all of his dumb good Nature. It will make him utterly dead inside for a few Hours, leaving him all smoothed out—cauterized, lean, and dangerous. 




It only takes ten Minutes or so before he feels the hard Shield clamping down around his Feelings. The Tips of his Fingers tingle. New Streetlights come alive along different Avenues in his Brain. He shuts his Eyes. The Feeling is pleasant, like waking up suddenly from a deep Sleep to find that you aren’t groggy at all but are instead full of wild Energy.




The Springs creak on the Bed as Agneth sits beside him.  She takes off her Goggles and puts her Hand on his Leg. 




“Some Birthday, huh?” she says.




“I think it went rather well, all things considered.”

  

“I can’t believe that fucking Restaurant,” she says.

  

“Maybe now we’ll never have to go back.”




“Oh, we’ll go back,” she says.  “We’ll go back and loosen all the Saltshaker Tops and flush Tampons down the Toilets till they overflow.”




“Not worth it,” he says.  “My Gizzard is still throbbing from all the brown Chunks of flavorless Food.”




“Oh yeah?” she says. She moves her Hand higher up his Thigh all the way to the Fly of his Jeans and she bats her Eyes and smiles hungrily. “What else is throbbing?”




“We shouldn’t,” he says, his Eyes flicking to the Dresser where the Toydrone is watching everything, perhaps even recording them.  “Not Tonight.”




“Not Tonight?” she says.  “What are you talking about?”




She squeezes his Crotch, gritting her Teeth, really leaning into him.




“The Boys are upstairs,” he says.




“You’re full of Shit,” she says. “The Boys!  Who cares?” 




“Derix sleeps like a Junkie, yes—but the other One.”




“Oh fuck that,” she says.  “I grew up listening to my Parents fuck.  That’s Life.  It’s healthy.  You never spied on your Friends’ Parents during Sleepovers or tried to find secret Videos of them fucking or anything?”




“None of my Friend’s Moms looked like you,” he says.  “They were all old and ugly or else boring and fat. And they were all religious.”




“I’m not fat?” she says, grabbing her Tits and holding them up, blinking her Eyes sweetly. “I always knew when my Parents were about to fuck because my Mom would wear Make-up to Bed.”




He doesn’t respond.  She slides her Hand back to his Fly and plays with the Zipper.




The Kaltkor is kicking in.  He feels numb, fun Rage—yet he still has all his Wits and Faculties. It is a very dangerous Feeling.




She tugs at his Shirt and unbuttons it while he shakes his Head, pulled forward by her Hunger. For a Moment, he even forgets they are being watched.   

“You’re all kored out,” she says. “You already started.”




“Yes,” he admits.




She bends in the Middle, smiling at him while presenting her big round Ass to him.  He hits it as hard as he can.  She laughs.




“Bravo,” she says.




 “If we are going to do this with the Boys upstairs, then I want you to be even louder than usual, you fat Pig Bitch,” he says.




“Oh yeah?” she says.




“I want you to scream like a Pig getting cut up into Meat,” he says. “I want you to be as scared and excited as a fat cut-up Pig.”




“You want me to be your little Miss Piggy?” she says.




“That’s what you are,” he says. 




“Oink oink,” she says, taking off his Shirt and pushing him. His Centerofgravity is off-kilter on account of how he sits and so he falls over, his Head slamming into the Pillow. She is able to get on top of him.  He grabs her Wrists with one Hand and slaps her beautiful Face until it is red on both Cheeks with his other.




“Oh God,” she says.




“Stupid piggy Sluts don’t believe in any God,” he says.  “They believe in Slops and Mud and Shit.”




Rickard turns her around and spills her progressive, welfare-state Breasts out of her Shirt, grabbing them hard and twisting them. He pushes her Face down into the Mattress and grabs her Throat, twisting her around so that she is facing the Dresser. He forces her to bend her Knees so that she is entirely held upright by his Hand around her Throat.  She moans pleasingly. He shoves four Fingers into her Mouth, exploring her Upper Larynx.  When he pulls his Fingers out, she splatters Saliva all down her Chest.




Agneth’s gluttony for Horror and Fuckedupsexshit seems bottomless to him. It is actually a little frightening.  There is Nothing he might say or do that will gross her out—no forbidden sexual Insanity or unspeakable Taboo.  This total Freedom is disconcerting. All bestial Acts are welcome Offerings to the Crematorium of her Libido and so he often feels like he is being withholding no matter what he does. It’s as if he can’t quite figure out the one fucked-up Thing that she wants done to her the Most of all.   




However, there’s something exciting about knowing that the Boys Upstairs might be watching. This makes him feel like he is matching her for once.  Here is new Cruelty and Viciousness directed both at his utterly corrupted Slutwife and also at still-forming Minds under his Care. He is putting on a forbidden Show that she doesn’t even know about. 




He slips her Panties down and moistens her Clit with her own Saliva, pulling her Head back and stuffing his Fingers in her Mouth again to wet them some more.  She stares at him with wild Eyes.  Blue, crazy red-rimmed Eyes.  Manic little fascist Eyes.




“I am going to shatter your Asshole you dirty Pigslut,” he says, swiping Wetness from her Pussy back to her Ass and then plunging two Fingers into her giant firm Bottom.  She sucks his Fingers inward with her Sphincter, tensing up, and then she lets out a heaving Sigh, clenching against him.




“Yes please,” she says.  




He holds her Shoulders down on the Bed.  He reaches over to the Bedsidedrawer and gets out a Squirtbottle of Lube and squeezes some onto his Dick in a little Infinitysign Sigil.  He rubs it in, getting it under his Foreskin and hooking his Fingers to keep it from dripping down his Balls.  Then he squirts a generous Dollop into her Buttcrack, pushing it inside her with an Indexfinger.




If Lube is going to smell so strong and unpleasant, he thinks, why can’t it smell like Butteredpopcorn or Baconfat? 




She tries to hook her Legs around him (she is always testing him), but instead he maneuvers behind her and teases the pulsing Ring of her Anus with the Tip of his Cock.




“You are such a pig-faced stupid Bitch,” he says.  “And you have such a curly little Tail.”




“You want me to oink for you?” she says.




“What’s that?” he says.  “I can’t understand your Dumbslutpig Bleats.”




He shoves his Cock into her and smiles with Satisfaction as her Eyes crinkle with Pain. She opens her Mouth wide and no Sound comes out.




“What does the Piggy say?” he asks.




She begins oinking, breathing out hard, clearly straining against him. He has her at a sharp Angle. It must hurt very much.  




“Louder,” he says.  “Come on now.  Loud as you can!”




He takes long Thrusts that make her Legs clench and make her draw heaving Gasps of Air.  He turns her Head to face him and he watches with Satisfaction as she slowly drifts away, her Eyes losing all Focus as he pumps her more gently and more deeply.  He likes to get her to that Place where she does Nothing but drool and her Eyes aren’t quite able to fully track what is happening.  Once she is in that Place, he can finally let himself go. It frustrates him that he has to work so hard to push her There before he is able to find Release himself, but there are some Dynamics you just can’t fight.




He fucks her into a scrambled Froth.




But just as they are really exploring something Special together, there is a Knock at the Door.  




She yelps underneath him and grabs the Blanket. As she panics, she bends his Dick in the Middle and he also shouts in Pain. He hunches over, sliding out of her, pinching himself. His Cock plops out her, purple and raw and wet.




“Shhhhhh….shhhhhhh….shhhhhhhh,” she whispers, as if he was the one doing the oinking and shouting and moaning. “Maybe he’ll go away.”




They stare at each other.  It can only be one of two People at the Door. 




The Knock comes again, a little more insistent this time.  Rickard pulls on some Underwear and grabs a Robe from the adjoining bathroom, cinching it up around himself.




He goes to the Door and cracks it open. It is Anders. Anders steps backward. Anders has been standing too close to the Door, listening.  He is wearing a T-shirt and Shorts. He looks anxious.  He is sweating. His Wolf sits on its haunches behind him in the Darkness, its cold blue Eyes glowing.




“Mr. Strasser,” he says.  “There’s something the Matter with Derix.  I think you’d better come Upstairs.  He’s freaking out.”




Rickard looks over his Shoulder at Agneth who is lying in the Bed with the Covers up to her Chin. She smiles and waves to Anders who waves back.




“What’s wrong with him?” asks Rickard.




“I’ve never seen him like This before,” says Anders. 




Rickard looks back at his Wife who shrugs at him. He shuts the Door to their Room and follows Anders up the Stairs.  His Spider skitters beside him just out of Reach on the Wall.  Anders is tense. He keeps looking over his Shoulder to make sure Rickard is still following him.  They get to Derix’s Room and Anders steps aside, gesturing to the Door.  Rickard opens it.




Derix is standing in the Middle of the Room, naked, with his Hands curled into Fists at his Side. A Projection on the Wall shows Static.  Derix rocks from Side to Side, moving from one Leg to the other as if he is manipulating invisible Exerciseequipment.  Spittle flecks his Chin. There is a Line of Drool running from his Chin to his Nipples.




“He’s seeing Things,” says Anders.  “He says there’s a Hole in the Universe and the Devil is peeking through. He says there’s a Bomb and that we are all going to blow up and die.”




Rickard takes a Step into the Room and looks around.  There is a Pile of Clothes in the Corner. These Boys surely haven’t been watching Static. Rickard flips the Channelselector on the Projector. The Projection switches to Footage of Agneth sitting up in her Bed, leaning forward under the Sheets and reading a Magazine. Her altruistic Tits hang heavy in front of her. It isn’t a flattering Angle, but she still looks good. 




Rickard puts his Hand on his Stepson’s Shoulder, turning him away from the Projection.




 “Which one of you has been controlling the Toydrone?” asks Rickard.  




“He made me do it,” says Anders. “We didn’t know you were going to…you know…and then we couldn’t get out without being seen.”




“He has Episodes like this all the time, when he is overstimulated,” says Rickard. “He’s going to burn himself out and then collapse.”




“What should I do?” asks Anders.  “Should I go Home?”




Rickard sighs.  His Spider crawls toward him across the Floor and then climbs the Wall. Rickard and Anders stare at each other for a good long Time.




“Tell me the Truth,” says Rickard. “Did you like what you saw?  Did you enjoy watching me fuck Mrs. Strasser?”




Anders’ Mouth falls open and Rickard sees his Braces flash in the Halflight.




“No sir,” says Anders. “I mean…”




 “I suppose you must have a Crush on Mrs. Strasser?” says Rickard.  “I suppose you must imagine that if you could only get her Alone that she would do what you wanted?”




“No sir,” says Anders.  




“Relax,” says Rickard, looking over at his Stepson. He stares into his Stepson’s vacant Eyes and then he looks back over at Anders. “I was young once. I know how it is.”




Anders shrinks against the Wall, holding his own skinny Arms.  He rubs his Nose. His Wolf looks at Rickard with its Ears pinned back against its Head. Its mechanical Jaws open and shut and its synthetically-lubricated Tongue lolls.




Rickard steps over to the twerpy Kid.  They size each other up in the Shadow cast by Derix in the light of the Projector.  Rickard grabs Anders and makes him stand up straight.  Anders crosses his Arms over his Crotch, but Rickard makes him hold his Hands out at his Sides.  Standing up straight and with his Arms pinioned, his giant Erection is obvious. His Erection lifts up his Shorts to his Midthigh.




Rickard moves behind Anders so that they are both looking at the Projection of Agneth.




“You can see everything up here, can’t you?” says Rickard.




Anders nods, meekly. They silently watch Agneth reading her Magazine.  She reaches up and plays with her Hair.  Rickard waits for Anders to break the Silence.




 “Your Wife is really hot,” Anders says, finally. “I mean that as a Compliment to you both.” 




Rickard tries to imagine Anders as a fully-formed Middleagedman. What kind of Woman will ever take this skinny Kid seriously?




“Is there anything that you were specifically hoping that you’d get to see?” asks Rickard.  




“What do you mean?” says Anders.




“I mean she’ll do anything for me.  Anything at all.”




Anders looks stunned for a Moment.  They both turn again to watch Agneth on the Projection. She stretches and then looks at the Door, bored.  She gets up and walks out of the Frame and then plops back down on the Bed, sitting criss-cross-applesauce.  




Derix continues to hop back and forth from one Foot to the other, humming to himself. His Eyes are glazed. His Body reeks of teenage Birthday Hormones. 




“Tell me exactly what you want me to do to her,” whispers Rickard. “Tell me exactly.  And then I will do it and it will be like you are doing it.”




“I don’t know, Mr. Strasser…”




“I’ll do anything you want.  And she’ll do anything I say. I’ll make her suck my Dick, I’ll hit her, I’ll do it all. The Works. Any Fantasy.”




Anders looks at the Ceiling and then at the Floor.  He licks his thin Lips and fiddles with his Wristwatch.




“There actually is Something,” says Anders. 




“Anything,” says Rickard.  “You’ll stay up here with Derix tonight and keep him company, and this’ll be how I pay you back. You won’t let him see. It’ll just be between us men. You are eighteen, right?”




“Nineteen,” he says.




“So go on then.”




“Well,” says Anders. “I was thinking.  One day I want to work in Pornmovies. I think I have what it takes. Only I’m a little shy. Do you think maybe you could pretend to be me? Like, you could make a Game out of it?  And I could see what she does? How she responds to the Idea of being with me?”




Rickard is thunderstruck by the Audacity of this.  He appraises Anders coldly, impressed. Pornmovies?




He moves over to his stepson and turns him around so he is facing the Corner.  Not good enough.  He opens Derix’s Closetdoor and pushes him inside, sitting him down beneath his own hanging Clothes.  It is a Walkincloset, so there is plenty of Space.  He shuts the Door.  Opens it.  Turns on the Light.  Shuts it again.




He walks back over to Anders.  Anders is breathing heavy now.  There are two rosy Blooms of Highcolor on his Cheekbones.  His Shorts are comically tight and tented. The Hem of his Shorts are at a 45-degree Angle.  




Rickard grabs the Front of Anders’s Shorts and balls them up in his Hand.  Anders closes his Eyes, his Tongue practically hanging out of his wet Mouth.  

“May I see?” asks Rickard. “If I am going to pretend to be you, I have to be convincing.”




Anders nods furiously.




Rickard pulls down Anders Shorts and Underwear, stretching them out and letting them fall.  Anders Cock sticks out, bending upward.  It is hilariously large on his attenuated, pasty Body.  It glistens, pink and imposing, the size of Rickard’s own Forearm. It is as if Anders’ Cock is a ravenous Tumor that has been starving him of Nutrients. It has mushroomed in the Darkness, flourishing superabundantly in Secret. 




“Jesus Christ,” says Rickard.  




“I want to know what Mrs. Strasser would say if you pretended to be me,” says Anders. “I want to know if she’d like it or not. I think maybe it would help me with my Shyness.”




Rickard can’t stop staring at Ander’s massive Cock. How is Anders still conscious? It must take a few Pints of Blood to keep the thing stiff. Surely he must at least be woozy. Rickard gets down on one Knee, lifting up Anders’ Shirt to his Bellybutton.  Anders’ balls have straggly, wispy Hairs. He subvocalizes the Commands and his Spider behind him starts snapping Pictures.




“You are going to make some Lady very happy some Day,” says Rickard. “Pornomovies, huh?”




“Will you do it, Mr. Strasser?”




Rickard gets to his feet.




“Alright, Kid, I’ll pretend to be you. No Promises that it’ll go how you want. We’ll see what happens.”




He points at the Closetdoor.  




“When we’re done,” says Rickard.  “Let him out of there and put him in his Bed.”




Anders nods. Rickard leaves the Room.  As soon as he starts walking down the Stairs, the Enormity of what Anders has proposed hits him.  The Kaltkor burns up most of his moral Reservations, but there are still some logistical Difficulties.




Agneth slumps down in the Bed and covers herself when he returns. When she sees that it is just him, she gets excited again and starts crawling toward him on all Fours across the Bed.  She has put her Hair in Pigtails while she has been waiting.




“It was Nothing,” says Rickard.  “Derix was having one of his little Episodes. I took care of it.”




“Thank you,” says Agneth.  “It’s been a stressful Day for everyone.”




“Do you want to know something funny?” says Rickard, sliding back into Bed and kissing his Wife behind the ear, gently caressing her Throat with one Hand.




“What?” says Agneth.




“Get down on the fucking Floor, Pigbitch, and I’ll tell you,” says Rickard.  “Piggies aren’t allowed in Bed.”




Agneth plops down by his Feet.  He takes off his Robe and she begins slowly stroking his Cock.




“What happened to the Pignose I bought for you, Piggy?”




“The String broke,” she says. “Last Time.”




“You look best with your Pignose on and your Mouth bright red like a Clown,” he says.




“We’ll have to order another one,” she says.




“Make a Pignose with your Fingers, then,” he says.  




She smooshes her Nose with two Fingers, looking at him lovingly.  Squatting on her Haunches, she becomes a pile of Tits and Ass with a beautiful Face melting on Top, her clear blue Eyes glistening above her manually upturned Snout.




“Here’s something funny,” says Rickard.  “When I went up there, that Anders Kid had a giant Boner.  He was trying to hide it from me, but I could still see it.”




“Teenageboys,” says Agneth nervously.  




“Suck my Cock, Pig, and don’t try to talk. Piggies don’t have a Human Voicebox. Anders is an Adult. He can vote. He can pay Taxes.”




Agneth does as she is told, licking his Balls and awkwardly fitting his Cock fully into her Mouth, still lifting her Nose.  She makes a Mess on the Floor with her Slobber.




“They must have been watching Porn or something,” says Rickard.  “But when I say giant Boner, I mean I could see it lifting up his Shorts.  His Dick is as big as my Arm.  That wispy Punk is 100% Dick.”




“Oh yeah?” says Agneth, sucking harder.  Rickard can tell she is getting excited.  He looks around for the Toydrone.  He sees a gleam under the Nightstand and he smiles at it.




“It was so big that I bet you couldn’t even fit it in your Ass.  It’s a real Pussydick.  Not your garden variety Assdick, like you might expect from someone of his Age. I’ll be honest: I have an Assdick myself.  But not him. You are such a Piggyslut that I bet you would come as soon as he rammed it into you.”




“I’ve seen it before,” admits Agneth.  Her Chin is covered with Spittle.  Her Tits and Belly glisten with her own dripping Saliva.  




“Oh yeah?” he says, rubbing Spit into her Face and then pinching one of her Tits so hard she begs him to stop. 




“Where?” he says.




“He’s over here all the time,” says Agneth.  “He’s always getting aroused around me.  I think he wants me to see it. It’s hard to fucking miss.”




“Oh yeah?” says Rickard.  “Do you think he knows how much you like big nerdy Pussycock in your hungry Piggysnatch?”




“I saw him jacking off in the Upstairsbathroom once,” said Agneth. “The Door was cracked. I don’t know if he knows I was looking or not. I watched him until he was finished and then I went Downstairs and vibed myself off. What do you think about that?”




Rickard lifts her up and tosses her onto the Bed.  She moans beneath him, writhing.  He flips her around so that she is facing the Dresser where the Toydrone hides.  She lifts up her Nose for him again, oinks oinks oinks, and he slips his Cock into her.  She is so wet that he slides out almost immediately. He has to push her down further so he can get a better Angle.  He fucks her hard and fast, short sharp little Strokes that pop her up off the Bed and make her squeal.  He holds onto her Tits for dear life.  He can feel himself about to come. He tries to slow down.  




“You want that Twerp’s Animalcock inside you?” says Rickard. “He’s half your Size.”




“He’s half my Age,” says Agneth. 




He grinds her Head into the Pillow, grinning now at the Toydrone under the Dresser. His own Spider climbs on top of Agneth’s purple Pandababy. The Panda lazily licks its Paw while his Spider snaps Pictures and takes Video.




“That Kid would absolutely fuck you if you asked,” he says. “A Friend for Derix and a Friend for you. If he knew what a slutty hungry Pig you are, he’d have done it already.”




“He’s got plenty of Opportunity,” says Agneth.




Now Rickard can’t stop himself.  He comes, groaning, his whole Body and Soul ripping out through the hard Nugget of his Prostate. His Asscheeks shudder as he squeezes the burning Contents of his throbbing Balls into his screaming Wife.  




They breathe together for awhile, saying nothing.  




They lay Side by Side. Agneth tucks herself under his hairy Arm and makes soft little happy Noises.  He can tell she is still tense.  He can tell she hopes he is not done. Rickard rolls over, looking over at the Door to their room, half-expecting another Knock.  




He gets up and walks over to the Dresser.  Opens one of the Drawers.  




“What’s that?” she asks.  “What are you getting?”




He grins at her as he straps on an old Wristwatch from his Army Days.  It is heavy. Stainless Steel.




“Mrs. Strasser, I know things have not been easy for you on Account of your Life’s travails,” he says in his nerdiest Anders voice.  “But do you mind if I eat your Pussy in order to show that I understand?”




She spreads her Legs for him.




He buries his Face between her Legs. He plays with one of her Tits as he works, using the Hand with the Wristwatch on it to squeeze her nipples in rhythm. She grabs the Wristwatch as she contorts in Pleasure.




 “Thank you for your Empathy, Anders,” she says. “Now take your Time. Don’t rush.”




Rickard speeds up, putting Pressure on her Clit with his Bottomlip, squeezing it, flicking it with his Tongue, burying his Face in the Meat of her.  




She fondles the big Wristwatch lovingly, pressing the cold Steel between her sybaritic, tax-and-spend Breasts as she grips his Head tighter with her soft Knees. It isn’t long before she arches her Spine and screams, nearly breaking the Wristwatchband (“I’m coming!”) as she pulses in his Mouth, once, twice, ten Times, yanking on the Wristwatch over and over again like the cord of a Trainwhistle, grinding herself into his wet Chin and hungry Lips.




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


L’Interrupteur de Merde

	 

	 

	 

Varina and Trist locked eyes under the weak light of the last lamppost on Pennsylvania Avenue. Trist nodded, gesturing with his forked beard, and they maneuvered their two blindfolded captives out of the oil lantern’s greasy fulgor, guiding their trusting charges from the safety of the sturdy cobblestones and down into the squelching backalley mudslick that cut through the stagnant sump where the Republic festered. Murder Bay.




The Inaugural Ball at the National Theater was still going full roar. That song, that tarnal song—“OH WHO HAS HEARD THE GREAT COMMOTION MOTION MOTION ALL THE COUNTRY THROUGH”—boomed from every groggery and blind tiger like the chugging train that had brought the new president-elect to town that morning. Debt crisis-inducing levels of hard cider were being guzzled, gargled, and waterfalled over delirious grey heads and down between patriotic breasts. Bilious evidence of this celebratory excess steamed in puddles, returned by staggering plug uglies all along the promenade. 




“TIS THE BALL A-ROLLING ON FOR TIPPECANOE AND TYLER TOO!” shouted a trio of drunken men with linked arms who were all wearing log-cabin shaped papier mache hats, dressed ankle to dickey in the obligatory blue and buff. Varina and Trist kept these corned rubes from plowing right over Carter Henry and Mary Todd—who may have willingly blindfolded themselves for sport and “to see the elephant” but who had not consented to being trampled. With their eyes obscured, they were as clueless and unsteady as the trio of chanting sots—however, unlike these temporary Washingtonians, they were still sober enough to plow straight furrows. 




“How is anyone bell-fired enough to cut shines about that twisted old corpse?” marveled Carter Henry as the singing men passed. “These Yankee Jonathans are riled enough to wake snakes. Don’t they know they’ve all been honey-fuggled?”




“The General is your cousin, ain’t he?” asked Mary Todd, giggling. “The new man?”




“My cousin twice removed. And anyway, the new man’s a Whig, not a proper Democrat like a true Harrison. I’m sure I didn’t vote for him.”




Varina and Trist looked at each other knowingly. Trist laid a finger aside his nose and Varina returned the gesture. Our man!




“Never mind about politics,” said Mary Todd, sensing secret communication in the sudden quiet. “Wherever are you REALLY taking us, Mr. Trist? I am all-overish excited. I feel it in my button. There is magnetism down my backside and butterflies in my nethers as a consequence of what has been pledged.”




“Be patient,” said Varina. “You have always been one of Mrs. Trollope’s lissome theater sluts when it comes to handsome company, Mary Todd. A g’hal about town ever! Remain pliant!”




“It’s not the fulsome faces that I care about, Varina dear. That’s not why a g’hal tolerates a b’hoy.”




Mary Todd held out her hand for Varina to squeeze, waggling her fingers. Varina did so, grabbing the tiny hand as offered and then shaking Mary Todd’s whole arm like bedlinens snatched fresh from the line. Mary Todd laughed, throwing her blindfolded head back, showing her gleaming teeth. These two belles salopes that Trist had suborned into his plans were really very young, he thought, despite the full flower of their womanhood and despite their cynical ways. They had many tumbles to go in life; tumbles that might yet bring great changes.




Trist, however, was done changing. He knew who he was and he knew what he wanted—particularly on this sleeting night in the winter swamp.




“In fact, Miss Todd, we are here already,” said Trist. “You may remove your blinders, my young horses.”




Mary Todd squealed and did as she was bidden. Carter Henry had some trouble with the knot at his crown, but Varina helped him slide the scarf over his head. He rubbed his eyes, blinking out the stars.




“Why this is just a general grocery—rough and crude!” said Carter Henry, frowning at the squat grey building. “Why all the Freemasonry, Trist?”




“This modest grocery has a secret provenance, like any heroic orphan in a two-penny novel,” said Trist. “The lot was established as a trust in the days of Jefferson, though the store itself is currently leased by an independent entrepreneur. Both the grocery workers and the more esoteric artists who trade here in the catacombs beneath have absquatulated for the night to various lesser cantinae and bagnios at my request. So the wonders of this cracker barrel belong only to us tonight. Now step lively, senoritas and senor. Sigame, por favor!”




“That is the Spanish language,” said Varina. “Mr. Trist has lately been in Havana. He is an ambassador, you know. Speaks a dozen languages like a Vatican Jesuit.”




“Well,” said Trist. “Not quite a dozen.”




“Hang on, does that mean your name is truly Trist?” said Carter Henry, his mind momentarily clearing from the hogshead of pink champagne that the women had poured down his gullet while chewing his ears and teasing out promises. “The name Trist isn’t just some ponce’s shingle?”




“You mean a nom de soutenour?” asked Trist. “No, I am no mere procurer, young Mr. Harrison. At least not in the vulgar sense, as I suppose all politics is contractual degeneracy on some level. I’m sure Mr. Webster and Mr. Clay would agree. Now which one of these is the drafted key? This door is never usually locked, you see. There is usually someone here, day or night, protecting the assets.” 




Trist finally slotted the brass key into the grey lock and popped open the wooden door. Carter Henry slipped on the single step that raised the threshold from the mud, pinwheeling sideways and nearly braining himself, but he was propped up deftly by the two women who leaped to fortify his collapse. Righted, Carter Henry slipped into the wooden shack, followed by the others, but not before the three conspirators all shared a sub-rosa smile in his wake.




“Warm in here,” said Carter Henry, mastering his spins, finding a place to lean. “Yes, the name Trist does sound a bit familiar, now that I let the name dry on the hob.”




“Mr. Trist is married to Jefferson’s granddaughter,” said Varina, her eyes shining. “He worked as personal secretary for the great man himself at the very end. Lived with him, side by side.”




“And here I thought I was the biggest toad in this puddle,” said Carter Henry, with only passing bitterness. “That makes you Old Dominion royalty, don’t it Trist?”




“We are a long way gone from the days of Jefferson,” said Trist. “But it is true that I can see the hard stamp of his proud features minted in the coin of my own red-headed brood. It is consolation as the color bleaches from my own head and as the creases in my own face cut deep and dusty.”




“Oh fie,” said Varina. “You only wish you were as old and wise as all that.”




Trist scurried around the perimeter of the store, lighting candles and then finally re-locking the door, while Mary Todd, playing the insatiable dalcop, went right for the common crackers in the ancient barrel, helping herself to the wheel of cheese on the marble board set out beside it. Varina watched them all coldly from the shadows, a frame which favored her natural pallor.




“Pilot biscuits,” said Mary Todd, her mouth full. “Lovely.”




“I like a Cross cracker myself,” said Carter Henry. “But these aren’t stale yet, which is a surprise, given the general sorry state of tuck here in American Athens. Not that I care what I eat on a spree. So fess up Trist: how do you come by the deed to this hell? If you aren’t expecting a handout for the introduction”—and here his eyes drifted first to Varina and then to Mary Todd—“then what’s the real hypotenuse of your angle?” 




Carter Henry knew Varina by reputation and he knew Mary Todd not at all, though he knew she came from money and he knew she would be a true prize to any piratical member of the lower gentry with mercenary matrimonial intentions.  She was obviously deranged, however—stricken with a disfiguring lust that removed the chaste paralysis of higher judgement. Despite this essential insanity, he did not feel in peril while bookended by these two bitchfoxy jades. He took their warping amorousness as an obvious natural result of his own strong legs and wisp of beard. However, he wasn’t some hayrot-dizzy country cousin, either: he knew there must be some price for such sudden company, even if such a fee couldn’t be settled in portable property. If ready cash wasn’t expected, might he oughtn’t to expect blackmail? Or even daggers? 




“We’re all here for pleasure,” said Trist definitively, sensing Carter Henry’s suspicions. “But if you are intimating that I have some demoniac dual purpose yoked to the obvious carnal temptations laid out before you…”




Here Mary Todd curtsied and Varina gave the slightest nod, her tongue grazing her upper lip.




‘’…then I must confess that you are as prescient as any Washington mosquito avoiding the slap. You have been seduced. But you will be satisfied for it. I swear on my flame-headed children. I promise you this as full inheritor of the Jefferson hereditaments.”




Carter Harrison blinked at him, trying to follow.




“Any chance of an anti-fogmatic?” said Carter Henry, his eyes slipping to the high shelf, where bottles of spirit loomed over the easier-to-reach jars of candied fruit and milk sweets. “If you are going to speak in such long sentences, I shall need at least a thimbleful of stimulant. I am plumb bewildered.”




“Of course you are,” Trist said. “If you will but indulge me, I will treat you to all the physical wonders of this national seraglio, young Cousin Harrison, where all your curiosity will transmute to satisfaction. But first we must gather strength on the plateau of anticipation before summiting the crags of ecstasy. To truly illuminate my purposes, there is something I must show you. Ladies, would you help me entice the stag into the bower? We must descend before we soar.”




Mary Todd giggled, dusting the crackers from her long white palms and then crooking herself under Carter Henry’s arm. Varina took him by the hands, leading him forward with a long sultry look backward. They were lamia, thought Trist, forking his glistening beard with three fingers—swamp vampires! The beauty of these pale black-haired Southerners with their dark eyes and bruise-colored lips was so insistent and definitive that America ought to peg paper currency to it.







***




It was here at this very same nameless cracker barrel that Trist had first met Varina Howell. Was it really only late last Spring that it had seemed certain that, despite the Panic, Van Buren’s infernal machine would gin out another victory for the Democrats like a perfectly seedless cotton bale? Trist had recognized the man who had brought Varina to his hell, of course. Scars down both his cheeks like the runnels of tears—haunted eyes deeper than the bore of a muzzle-loading carabine à tige. But Varina was a woman of means brought here for the man’s convenience and discretion—not a working girl at all—which had immediately piqued Trist’s interest as a collector of salable secrets. The gentleman had paid for a room in the pumped-out catacombs for the full week, purchased from one of Trist’s flamboyant subcontractors (it was true that Trist was no common pimp). The arrangement between Varina and her beau was unusual. When the couple arrived, Trist had taken up his post in his secret study, listening intently through the system of Franklin Tubes and variable earhorns that were both his avocation (purloined leverage) and his specific delight (the bestial moans of otherwise prim women possessed by animal passion).




Listening to Varina fuck her famous suitor that night—her screams piercing through the more theatrical moans of the more seasoned athletes—Trist had been transfixed—enraptured!—twisted into ravagery. He normally had quite a high tolerance for the gush of such ecstasies, but her performance made him throw aside his inkpot, stylus, and blotting paper. He shucked out of his trousers as if they were covered in Alabama fire ants, put his cheek to the wall, and began to masturbate: his sinister hand grazing his own balls lightly while his dexter blurred with supple alacrity as he loaded his cannon (he was above all else an expert self-polluter). Varina received the pleasure of copulation as if being tortured. She begged, almost weeping, to be fucked more aggressively, to be cored like an apple, splashed like a grape. The wounded grunts from her partner revealed that he was not prepared for her prowess. She matched his howling snarl for snarl, and then came sudden silence broken only by her disappointed sigh of kittenish frustration. Her partner groaned—spent, withered, squeezed as dry as a Key lime. The famous gentleman left her, making his excuses, promising to return. She was polite, of course. Sensitive to his innate misery. She assured him that she would await his return while remaining discreet. Trist heard the man clomp down the hallway and then heard him pass by his hidden office and stumble up the stairs to the street. Trist returned his own three-quarters lobcock to his trousers, steadied himself with spirits, and knocked on her door.




“I am Mr. Nick,” he said when she cracked the door open to greet him. “The owner of this establishment. I hope I am not intruding.”




“One cannot expect true privacy in such a place, I suppose.” It was clear from her honeyed Mississippi accent that Varina was from aristocratic stock.




“Madam, I have come to offer my compliments. I always have an ear out for fresh talent and that was quite a show!” 




He loved the sting in her face as this imperious Southern blueblood realized she was being assumed to be a common Dixie doxy. She blushed, but she was defiant, opening the door wider, standing with her legs spread like Napoleon in a painting.




“So you are a connoisseur of bedroom enthusiasms?” she said. “What did you like about my performance specifically?” He had read her screams exactly right: she was more curious than appalled by his écoute clandestine. Indeed, her fair features revealed that her vascular blood still pumped hotly to her lobes of Eros. Her dark eyes probed him, demanding that he reveal himself.

 

“Might I attend for a moment?” he asked. “Excuse my cheek, but you are the jammiest bit of jam and I am half-rats with ardor. If you are not quite finished, I would love to bear witness to your moment of glory. I assume you know yourself well enough to achieve desistance from your animal suffering? If not, perhaps I might offer verbal instruction. Even professionals can benefit from new tutelage and expert retraining.” 




He couldn’t help himself. His addiction—and the locus of his erotic center—was the way people sounded when being fucked into stupor. Men with women, women with women, men with men (rare in this particular hell, but not unheard of), women with buttered bedposts. He was a quiet man by nature, eerily silent at his center, and screams of pleasure—taxonomied—ripped through his glaciers and gave lightning to his brain. He was particularly interested in the contrast when stature’s social propriety revealed the verbal perversity just below the surface if overwhelmed by force or pleasure. The contrast destabilized him, sending him reeling with unresolved existential agitation. And here was a pristine example to plunder and despoil for the balance of a week. The table of manners had been kicked over and the splintered legs could be used as lashing posts to make a tannery of hot flesh.   




She looked around, but there was no place to hide here. She smiled at him, a hint of rage infecting her shining eyes. She spread her legs even further, turning her bare feet outward, her hem rising to the swell of her ridge. Her legs were whiter than any dirty snow in Washington; her hair as dark as any bottle of grenache in a libertine’s basement.




“I am overwhelmed,” he said.




“Well, what overwhelms me, sir, is power,” she said, bringing her legs closer together which had the effect of lowering her skirt. “Specifically political power. What are your politics, Mr. Nick? Surely you must know the man who has just visited me. You must know his reputation, at least. How can you possibly hope to compete?”




“I’m a married man,” he said. “Happily married. I never partake. I only listen and watch as I collect the rents from the scoundrels who rent my rooms. As I have explained, I am the top of this pyramid.” He gestured to the store up above. “With respect to what you are offering, I only wish to bear witness to the fruits of what this better man has planted.”




“Then listen and watch,” she said, backing away from the door to return to the bed. She sat down, fixing him with her eyes. She lifted her skirts over her head, slid her inexpressibles down her long smooth legs, and lay down. She breathed heavily. Spots of red came to her pale cheeks and full lips. It was sordid and sad, just as he liked it. He entered the room fully and closed the door behind him.  It was rare for him to get so personally involved and risk himself, but he had no choice here. He could not look away. 




She had caught yet another powerful admirer. He hated to be ensnared so easily. How could he possibly turn this to his advantage? Perhaps if there was no way to get the better of her, perhaps he had found something superior to a mere asset: perhaps he had found a co-conspirator.







***




It was always humid down here beneath the cracker barrel, and the night of General Harrison’s inauguration was no exception, despite the swirling frost outside. Carter Henry mopped his brow with the ruffles of his sleeve. Trist fumbled with a knob near the bottom of the stairs, igniting a spark that caused Mary Todd to squeal with delight. The spark snaked down the hallway, causing lanterns to burst to life in front of every room. Mary Todd and Carter Henry clapped. Varina had seen it all before. 




As they walked down the dank hallway, Trist revealed the theme of each stone cell. One room was a perfect representation of the famous elliptical salon in the dead center of the White House (“You’ll just have to take my word for it,” chuckled Trist). Another room was painted entirely in seafoam blue with waves along the walls and with windows like portholes in the side of a galleon. There was a real diving bell in one corner, and stuffed leviathans on every wall (“Formative years at sea often give gentleman their first unwholesome taste for the sodomy they later come to crave,” said Trist). One room was the exact twin of the upstairs parlor in the Wild Mustang, the most famous saloon in Independence, Missouri (“The empty prairies make lonely hearts ravenous,” said Trist). Another was a perfect mimicry of a New Orleans boudoir, complete with canopy bed and curtains that wreathed fake windows. The curtains were made of thicker, more luxurious velvet than most honest American women would ever crush to their bosoms in their entire lives (“We must replace the curtains once a year,” said Trist. “They become quite stained”). 




Along one side of the hallway, there was an enormous copper pipe riveted to the wall. Smaller pipes snaked into unseen corners. Holding hands, the four explorers followed the large pipe to its terminus beside the very last room.




“Not many basements in this blighted town,” said Carter Henry. “I imagine the pump here must run night and day.”




“Basements here do tend to flood,” said Trist. “In fact, the plumbing was here first. It was a federal waterworks. The store was built on top of it. It’s a good place to shelter the sins of the night, as long as you can suck out what won’t drain. No one suspects that such a humble cracker shack might be two-tiered and double faced.”




Another long grey key went into the polished lock on this last door. Trist turned the key gently, giving the lock the slightest pressure as the humidity down here tended to warp the wood. The door snapped open. Trist lit the candle on the small side table by the door inside with a phosphorus match. 




The furnishings in the room were spare. A thin circular mattress big enough for five people filled up most of the space. In one corner, on a Persian rug, there was a strange chair that was propped up on gears instead of legs. The entire back of the room was painted as if it were a massive open window looking out onto the guillotine of the Place de la Revolution from the Hôtel de Ville, the provisional seat of the French revolutionary government. In front of the painting of the mammoth guillotine, there was a lever protruding from the stone floor that was attached via rivets to the final length of copper pipe where it plunged underground.




“Voila,” said Trist.  “This room is a reproduction of Jefferson’s suite near the Tuilleries during the La Revolucion Francais. He was never in the de Ville, of course—he rented his rooms in the Hôtel de Langeac—so certain artistic liberties have been taken. But I think the effect is quite somptueux.”




“That’s the French language,” said Varina, walking slowly around the room and then spinning to the ground to collapse onto the mattress. Carter Henry only had eyes for the painting of the guillotine. He approached the scene slowly and then peered at the real lever beneath it, affixed to the thick snake of pipe that disappeared into the molding. The real lever seemed as if it might truly make the imaginary blade fall.




“What does this dingus do?” he asked. “Is it only decoration?”




“Ah, you have gone right to it,” said Trist. “Instinctively, you understand the moment.”




“We knew you would,” said Varina.




“That lever is this town’s greatest secret,” said Trist. “It is Thomas Jefferson’s L’Interrupteur de Merde.” 




“I do not speak French, Trist.”




“The name in English means the Shit Switch, my young scholar. Would you please close the door, Mary Todd? There’s no chance of us being interrupted, but enclosure increases intimacy, like the grave or the womb.”




Trist was closer to the door and could have shut it himself, but Mary Todd did as she was told with a flirty flounce. Carter Henry got the point. He was outnumbered here. He was decidedly not in charge.




“As I said, this pump house predates the cracker barrel,” said Trist. “As Washington has expanded outward, it has become advantageous to disguise the to and fro of the flowing waters—especially their clandestine verities. You won’t find any blueprints that prove it, but the plumbing from this cracker barrel is directly connected to the water supply of the White House itself. As a result of a series of ingenious architectural elisions by President Jefferson himself, its flow has never been fully sundered. If you push that lever all the way to the right, reversing the current, the sewage from this secret hell will flow directly into the drinking water of the president and his staff, merging with the intake.”




“What fun!” said Mary Todd. “A scandal!” 




“Good lord,” said Carter Henry. “To what end?”




“It is a weapon,” said Varina.




“It is a harmless jape,” said Trist. “Originally, it was a sort of accidental redundancy in the early schematics that Jefferson did not remove even after striking the aberration with his little red pen. Instead, the redundancy was built in secret and kept secret. He saw a powerful advantage in the ability to exert hidden influence on the waterworks of the chief executive. This secret remains a Jefferson family heirloom, protected as a sacred trust. Imagine what some foreign villain might accomplish with such knowledge! However, since we are all patriots here, I can tell you that throwing a little sewage into the shaving cup of the chief executive is not meant to be anything but a jolly tapdance to gently deflate the opponents of the Old Dominion. It is just a little tradition we have. Jefferson intended it as a way to signal when policies might be putrid and un-American. The idea is to fill the White House itself with a malicious miasma for a time in order to rub the executive’s nose in his dangerous plans. To train the man like a disobedient dog.”




“Won’t the stench of miasma spread the plague?” said Carter Henry. “Everyone knows that foul odors cause disease.”




“Do they?” said Mary Todd. “Oh no!”




“Ah, but the flow of sewage is only temporary,” said Trist. “The smell is spectral, the mere whiff of bad governance made manifest.”




“He’s not getting it,” said Varina. “You are being too sly.”




“Get what?” asked Carter Henry.




“Your cousin, the new man, wants to free the slaves,” said Varina, getting brutally to the point. “He does not own any people. Never has. He was not born to authority. He is a handpuppet for Interests. We mean to teach him a lesson.”




Carter Henry picked at his chin whiskers, suddenly uncomfortable. He looked at the closed door longingly.




“We do not care for the term ‘slave’ here, Miss Howell,” said Trist. “It has a negative feel in the mouth. We prefer the term familiar, which was the term that Mr. Jefferson liked to use when referring to one of his amalgamations by blood.”




“Slave, familiar, footstool!” huffed Varina Howell, the future Mrs. Jefferson Davis. “Surely the natural situation of inferiority precedes the artificial language used to describe the STATE of such. The Yankees use the term ‘worker.’ It’s all the same in the end. A dependent. A thrall.”




Trist cleared his throat, wincing at young Carter Henry’s discomfort, trying to read his man.




“It is an issue of self-governance at the local level,” said Mr. Trist. “Civilized people may disagree. It has been proven in a Philadelphia monograph that the nation’s treasure of helpful familiars—our people of color—flourish when their breeding is steered by wise and benevolent trustees of fruitful estates.”




“Oh fie, Mr. Trist!” said Varina, growing heated, unwilling to let him prevaricate. “You know as well I do that it is people of color who do the breeding of us. Conniving against us to bring us together for their own ends. Steering us into marriages that will reunite THEIR families at the cost of our happiness. We are becoming useless and it is our slaves—our ‘familiars,’ if you must—who are breeding us into decadence. And now we must manumit our property and risk our oblivion further? It won’t answer!”




She spit on the ground. “Confusion to the enemies of the Old Dominion,” she said.




“Be mindful of that very expensive rug,” said Trist.




“I’ve done worse on better rugs,” said Varina.




“I came here for larks,” said Mary Todd. “Not for venom. Ain’t you two had enough of politics for one night?”




“Imagine sweet Mary Todd yoked to a plow,” said Varina.  “Imagine her stooping to pluck a vegetable from the ground. That’s what the new man—your cousin—wants.”




“Anyway, abolition is not the primary reason why we think President Harrison deserves to have his first days in office stink of the refuse of Washington’s prostitutes,” said Mr. Trist, trying to calm the situation down. “No, the very nature of the Whig Party stands athwart the very path of freedom. These Whigs will cause us to risk everything for their dream of a central bank. The entire unity of the original Constitutional compact is at stake. The divisive arrogance of these Yankee upstarts could tear us apart. Never trust anyone who wants to hold your money for you.” 




Trist didn’t say anything about Jefferson’s experiments with ether and gases. He did not elaborate upon Jefferson’s discoveries on the epidemiology of egesta and the spread of cholera. He didn’t mention Jefferson’s unpublished papers on civic waste disposal; on the hidden harm of ingesting standing water in captive municipalities. As a farmer, Jefferson had bought and sold urban shit at a premium, and he had used it well: not just to feed his crops, but as a method for understanding the entire fragile human organism. Jefferson had proved to himself, at least, that the ingestion of even small amounts of feces could lead directly to choleric fever. Unlike Franklin, Jefferson preferred to use his discoveries for his own ends. L’Interrupteur de Merde had been built as a hidden failsafe for a White House that needed rails and governors beyond twistable laws. But until today there had never been quite such a threat to the traditions of the South as this new political party. Jefferson had been quite clear about what had to be done in such an event. And he was equally specific about who must drop the blade.




“Here’s the nut,” said Trist. “Jefferson stipulated that L’Interrupteur de Merde could only be used if the Constitution itself was in peril. Furthermore, as a devotee of human husbandry and the awesome wisdom of bloodlines, he also stipulated that the lever on the pipe might only be manipulated by a family relation of the President to whom the fetid contents of this waterworks would be delivered. He was very adamant about this. It must not be a tool of vengeance, but of stern love.”




Carter Henry slowly sat down on the mattress.




“A family relation like me,” said Carter Henry. “That’s why I’m here, ain’t it?”




“A true Harrison,” said Varina. “A Democrat.”




“A handsome hero,” said Mary Todd. “With such strong legs! Lawd!”




“It is a check and a balance,” said Trist.




“But I don’t want to hurt anyone,” said Carter Henry.




“Don’t you though?” cooed Varina. “Not even an exasperating flibbertigibbet like Mary Todd? Not even a domineering witch like me? Don’t you want to put thoughtless Southern girls with retrograde notions in their place?” 




Mary Todd giggled, throwing herself across Carter Henry’s lap and lingering, her mouth wide open and her eyes wide as if listening to faraway music. Carter Henry blushed, feeling himself stir. 




“We have to show these Whig upstarts that we cannot be cowed,” said Trist. “And yes, that means Westerners like you must begin to make alliances with Southerners like Miss Mary Todd and Miss Varina Howell. These are charming women of quality and you must get to know them better. They are aching for instruction. Their unfortunate Southern decadence must be mastered by Western discipline. It is the only way forward for the party and therefore for the country.”




“And what will truly happen if I pull that lever for you, Trist?” asked Carter Henry. “Tell me plain.”




“We will be ever so grateful,” said Varina. “We will gush with gratitude from every fillable hole.”




“I love a man who takes charge,” said Mary Todd. “Who does what he wants.”




“Maybe he doesn’t know about the Butcher’s Odyl,” said Varina to Trist. “Do young men in the West fight to wear the hangman’s hood like they do in Mississippi?”




“The ‘hwhat?” said Carter Henry.




“The magnetism of killers,” said Varina. “The priapism of the executioner.”




“I fucked a butcher’s boy once,” said Mary Todd. “Or twice.”




“I’m no killer,” said Carter Henry. 




“It’s just a legend anyway,” said Varina. “Just a Republican myth.”




“It’s no legend,” said Trist. “It’s a scientific phenomenon. Well-documented.”




“The Butcher’s Odyl?” said Carter Henry. “What legend?”




“The phenomenon comes from studies of the royal executioner under the French monarchy—and therefore the first high executioner of the French Republic,” said Trist. “A man named Charlie Sanson. Sanson loved Americans and he let Jefferson examine him. Sanson was very proud of what France had done, supplying us with money and men to defeat the English here. But what provoked Jefferson’s interest in Sanson was the fact that Sanson was trailed at all times by ten to fifteen young women who were hopelessly enamored of him for reasons that they couldn’t fully explain. They were downright obsessed, their affections for him rivalled only by their interest in that goat Mirabeau. It was something about his smell, they said. Jefferson wanted to know if the allure was hereditary. Killing was a family business for Sanson, but so was his genius for the marital arts. Sanson’s own father, also the royal executioner, had sixteen children. Do you know what Sanson said when Jefferson asked why he was so sought after by the women of Paris—women of high and low stature, virgins and also those in the high blossom of their full flower?”




Carter Henry shook his head, his eyes shining.




“Sanson’s own theory was that his odyl came from the fact that after a kill he was so stimulated that he could fuck for days. Days without cease, like a Bedlam lunatic, but without suffering from the stupor. Sanson told Jefferson that the women would line up to take their turn. He went after them one after another, the way a bear stands in a river and rips the heads off fish swimming upstream, stripping them down to their ragged bones and tossing them aside. Jefferson had to see this for himself. When Charlie Sanson cut off the head of King Louis, Jefferson spent the holiday afterward documenting Sanson’s appetites. Jefferson said that at the end of the holiday, one woman had to be put under strict doctor’s care as a result of friction wounds to her thighs and interior. Two women were committed to the Charenton asylum. The spree resulted in five pregnancies, two of which came to fruition. By Jefferson’s count, 49 women were bedded by Sanson during the bloody jubilee. He used the ice from his oysters and champagne to chill his testicles between romps. This does not count the intercourse he performed with his hands and mouth—nor does it include the intercourse he commanded that his attendants perform for his pleasure or any incidental intercourse from those merely watching the proceedings.”




“Oh, I do hope this will finally be the end of my long quest to finally find a man who can satisfy,” said Mary Todd. “I have always said he should be tall.”




“Do not be presumptuous, Mary Todd,” said Varina. “You do not want to end up in the hospital or madhouse.”




“That is all some pumpkins,” said Carter Henry, astonished, looking from the two eager young women to the painting of the guillotine. “Truly. But pulling this lever won’t hurt anyone. Right? So I wouldn’t therefore be a killer.”




“Surely President Harrison will outlive us all, twining his long white whiskers around his staff of office like a serpent climbs the apothecary’s caduceus,” said Trist. “And yet plenty will die under him, starving to death, hoarding their gold and seed corn as a result of his misguided policies. Don’t you want to send a miasma his way? Just to show him that even though he might be invested with the mystic trust of the general will, he still occupies the same terre vulgaire as the rest of us?”  




“49 women, you said?” said Carter Henry. “Did they not feel cheapened by being part of such a pack?”




“Some women are always on the lookout for a man possessed,” said Varina, her eyes darting to Mary Todd. Mary Todd’s eyes were now fixated on Carter Henry’s thighs, as if waiting for something to happen. 




Carter Henry’s hand grazed L’Interrupteur de Merde experimentally. It seemed to give him a charge. He let it go—but like a magnet, his hand returned to the top of the lever and gripped it, his knuckles whitening.




“So this will shoot shit water right into the White House,” said Carter Henry. “Just a little message from the real Americans to this pretender. And that’s all it will do. And no one will ever know it came from me?”




“I swear I just smelled the Odyl on him,” said Mary Todd. “The smell of iron and salt. It’s made me warm and tingly in my knees.” 




“He’s going to do it, Mary Todd, darling,” said Varina, patting her knee. “Be patient.”




Trist walked over to the strange chair on wheels in the corner. It was upholstered in glowing yellow velvet. He sat down in the chair (it creaked) and he crossed his feet at the baseboard that elevated his shoes from the ground. There were handles jutting out from the arms that could be rotated. He spun them in circles and they turned gears inside the wheels that caused the chair to roll forward. He reversed them and the chair moved backward.




“This was the chaise roulante of Georges Couthon, the scourge of Lyon, the second most feared man on the Committee of Public Safety after St. Just,” said Trist. “In my opinion, his role in the massacre at Lyon has been quite overstated. He was actually a very thoughtful man. His legs were frozen in his middle age, and so he was carried on the back of patriots until he liberated this brouette from the Countess d’Artois in the name of the people. He had the second worst death during the reaction, after Robespierre. They say he screamed for fifteen minutes straight as they affixed him to the board for the guillotine, his sclerotic tendons snapping and his brittle bones twisting apart before the blade separated his thoughtful brains from his broken body.”




Trist rotated the winches, folding his hands in his lap, rolling the chair closer to the bed.




“Please do be quiet now and let us enjoy ourselves without your prattle,” said Varina, winking at Trist before returning her level gaze to Carter Henry. 




Varina leaned into him and put her hands around his head, kissing him tenderly from below, bringing him down to her. His grip slackened on the lever but then returned. 




“Do it,” said Mary Todd, unshackling his belt and then sliding Carter Henry’s cock out of his pants while he kissed Varina. It was still soft. Mary Todd breathed hot air on the soft tip and then licked along the swelling ridge, smiling. Varina helped Mary Todd out of her party dress, unhooking the clasps, and then pulling it over her head while Mary Todd focused on Carter Henry’s soft dick. 




“Pull the lever and fuck us,” said Varina, sliding behind Carter Henry and then putting a hand around his throat. “Do it now, boy. Or we’ll cut your throat and fuck you instead.”




Carter Henry blinked. With a groan, Carter Henry leaned over—leaving his dick in Mary Todd’s tiny hands—and swung the lever all the way over to knock against the ground. Immediately, they could hear rattling in the pipes and a loud churning in the walls as the reservoir was released.




“Unnnnh,” said Carter Henry.




“Look!” said Mary Todd, cupping Carter Henry’s balls. His dick strained upward from her palms, reaching almost to his belly button, curving slightly like the ivory handle of a portmanteau. They all listened to the ping and whirr as the sewage whirlpooled violently in the copper main. The pipe shook violently, making the whole room vibrate.




“There must be some blockage,” said Trist. “It has been decades since the switch has been used, if ever.”




Carter Henry’s face was bright red. He was unsteady on his feet as Varina knelt down beside Mary Todd, marveling at the massive rush of bloodwind that billowed the mainsail of his fucksloop.




“It hurts,” said Carter Henry. “I’m so hard it hurts.”




Mary Todd hugged herself with joy, grinning, and then spit between her plump breasts to make them slippery. She rubbed them against his nozzle, grinning up at him with drool on her chin. Varina sneered at Carter Henry challengingly as Mary Todd made a goddamn mess of herself trying to fit his spit-soaked penis into every crevice of her round jaw.




“Pile on the agony, Cousin Harrison,” said Trist from his chair-on-wheels. “Peach what you want from these viperous sluts. Don’t let them bully you. You’ve paid the price. Now take it out of their hides.”




“Yes, please do,” said Mary Todd. She fell backwards into Varina’s arms. “He’s all slick and ready now,” she said. Tickling Varina, Mary Todd removed Varina’s clothes while Carter Henry stroked himself. Varina was left wearing nothing but her striped stockings. Mary Todd removed the black scarf holding Varina’s hair and tied it around Varina’s neck in a bow. It was clear that Mary Todd was more comfortable in a natural state. She lay back in Varina’s arms, kissing her cheek and then spreading her legs so wide that everyone heard her knees pop. Mary Todd flexed her toes and Carter Henry crawled toward her across the mattress.




“Steady her please,” Carter Henry begged of Varina. “I am buck wild and fear I will split out of my skins.”




The vibration in the walls grew extreme. An antique vase fell from the interior table, bouncing on the rug, and then jouncing across the floor in a juddering circle as the room shook. Carter Henry entered Mary Todd and began to fuck her, yelping as if being prodded from behind by the devil’s trident. He clenched his firm ass, dizzy as he struggled along the jagged journey toward relief, wrapping his arms around both women. Trist shimmied out of his trousers and began to pleasure himself, ignoring the howling in the walls and the knocking from the pipes that sent dust sifting down from the eaves.




“It was the cold that killed him,” Varina and Mary Todd would tell each other later. “The new man refused to wear a hat out of his vanity and Whig pride. He died of the bronchial catarrh.”




But they each knew better. Much later, when they were no longer friends, when they would each read about the same sudden fever again in Zachary Taylor, they knew it was Trist again. General Taylor had been thwarting Millard Fillmore the same way that Tippecanoe thwarted John Tyler (who would serve out his time as Harrison's VP and then join the Confederacy 16 years later). General Taylor died just in time to keep from preventing the Fugitive Slave Act, which Fillmore signed into law as part of the Compromise of 1850. The papers blamed rancid cherries, but they both knew it was L’Interrupteur.




It would be years later that Mary Todd Lincoln would go insane with dread, investigating every shop in Murder Bay on a quest to find the cracker barrel with the Shit Switch below it. She bought dress after dress, running up impossible debts, inspecting basements in every store to protect her family, unable to tell her gentle and beloved husband about her murderous part in the preservation of a way of life that she no longer believed in. She would fail to find the specific hell that Jefferson had enshrined. The Shit Switch would claim the life of her son before she would finally confess to the Pinkertons what she had witnessed so long ago. The Pinkerton’s would finally discover the method of the South’s revenge during the days of martial law, tearing out the White House’s plumbing root and branch, finally replacing it with a private reservoir. The would tell no one, protecting Mary Todd's broken mind for her husband’s sake.




Look for me in the shit, Trist told HISTORY as he watched Varina Howell taken from behind by the future five-time Mayor of Chicago, friend to immigrants, enemy of Interest.  “Yes, I see,” Carter Henry would say when Patrick Eugene Prendergast shot him in the guts and left him to die 50 years later, assassinating him just two days before the end of the Chicago World’s Fair. A great circle, like Mr. Ferris’ giant steel wheel. Up and down, carrying us all, a moment at the top to gawk, and then back down screaming to the fundament.




Trist saw it all as Varina reached out to him. He grabbed her hands as the shockwaves of Carter Henry’s thrusts made her grit her teeth, as sweat rolled down the straining rosebuds on her pale chest. She blew her black hair out of her eyes and held his hands as the walls shook, as plaster from the walls rained down around them all, as the pent-up pressure around the impacted bolus finally pierced the stack and the pipe shot the brown water toward the alabaster manse, as Carter Henry screamed in triumph, his voice breaking, his callow ecstasy joined by the two future first ladies of two countries, one real and one imaginary—countries that would never be as fundamentally united ever again.




	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Sclerafacio

	 

	


“CUCKED BY THE LIBERAL IMMIGRANT NEW YORK CITY POP ARTIST”







It was their first weekend in NYC as a married couple and they were giddy, whimsical even, ready to make bad decisions. Penny and Pete were up for anything, they told each other. Just two panting brindle hounds from down South ready to hump the leg of the whole dang heartless universe.  




It was Penny who first suggested going to “Googly Eyes” as a joke after seeing it was close to her sister’s place in South Slope. Penny and Pete were staying there while her sister was away on vacation upstate. She had done well for herself, and no one begrudged her that. Penny and Pete just wanted a piece: they were trying to find a place of their own and it was easier to look at apartments if they had a base to work from.  Penny had been living and working in Jersey, but Pete had just now this very weekend got off the plane from Galveston, where they had both grown up.




“What kind of food does this place have?” Pete asked. 




“The feed says it is new American cuisine,” Penny said.  “I don’t know what that means. But nobody goes there for the quality of the food.”




“Explain,” Pete asked. “It’s expensive?”




“Very expensive,” said Penny. “Three dollar signs.  But we should go anyway.  It seems completely ridiculous.  It’s an officially stupid New York restaurant for real shitheads. And that’s us now! That’s who we are. We have to go.  We’ll dress up in our best shithead clothes and we’ll eat too much and we’ll drink too much and it’ll be great. You haven’t asked me yet why it's called Googly Eyes!”




“Why’s it called Googly Eyes?” 




“Because of that artist,” said Penny.  “The one who puts googly eyes on everything.  The giant ones.  Like, he put googly eyes on the Washington Monument and on Big Ben and on Pike’s Peak in Colorado. He owns the restaurant.”




“Is the food good?”




“Here’s the gimmick and here’s why we have to go: all the food has googly eyes on it! Edible google eyes! There are savory googly eyes and candy googly eyes. Everything you eat there has a little cartoon face.”




Pete thought about it for a long time.




“I like it,” he said, finally.  “It’s stupid, yet also excessive. Okay, let’s do it.”




Pete put on a simple shirt and slacks, but Penny went all out. She truly did put on her best shithead clothes. Pete was sure she was trying to tease him and make him feel bad, since Pete didn’t have any of his nice going-out clothes here in the city yet.  She definitely already knew more about NYC than he did, just from the feed, from books, and from her sister.  If you asked Pete, he would have to admit that he had a lot of preconceived notions about Yankees. Pete was a Galveston man and Galveston manhood was a specific kind of manhood.  Collared shirts and square jaws and unfiltered cigarettes and unshakable football opinions and oil cancer. Imagine Jesus Christ up there on the cross, but with tumors on his neck and hands as veiny and leathery as a bull’s dick.




Penny put on the shortest skirt that Pete had ever seen her wear.  One of her sister’s skirts, she said.  And to make matters worse, she put on a shirt without shoulders, just ruffles all the way across her chest.  It was really something else.  




Pete came from cowboy stock, which meant he was slim and short and full of angry red coronary blood. You had to be a mean little motherfucker to master a horse while still being light enough to get the most out of it, to ride it into wobbly foaming living death without breaking its back. For several millennia, bloodthirsty little men on horses were the scariest dudes in the world, while tall fuckers with lots of muscles were only good for farming. Penny had the same cowboy blood in her: she was even littler than Pete. He could pick her up and put her on his shoulder (for a beat, anyhow). Even still, she had a nice full figure and brown hair and brown eyes and glasses and a real pretty smile and trim little legs with muscles that were just right. Pete liked to say that she was a real “top of the pyramid cheerleader” kind of gal. Pete was proud of his wife, though he frequently worried about the fact that she was so much smarter than he was, even though he benefited from this constantly. 




“Penny is always right,” Penny’s father told him once, twinkling up to him at their wedding rehearsal dinner. He was a round little man with Penny’s same dark hair.




“Well, I already know that,” Pete said.




“Good,” said Penny’s dad.  “I had to learn it the hard way. You just remember what I said and you will always be joyful throughout your life together, whatever problems baby Jesus might bring you.”




Now, truth be told, neither Pete nor Penny were quite sure what to expect from their first real New York shithead restaurant. They knew it wasn’t going to be the Cracker Barrel or some pizza place that kids went to on prom with white tablecloths and five-dollar red wine by the glass, but they weren’t exactly sure what they would be getting into.  




First of all, neither Penny nor Pete had ever walked to a restaurant instead of driving there. They decided to leave their security familiars at home. They both had big medical-grade polar bears that could lift a body onto a gurney or break open a chest to get straight at some dying guts in an emergency. You had to have a license to have a medical polar in NYC, and they both had all their paperwork, but it was still different here than back home. Penny said the restaurant would be tiny and there would be no place for their massive helper bears, and besides: they were off duty. They didn’t need anybody knowing they were shitkicker ditch doctors from Nascar country.




“The best part about walking there is that we can walk back,” she said.  “How about that? You don't have to worry about driving drunk!”




“Changes everything,” said Pete. 




It was a Monday night, but the restaurant was still crowded. It made Pete and Penny wonder what the place would be like on a Friday. The host up front said it would be awhile before they got a seat, but he intimated to them that there were a few open spots at the bar that they might could wrangle. Penny and Pete did as the host up front suggested, grabbing stools at the bar, grinning as they looked over the menus, imagining steak with googly eyes, squab with googly eyes, confit with googly eyes. The food was expensive, but it wasn’t mind-blowingly unreasonable. They could afford it. They started to relax—even to enjoy themselves.




Now it must be said at this point that Penny on a barstool was something else.  She was so tiny that her legs could barely reach halfway to the floor.  She sat with her legs behind her and spun from side to side, sipping her vodka and soda through a straw. She was like a candy jar up on a high shelf, ready to be taken down and smashed open. She was a giddy piñata full of lipstick-colored asshole-shivering orgasms. Pete could tell that all the other shitheads in this real New York shithead restaurant wanted everything to do with her, and he could also tell that they were all angling for the best stance from which to take a swing. But the fact was that she was here with him, her one and only devoted husband.




It was this feeling of certainty and warm true love and total security that gave him license to turn nearly all the way around in his seat as a squat Korean lady with extremely muscular legs and porcelain skin and heels so high that they were like exercise equipment swished by him on her way to the bathroom, which is why he missed it completely when Arrivé Igrati—the artist, raconteur, and restauranteur—joined them at the bar and put his arm around Penny without even asking. No one had ever done that to Penny before. She had read a thousand accounts about how terrible it was on social media, of course, but she hadn’t spent any time around dirtbag European artists and so it had never happened to her. It was plumb awful. It was paralyzing and wrong.




This man Igrati was tall and solid and had a massive head covered in kinky auburn hair. This hair was frozen in place at strange angles, kept there by some kind of putty or gel. His hair was the same orangy-copper color and thickness as his gravity-defying Prussian mustache, which was so abundant that you could see the brushstrokes in it. The mustache curved inward and then upward, frozen in place by the same fixative. His skin was sun-brown and oily, bordering on lipid, and his eyes were the same strange gold color you saw in Bombay cats. He smelled spicy and rare, like the deep innards of a thrift store. He was wearing flowing purple silk pants and a black silk shirt that was unbuttoned all the way to his waist, revealing a sallow hairless chest. His chest was tattooed with the same googly eyes that were everywhere in the restaurant. There were googly eyes affixed to the cups, googly eyes hanging from the ceiling, googly eyes staring at you from the mirror behind the bar. He was wearing high heeled boots and had a massive black leather belt as wide as an anaconda. The belt buckle also featured two giant googly eyes, tastefully carved from pewter.




Penny couldn’t help but notice that the belt was covered in bite marks.  Somebody had been chomping down on the leather. 




"Well hey now," said Pete.




“How perfect,” said Arrivé Igrati, noticing him. “You are a couple, both of you together. You are both so small, like two little woodland creatures, like fauns or Pokemon.”




Pete immediately became so flustered that he could barely speak. His manful Gulf Coast pride rose up in him like food poisoning. 




“I know who you are,” Penny said, smiling nervously, sliding out from beneath Arrivé Igrati’s silk-covered non-consensual arm. She uncrossed her legs and hooked them under the stool. The cat-eyed bushy-mustached artist leaned against the bar, putting both jeweled hands flat on the wood, as if he was trying to heal the bar with charismatic Jesus powers.




“You are the owner of this place,” said Penny. “You are famous! This is your new restaurant.”




“Oh, so you are from the South,” he said. “Your accent is adorable. Southerners are my absolute favorites.”




“I know your picture from the feed,” said Penny. “This is our first date together in New York. Me and my husband.”




She put her hand on Pete’s knee, making him relax. He involuntarily kicked a little bit. This artist was making him twitchy.




“That’s charming,” said Arrivé Igrati. “Yes, just as you say, this restaurant is my latest experiment with my own increasingly tedious art form. The consistent conceptual clarity of my work is sadly producing diminishing returns, meaning I have been forced to branch out into other media. There are certain sorts of people who will always invest in a new restaurant.”




Pete finally found his voice.  His mouth was dry, but now that Arrivé Igrati’s arm was no longer actually around his wife’s small shoulders, he was less perplexed and less agitated.




“We are big fans,” said Pete. “We just love all these eyeballs.”




Arrivé Igrati smiled. 




 “I call it sclerafacio,” he said, his yellow eyes flashing.  “It’s also known as enfacing or eyebombing. Yes, the true beauty in what I do is how simple it is for everyone to understand.  I have put my eyes on the Great Wall of China and I have put my eyes on what remains of the Great Barrier Reef.  I have put googly eyes on the mummified, waxy corpse of Vladimir Ilych Ulyanov Lenin.  But I still want to go further.  This affordable restaurant for the masses is my latest project, but I am already growing bored with it. Isn’t it boring?”




Arrivé Igrati hooked his thumbs in his thick, bite-mark covered belt.  The pewter eyeballs on the buckle jounced merrily. Neither Pete nor Penny could think of anything to say. They were being invited by an artist to share in his contempt for his own work and it felt like a trap. They looked at each other and then looked away, embarrassment in their eyes.




“So why are you here in New York?” asked Arrivé, rescuing them from having to answer. “To visit? To live?”




“We’re both nurses,” said Penny.  “That’s how we met.”




“Both of you?” said Arrivé Igrati. “You are both nurses? Really? Both of you together? Oh, that is fascinating. That fits in perfectly with all my plans! Two very attractive Southern nurses. A married couple! And you’ve just strolled into my restaurant to eat food? You’ve moved here? To this neighborhood? To live?”




“There’s always work for a good nurse,” said Pete, lamely. 




Arrivé Igrati now put his hand on Penny’s back, sliding it all the way to her ass on the barstool. Amazingly, Penny didn’t seem to mind this time.  She even leaned closer to him, pushing against his hand. Pete was sort of stunned. He stared at her, trying to catch her eye, but she deliberately avoided looking at him.




“We both also have EMT training,” Pete elaborated.




“I’m Penny,” said Penny, turning full around to smile at Arrivé. He took his hand off her back and shook her small hand.




“And I’m Pete,” said Pete.




Pete didn’t hold out his hand for Arrivé to shake, but this hostile gesture seemed lost on the European artist. How did you express disdain to a European? They seemed so oblivious to social cues and general decency.




Pete had to admit something, though: something about the spicy way this man smelled really churned him up inside. There was something tangy and strong about him. His musk filled up Pete’s whole nose and made his brain reel. The funk made his hips want to buck and his hands want to clench.  Instead of becoming angry, Pete was stupefied, watching this stranger with a belt full of bite marks rub his wife’s back. Was this artist gay?  Was Pete gay?  Was he actually sexually attracted to him, or was it just chemicals? Did it matter? What was the difference?




“What are you working on next?” asked Pete, swallowing hard. “If this restaurant is so boring.”




“That’s a very intriguing question,” said Arrivé Igrati. “I definitely have something planned that will get me a headline or two.”




“Is it a secret?” asked Pete.




“If it’s secret, we won’t tell anybody,” said Penny.




“Who would you tell?” asked Arrivé Igrati.  “Here you are in my restaurant, trying to eat my food, two Southern nurses as dainty and supple as handpuppets. Who do you know?  What art magazine would you leak to?”




“You’re literally the only person we know in New York,” said Penny.




“How perfect,” said Arrivé. “Where are you on the list?”




“They said it would be an hour,” said Penny.




“Insane,” said Arrivé Igrati. “This terrible city!” 




“Are you gonna kick some people out for us?” she asked him, teasing.




“No, no,” he said.  “That won’t be necessary.  I live upstairs, you see, and so you should come upstairs with me to my personal apartment. We can have food brought up to us.  Since you are so curious, and since you promise not tell anyone—though, really, who would you tell—I would love to show you my next piece. I think two Southern nurses with such bright animal eyes would definitely appreciate my next concept. I’d love to hear your input.”




“Our input?” said Penny, flattered.  




“I’m sorry,” said Pete firmly. “But we wouldn’t want to be any trouble.”




“Please, you must come upstairs and tell me how you both discovered your love for nursing,” said Arrivé.  “You must tell me how much you love to serve other people.”




“We haven’t even finished our drinks,” Pete protested.




“You can bring them with you,” said Arrivé. “Honestly, you can’t say no.” 




Penny and Pete weren’t naïve. They had seen people die. They had helped doctors tell people that they had incurable cancer. They had shut the eyes of dead children on gurneys, children pimpled with stab wounds and gunshots. They each individually knew without a doubt that this deranged and dapper man—this rich and successful artist Arrivé Igrati—was up to no good and had nothing but bad intentions.  




But they didn’t have time to compare notes and reach this decision together in a definite way. And neither one of them wanted to seem lame. Penny wanted to challenge Pete and show she wasn’t afraid of anything. And Pete wanted Penny to know that he was cool enough for New York, that he belonged here right by her side.




There was no way to refuse. 




"Wellp," said Pete. "Lead the way."




Pete picked up their drinks and they followed Arrivé to a small door next to the kitchen. As they walked through the restaurant, Arrivé held Penny’s hand as if she were a small child. She flushed with embarrassment, looking at her feet. Pete followed behind them, holding both their drinks like a furtive, caponized gelding.




Pete felt abducted. He felt like he was getting in the back of a van to help a man look for his lost dog. This decadent East Coast artist was sinister as a minister and everything was happening so fast. But here was the real crux of it: both Penny and Pete were each extremely excited about the other one wanting something crazy as hell to happen. And they weren't going far.  They weren't even leaving the building! 




Behind the small door in the back of the restaurant was a staircase. When the three of them reached the door at the top of it, the googly eyes on Arrivé Igrati’s belt buckle began to flap in the air like a butterfly, each eye a single silvery wing.  The eyeball butterfly grazed the keyhole, triggering the radio fob, and the door unlocked.  The pewter eyeball butterfly then reattached itself to Arrivé’s belt, flapping slowly a few times before going still.




The upstairs apartment was lavish. It was so lavish that they both relaxed a little, momentarily stunned by the scale of the place. Igrati had hollowed out and honeycombed the top floors of the building, making a non-Euclidaean treehouse loft. The furniture was modular and brightly colored, cartoony round shapes mixed with tasteful retro Bauhaus pieces. Everything was clean and expensive. Of course, there were googly eyes on almost every surface: on the chairs, on the walls, on the sofas, on the ceiling.




“Have a seat and I will put in an order for some food,” said Arrivé. “And then we will have to figure out something to do while we wait.”




He jerked his hand sideways. The pewter eyeballs on his belt buckle floated up to flap by his fingers. He whispered something and they flew away, sliding underneath the front door and then disappearing.




Penny and Pete sat down on a giant couch covered in purple shag. Two huge googly eyes had been affixed to the back of the couch.  Pete couldn’t help but wonder how many times Penny had been alone in similar situations with other men before she married him and even after: alone in their apartments, unsure of what might happen, unsure of where the narrative pressure of desires and decorum would lead her, unsure of how far she might be willing to go to act her part.




Penny reached over and patted Pete’s knee again.  It was all going to be okay.  Wasn’t it?




“So tell me about being a nurse,” Arrivé said.  “What made you want to be part of a profession so dedicated to helping other people without any expectation of reward?”




“Well, we do get paid,” Pete said.  




“There’s a lot of control in it,” said Penny. “I think a nurse is a person who doesn’t trust anybody else in the world to be a nurse. We like being the only dependable person in a room. It makes us feel like we run the show.”




“That’s very surprising,” he said.  “This country's medical system is baffling to me.  When will Americans stop voting against your own economic interests and adopt some form of universal health care? But tell me: if you are both service-oriented persons with trust and control issues, then how does your relationship work? Do you take turns serving each other?  How does it work down there in the South?”




Now he was crossing the line. But wasn't this exactly what they were expecting? Penny and Pete were both silent. They both got very red in the face. Penny tried to speak, but she didn’t say anything. She looked at her husband for help.




“I’m sorry,” said Arrivé Igrati. “I hardly know you, and here I am asking nosy personal questions. I feel awful. You are both so embarrassed! You can leave if you want. I think I might have the wrong idea about you. I’ll make it up to you: let me just go ahead and kick somebody out downstairs and you can eat in peace, without any of my insinuating deviltry.”




“It’s just sort of a private question,” said Penny. “You’re asking us about sex, right?”




“Maybe I misjudged you both terribly, but I’m usually very good at reading people,” said Arrivé Igrati. "Have I been microaggresive?"




Pete felt queasy. Adrenalin jangled his nerves. The cog in his brain churned a cog in his groin in the exact opposite direction. He felt drugged. Neither Pete nor Penny were able to fight or flee. They both were just sort of stricken. 




“I’m sorry,” said Arrivé Igrati.  “I promised I’d show my next project to you beautiful service-oriented people. Please! Perhaps once you see it, you will understand why I don’t have much patience any more for banal feelings and why I must leap right at what I want, perhaps unskillfully.  If I manage to survive the process that I’ve set in motion, I’ll deliver to the world the first truly new piece of art for our sad, corporate century.”




Penny and Pete looked at each other. They had a long silent conversation and finally Penny stood up, making a decision for both of them. 




“Yeah, show us,” she said. “We want to see.  We want to stay. Whatever that means.”




Arrivé Igrati held out one sweeping arm. His open black silk shirt came completely untucked, flowing free, showcasing the entirety of his bright blue googly eye chest tattoo. 




Arrivé then spun on one heel, snapping his fingers and pointing.




“Follow me,” he said.




Arrivé clacked away down a hallway and then climbed a small ladder, moving into a large loft area. Penny and Pete followed right behind. Pete wanted to clarify what his wife meant by "we-want-to-stay-whatever-that-means,” but he was certain that Arrivé Igrati would hear him whisper to her. Now would be the perfect time to just try and leave. Just to say: “No thanks, man, gotta jet!” But the truth was that he was secretly hoping that Penny actually was pathologically into what was about to happen and would demand he just accept it. If he didn’t ask her, he didn’t have to be disappointed. That way, it was all on her. 




He hadn’t realized until now that there was a huge power vacuum in their relationship. This aggressive, vaguely-ethnic immigrant artist had seen it immediately.




The loft room was painted robin’s egg blue. There were satin pillows everywhere. The room was close and musty, and there was a thick blue rug that was the same color as the walls.  




In the center of the room was an enormous plastic model of a human heart.  The sculpture was the size of the engine block of a car.  It was photo-realistically-detailed and it glistened in the room’s soft light.  The veins and ventricles were realistic in every particular. It looked like something right out of nursing school. And, of course, affixed to the side of the heart were two googly eyes the size of dinner plates.




“Do you like it?” asked Arrivé Igrati.




“It’s really very pretty,” said Penny.




“This is just a scale model,” said Arrivé. “I am in a period of artistic meditation with respect to the final project.”




He flipped a switch on the wall and the heart began to beat slowly, sucking inward and then expanding out with a sufficiently authentic low bass note.  The noise was deep, pushing into Pete and Penny’s bellies, making their innards quake.  With every lub-dub, the googly eyes on the heart shook. Big plastic pupils jumped up and down.




“Come here, Penny,” said Arrivé. She looked at her husband, but she didn’t wait for him to say anything to stop her. Instead, she walked over to Arrivé and stood in front of him. She couldn’t help herself. He put his arms around her.  He was so tall that she only came up to his clavicle. She looked over her shoulder at Pete. Arrivé smiled at Pete, but there wasn’t any passion or malice in his expression. It was a bored shark’s smile.  Pete felt like he needed to sit down, but then he would truly be giving in, admitting defeat.




“Like you, I am from a small town,” Arrivé said.  “I come from the true middle of nowhere.  But now here we all are here in the middle of everything. All three of us, here together, in the heart of the only city that matters. Of course, it isn't a true melting pot if we don't ever melt. I love melting, don't you?”




His hands crept lower. He squeezed her, savoring the hardness of her body under her thin clothes. Now Pete could feel his cock twitch in his pants.  How was he supposed to stop this man? Should he get violent? How had this even happened?  They had just gone out to get some food and now they were in some foreign artist’s apartment and his beautiful wife was in a stranger’s arms and she was loving it and his head was buzzing and he felt jealous, drunk, horny, and dizzy. It was all happening like they had gone through the wrong door in a dream. No one had asked his permission about anything.  




“Don’t be nervous,” said Arrivé, turning Penny’s face away from her husband and cupping her chin in his hands.  “Penny, I need you to know that your husband likes what is happening as much as you do. Don’t you, Pete? Don’t you want to see your wife get fucked like a dumb tart who is in so much trouble? Who is in way over her head in a bad situation that she doesn’t understand?”




And now Arrivé whispered in Penny’s ear, holding her head in his hands. He whispered insistently and enthusiastically, and she moaned softly as he talked.




“I’m so dumb,” said Penny, theatrically, when he was done. “I’m such a dumb tart and I’m in so much trouble.”




Penny looked at Pete. They both shuddered with the same horrible feeling of shivery ecstasy. Pete cast his eyes down, and then peered back up at the two of them again. As long as he could look at them…as long as he was still a part of this…he had some kind of control. Right?




“We’ve talked about stuff like this,” said Penny.  “I mean, in private. And once….there was this doctor…we even, you know. Pete let me, you know. And then I told him about it after and we both loved it.”




“It is simply much easier for people like you if there is someone like me around,” said Arrivé. “You don’t know what you have or what you are. You are always just waiting.”




He put his hand on Penny’s flat belly under her dress and then slipped his hand down further, dropping the tips of his fingers into her black panties. Pete had to reach down and adjust his jeans. His erection pushed hard against the teeth of his zipper.




“I am going to have open heart surgery in Brazil,” said Arrivé.  “I have already paid a team of Cuban doctors a vast sum of money to research the procedure, and now they say they can actually do it. These Cuban doctors are now living in Rio, working for me on visas I arranged, and they are going to open up my chest and attach a pair of organic, sterile googly eyes to one of the aorta.”




He put his hand on Penny’s chest, cupping one of her breasts without asking. She gasped. 




“They are going to cut me open right here,” he said.  




“That’s very dangerous,” said Pete, trying one last time to assert himself. His voice was high and thin, like he had been eating hot mashed potatoes. “You are going to have unnecessary surgery? That’s totally…uh…unethical.”




“Pete, your sweet wife will not be able to completely enjoy fucking me if you pretend to be uncomfortable with what is happening,” said Arrivé, staring at Pete with his wild, glassy yellow eyes. “She cares about you. So first we will need to take care of you in order to put her at ease. Penny, why don’t you go over to your husband and suck his cock? Pete, can you have an orgasm by just getting your cock sucked? A lot of service-oriented people can’t. You are going to have to try your best. Your wife’s pussy belongs to me tonight, I’m afraid.”




Pete nodded meekly. 




Normally, sex between Pete and Penny just happened.  Nobody told anybody else what to do or why.  They both just sort of felt their way around to getting off, each trying not to get in the way, each imagining that the other was in charge.  But now they didn’t have to imagine anything. It was clear who had all the power here. It was a relief.




“Pete, are you listening?” asked Arrivé. 




“Yes,” said Pete. “Yes, you can do whatever you want. Both of you.”




“Pete, take your pants off you dumb slut and show your beautiful wife how aroused you are so that she relaxes,” Arrivé said.  Pete couldn’t get his pants off fast enough. No one had ever called him a slut before. Women were sluts. Not him. Not men. But had he ever said no to sex?  Ever?  He undid his jeans and then wriggled out of them, his cock straining out over his bunched underwear. His earnest penis was a jaunty windsock blown stiff by tongues of fire from his throbbing balls.




Arrivé now gave Penny a shove toward her husband. She was unsteady on her heels, but there were pillows everywhere and the carpet was soft. The heavy beating of the heart sculpture pounded in her ears. She dropped down to her knees, smiling up at Pete bashfully, almost embarrassed, resting her ass on the back of her heels.  She inhaled him now, gagging on his modest manhood. Pete could feel his balls tighten while pressing against the hard palate of her mouth. Her warm tongue was soft but sharp. He wanted her to suck him harder, but of course she was always so gentle.  




She extended her tongue and flicked the rim of Pete’s asshole with it. He gasped, moaning, pulling her head closer.




“We shouldn’t be doing this,” he said, his eyes darting to the ladder which led down and away to safety. 




“Shut your dumb slut mouth or you are going to offend your beautiful wife who is working so hard for you,” said Arrivé.  “All you should be thinking about right now is how grateful you are to her for the unexpected pleasure you are about to receive. You will have a chance to pay us both back soon enough.”




Penny kept licking Pete’s asshole from under his balls as she massaged his dick, periodically taking it out of her mouth to stroke it. He grunted and bucked. He was too hard; it was making him stupid. His dick was rage-hard, fear-hard, oblivion-hard. Arrivé crossed the room, walking lightly over his carpet, pushing past the scale model of his own heart to put his giant hand on Penny’s head.




“You want me to suck you, too?” she asked Arrivé, looking up at him with blind, mad lust.




“No, sweetheart,” he said gently.  “You just keep doing what you are doing.”




“Yeah, you…dumb tart,” Pete said, almost in a whisper, looking at Arrivé, trying to establish some kind of male connection.




That was when Arrivé grabbed his face.  He pinched his cheeks, making Pete stagger and cry out.




“You talk to your wife with respect,” said Arrivé. “Thank her for what she is doing. Be a nurturer, not an abuser.”




No one had ever treated Pete this way. Not his mother, not his father, not a school chum, not Penny, not any of his brothers, not any of his other girlfriends.  For a moment, Penny was also scared, feeling Pete’s confusion.




“Don’t you fret, Penny,” said Arrivé. “He likes it.”




It was obviously true: Pete was so hard that it felt like his holy ghost was trying to claw right out of his pisshole. He staggered a little, twisting with the pain of how aroused he was.




“I don’t care how much you want me to hurt you, you will still speak respectfully to your wife,” said Arrivé.




“Yes,” Pete said.  “Of course I will.”




“You will always respect her in everything you say and do,” he said. “She is your wife and you love her. You will both be good pets to me and you will not fight each other. You must depend on each other so that you can both do whatever I need you to do, no matter how exhausting or difficult.”




And now Arrivé became very gentle. He was completely calm, completely in control. He put his hand on Pete’s shoulder.  Arrivé’s deep musk filled his whole nose, stupefying his brain.  To Pete, he smelled strong and warm and kind.  Arrivé stood so close that Pete could feel the fabric of Arrivé’s pants on his bare ass. Penny lifted up off his cock, standing, unsure of what was happening.




“No, don’t stop,” said Arrivé gently.  “You love your husband and so you must finish sucking his cock for me. Don’t worry: he won’t insult you or call you abusive names again, you dumb bitch.”




Penny got back down, reclining on her heels.  She put Pete’s cock back in her mouth and started to stroke it and lick it at the same time, machine-like, perfunctory, no longer even trying to make it nice for him.  Arrivé tapped the googly eyes on his belt and they flew into the air. He subvocalized something to them and they started to play music. It was the theme song to the old Disney cartoon show “Talespin.” 




As soon as the chorus started, Pete felt a giant finger slip into his asshole, which had already been slightly moistened by Penny’s exploratory tongue. Pete’s legs bowed, but then a strong arm slipped around his neck to hold him steady. Arrivé gently massaged the soft calamari of his asshole as the Disney Afternoon song blared in Pete’s ears. Arrivé’s finger was so thick and callused that it might as well have been covered in burlap. Pete started to make high-pitched squealing noises. No one had ever done this to him before. He felt a throbbing pinch in his guts that twisted like a corkscrew. He pressed backward against Arrivé’s hard finger, grunting, pinballing back and forth between his wife’s mouth and this man’s hard finger, greedily pressing himself into both.




“Be careful, Penny,” said Arrivé.  “He won’t last long and I don’t want you getting his cum on your face. That’s only where my cum will go after I have your pussy. And he’ll lick it off you and he’ll love the taste because he is a slut for my cum.”




Now Arrivé put a hand around Pete’s throat, squeezing it gently, just enough pressure to let Pete know that Arrivé could really hurt him.  Pete clenched his asshole around Arrivé’s thick finger, thinking the word “slut” over and over again and nothing else.




Arrivé forced Pete’s chin up so that he was looking at the ceiling.




“Penny, I need some more of your wonderful spit,” said Arrivé.




Arrivé held his fingers in Penny’s face, letting Pete off the hook. Pete caught his breath, feeling his heart beat in his asshole. The world started to swim into focus as Penny sucked on Arrivé’s thick fingers, the same ones that had just been inside of Pete’s feverish fucktube. She was trying to be pleasing. She made big eyes at Arrivé and pushed her tits up at him, pressing her nipples together like she had seen other women do in porn.




But the reprieve didn’t last long. When Arrivé’s fingers were newly moistened, he jammed them back into Pete’s asshole, digging deeper, finding the hot, jangly button beside his pulsing semen bag. Arrivé probed Petes’s prostate while Penny did everything she could to keep her husband’s wildly bucking cock in her mouth. Soon Pete couldn’t help himself: he squealed “slut” out loud over and over again as his arms flopped at his sides, as useless as the wings of a penguin. It was embarrassing, and Penny smiled at him around his cock like she knew a secret.




It was this little smile that finally made Pete come.  He could feel it straining through his asshole first, a new kind of a feeling, a whooping cowboy feeling.  As he started to spurt, suddenly his mouth was full of leather. Arrivé’s ancient leather belt was in his teeth. Pete bit down, drooling. He flexed his asscheeks and stomped his feet and yelped and jizzed and it seemed to go on forever, like his throat had been cut and he was bleeding out. Ooo-wee-ooo: Talespin. Ooo-wee-ohhh: Talespin.




Finally, he relaxed, hanging in Arrivé’s arms, hugging him like a father.




“Are you all finished?” Arrivé asked him, after what felt like forever. “Are you drained completely dry?”  




Pete had screamed so loud while Arrivé fingered him that his voice cracked now when Pete said "yes, completely drained, thank you." Pete felt so relaxed and caramelly that he thought he might just dissolve into the floor. That was when the doorbell rang.  Arrivé’s pewter eyeball familiar leapt from his belt buckle, which now dangling from Arrivé’s hand like Pete’s empty dick. The eyeballs flew down the ladder, headed for the front door.




“Your food is here,” Arrivé said.




Arrivé Igrati disappeared while Penny and Pete held each other, whispering. Should they go? Should they stay? Pete tried to explain how good it had been, how different for him, how utterly draining. But Penny seemed to understand better than he did. When he tried to kiss her, she pulled away from him. Something had already changed between them. It was as if she didn’t want Arrivé to see him kiss her.  It was if she didn’t quite have permission to kiss her own husband. Pete could already feel himself getting aroused again by this new dynamic that could not be changed back, not ever, not with any amount of hugs or conversation or road trips or counseling.




It wasn’t long before Arrivé Igrati returned, holding several bags full of food from the restaurant, a pair of black dog collars, two dog bowls, and two pairs of black sneakers.




“The sneakers are for traction,” he said. “Let me know if they are the wrong size. They are used, but I will get you new ones. From now on, these sneakers and these collars are all you will wear while you are serving at my pleasure in my house. I am going to put my eyes on you and then you will be mine.”




He opened the containers from his restaurant one by one, taking the googly-eyed steaks and googly-eyed potatoes and googly-eyed slices of apple pie out of their Styrofoam clamshells and dumping them into the dog bowls. Now Penny enthusiastically began to take her own clothes off. She couldn’t get naked fast enough. She put on the tennis shoes, stamping into them, making sure Arrivé was watching her ass wriggle.




“They fit just right,” she said.




Arrivé complimented her tiny body effusively. Yet his charm was icy and absent: the empty charm of a distracted cad. Pete and Penny helped each other snap on their dog collars, hungry to make him pay attention again.







2.




Arrivé Igrati was not a very nice man during the touch-and-go recovery period after his heart surgery. In fact, by any rational account, he was a total fucking monster. And yet, during this period he was also defanged, disarmed, and humiliatingly vulnerable. So it was therefore necessary for him to be inventively cruel to keep his new possessions in thrall, which required a level of maniacal discipline that was only possible from someone who had been able to keep body and soul together during a long and impossible life as a penniless pop artist.




It was during this creatively-sadistic recovery period when Penny and Pete made the transition from mere lust with respect to their new arrangement to total worship.




This first period right after the surgery was probably the most difficult time for Penny and Pete as a couple. They worked long hours running errands for Arrivé and keeping his business going according to his whims. They didn’t have much time for each other. Emotionally and sexually, however, they loved every minute of every punishment that Arrivé invented to express his own suffering. They could not find time for each other, but Arrivé had time enough for them both. While he recovered, he manifested his own pain and weakness in palpable ways that he could manipulate. It could not be said that he was selfish: he had the instinctive skill to transubstantiate his fear and suffering into shrieking orgasms for all of them. 




One of the first things he did from his bed was to get both Penny and Pete legally classified as dogs. This was another controversial gesture in his long and tendentious career, but he was a famous artist who was known for scandal, and his reputation made the process easier. Navigating the legal system to make this happen was but a blip compared to the social media squabbles that he aroused by getting unnecessary surgery to affix eyeballs to his heart.




“Dogs have extra legal rights,” said Arrivé Igrati to the feed, lounging in his silk pajamas while Penny and Pete curled up dutifully at his feet, both wearing nothing but their dog collars and their black tennis shoes. The shoes made them feel more like animals than being completely naked did. They were naked but agile, like goats with hooves.  “It is fucking execratory, the amount of license and latitude that we give to dogs in this country while people starve. It makes me fucking blazingly, enormously angry how we then deny the rights of animals to poor sad human beings. Why can’t a human being piss where they want?  Why can’t a human being be naked whenever they feel like it?  Why can’t a human being sleep anywhere and why can’t a human being fuck whenever it feels good wherever it makes the most sense to them?  A person ought to AT LEAST have all the same rights as a dog, and I will not stop challenging our courts and our city’s laws until I can make this happen, at least for my own loyal pets who serve here loyally at my feet. Presto!”




Penny and Pete made the national news as a result of Arrivé’s efforts, which he told journalists was all part of a broader effort to help "homeless street people" in the face of hostile urban design. Neither Penny nor Pete had ever been famous before, and this meant that there were modeling contracts and photo shoots and interview offers (most of which they declined). Any money that they did make went into the same account that Arrivé Igrati used to pay them for working for him, a competitive hourly wage that was higher than they asked for. He was generous with wages but demanding with their time. In fact, he demanded all of it.




“A grown adult person should have a lawyer, an accountant, and a financial advisor,” said Arrivé. “They all watch each other, you see, and they each make sure that the others are not stealing from you. They all have an interest in your future wealth and your continued freedom. You have none of these people in your lives because you are young, but you have me now, and I will set up everything for you that you need until you can grow up and act like adults. Nobody knows how to make the most from nothing—to turn nothing into something—like a professional artist. Voila!”




During his recovery, he fucked them when he could, but he mostly made them fuck each other for his vicarious delectation when he was shaking and pale, fucking them each by proxy while laid out flat on his back, wheezing and in pain.




“Hit him with your clenched fist,” he would shout to Penny. Or “make her scream” he would shout to Pete: “I want her to scream for real; not just to make me happy!”




During this recovery period, he could get hard and he could still come, but he wasn’t supposed to exert himself and they weren’t supposed to get him too worked up. Even still, Penny and Pete had to milk him every few hours or he would yell at them and call them lazy, his eyes flashing, his nightshirt flowing out behind him like a vampire’s cape. He was insatiable. One of them was available at all times, ready to administer his blood pressure pills according to his schedule, ready to help him use the bathroom, ready to wash him, to cook his meals, and to monitor his temperature and glucose.




They kept his mustache trimmed and shapely. They helped him feed and entertain the rich fans, art agents, and colleagues who came to visit him. They ran the ultrasound machine that showed off the googly eyes that were now attached to his heart for anyone who wanted to see. A giant print of the x-ray went on the wall of his apartment and another giant print was hung downstairs in the restaurant over the bar.




They went down his to-do list every day and checked off every item. They fucked who Arrivé said to fuck and they fucked them the way he said to fuck them. They were each thrilled by how much they both seemed to enjoy debasing themselves to him. It was like a little contest.




Arrivé Igrati’s apartment above Googly Eyes was sufficiently climate controlled enough that it was cool in the summer and warm in the winter, which made being naked all the time easy. Pete and Penny were always allowed to mess with the thermostat. They didn’t even have to ask. This was just one way that Arrivé intuited their limits, even perhaps especially when there weren’t any limits at all.




When Arrivé had sufficiently recovered, things began to stabilize for them as a unit. Pete slept at the foot of Arrivé’s bed while Arrivé slept with Penny each night, fucking her to within an inch of her life while Pete brought them cool drinks. He then stroked Penny later as she shook and whimpered, heat rolling off her body, cooing to her, telling her how pretty and smart she was. Pete went down on both of them whenever they needed it, keeping them wet, learning their needs not just as individuals but as a sexual pair. 




Pete knew that he was instrumental to helping both Penny and Arrivé achieve the most powerful orgasms possible. He also knew that he served as both emotional support and something of an acting coach: he was an enthusiastic and riveted audience, but he sometimes had notes and suggestions. He knew that there were places that each of them could get to with him helping that they couldn’t get to alone. For this reason, Arrivé usually let him watch and even let him jack off while Arrivé fucked Penny, but it was true that Arrivé wasn’t always in the mood to have him around. Sometimes he would make Pete go outside while he and Penny were intimate, making Pete wander the streets of Brooklyn naked in his black sneakers and collar, holding his wallet and keys and legal papers that said he was officially a dog while tourists gawked and the neighbors made snide comments and teenagers flicked lit cigarettes at him.




Whenever he was sent out into the street, Arrivé would fuck Penny from behind as she held onto the ledge of the open window so that Pete might watch from down below, even in winter as the snow whirled into the apartment. Arrivé’s big hands crushed Penny’s tiny shoulders, and sometimes he lifted her to him by her straining clavicle so that he could whisper how she wasn’t even human, how she deserved everything that was happening to her. He whispered loud enough that everyone could hear it on the sidewalk. And yet, he was technically whispering, making anyone who was watching technically voyeurs.




Penny was clearly Arrivé’s favorite, but it was Pete that he often turned to when he was feeling philosophical. Arrivé and Pete both shared an affinity for fine Scotch and for quiet games of Magic the Gathering and this was a frequent after-dinner way to wind down for both of them. 




“You are a young couple and you are approaching the age when you must be thinking of reproducing yourselves and giving all of your terrestrial love to a small child,” Arrivé said once after Pete walloped him with a blue control deck that Arrivé said was cheating, but which Pete knew that Arrivé secretly admired and feared. “You must want a child on some level, yet instead you have moved here, to the most expensive and difficult city in the United States. You have made a decision to do this and it is a perfectly valid and correct decision. As a result of horrifying income inequality and class stratification, only the welfare state of a progressive urban environment can help you get ahead and achieve a middle-class life. You instinctively know that if you do not devote yourselves to something higher that you will not stay together as a couple. So, quite wisely, you have decided to devote yourselves to me. You serve me together, the same way that you would serve a baby or a church. Only it is better, because I pay you. And unlike a baby or a church, I tell you exactly what I want and I am grateful when you provide it. You are coming as close as possible to true happiness, which is something denied to most people because they do not know themselves and they do not act rationally. We are a little happy liberal democracy, the three of us. I am the state and you are civil society.”




Pete didn’t say anything. He considered what Arrivé said. Arrivé had some of it right, but not all of it. 




Once, Arrivé Igrati brought home an old girlfriend, someone he confessed that he had almost married when they were both young. She was a suave and collected Slovenian noise artist named Azrael whose blonde head was completely shaved except for six inches of bangs. She had long fingernails that were sharp and black, a massive bronze tongue stud, and animated tattoos of wav files all down her arms (“Aphex Twin,” explained Arrivé later, somewhat embarrassed by this). She was skinny but wore giant heavy boots that made her look like she was wearing concrete overshoes and was about to be tossed off a bridge by the mob.




Azrael seemed surprised to see Penny and Pete when she showed up at Arrivé’s apartment for dinner, but Arrivé introduced them as his pets and said to ignore them. She didn’t ignore them. She asked them hostile, invasive personal questions, even though she could tell that this made Penny and Pete uncomfortable. They always looked to Arrivé to see if they should answer. He always shook his head “no.”




Azrael lounged on one of Arrivé’s divans throughout the five-course meal that Penny and Pete served them, ordered up from the restaurant downstairs. When dinner was over, Penny and Pete cleared the dishes and then kneeled down on either side of Arrivé, their heads lowered, their hands clasped in front of them, their tasteful new eyeball tattoos high up on each of their thighs. Azrael clicked her nails on her wine glass, her face a cold rictus of icy fury.




“We have known each other a long time and you know my appetites,” Arrivé told Azrael. “So I’m sure you understand that I would like to fuck my pets now.”




“I’m glad you finally found people who have the same opinion of you as you have about yourself,” said Azrael.




“I don’t want you to leave,” said Arrivé. “I want you to stay the night, like we talked about. I want to hold you while I sleep, just like old times.”




Azrael didn’t move to get up.  She crossed her legs and bit her lip.  Pete could tell that she was staring at Pete’s naked, well-defined abs with something like hunger and with something like hate. Pete smiled at her.




“So it is settled,” Arrivé said. “Undress me now, dogs.” Dutifully, Penny and Pete began to remove his clothes while he grinned at Azrael, showing the tops of his flat white back teeth beneath his giant mustache.




“Don’t forget our guest,” Arrivé said as soon as he was naked.




Penny and Pete each kissed him deeply on the mouth and then knelt down in front of Azrael for her blessing.  She shook her head, disgusted.




“Don’t touch me, thanks,” she said.




“You must pick,” Arrivé Igrati said, amused. “Otherwise you are being rude. You don’t like to be left out of things. You hate it. You are just going to watch?  You won’t like that.”




“You are a son of a bitch,” said Azrael.




“Yet you are still here,” said Arrivé.




Now Azrael hooked her finger under Pete’s collar, gritting her teeth and making growling noises of obvious vexation. She drained her flute of champagne and motioned for Penny to pour her another, wriggling out of her panties, stretching them down over her big square boots. She forced Pete’s face into her crotch.




“Could you at least play some music or something?” said Azrael.




Arrivé sat down next to his former lover on the divan and put his arm around her. Penny went down on Arrivé while Pete went down on Azrael. Penny reached over to squeeze Pete’s hand and to smile at her husband. We are a team! 




“Keep your fucking eyes to yourself, you bourgeois sex traitor,” Azrael said after involuntarily letting out a low moaning noise. “What are you doing with your life? Your husband is trying to drown himself in my snatch and all you can do is suck some con artist’s dick.”




This only made Penny more excited, making her clit throb a little harder. Penny could see that her husband was tongue-cracking Azrael with the same vigor as a dog trying to get peanut butter out of the grout of a kitchen floor. She knew exactly what that felt like. She knew how good her husband was at what he did. She couldn’t wait to see the expression on Azrael’s face when Pete finally broke her and made her come, the way he always did for her.




Penny lifted her mouth off Arrivé’s thick cock. Her chin and chest were covered in semen-slobber.




“I am a just a dumb tart and I am in so much trouble,” said Penny. “I deserve whatever happens to me.”  It was the first thing she said all evening. Arrivé spit in her face and then she went back to work, picking up right where she left off.







3.




It was at the gala event celebrating Arrivé Igrati’s latest branded commercial venture “Mall Water” that Penny and Pete first met Rektor and Sklave, the German theoretical physicist couple who lived as machines. 




At events like these, Pete and Penny followed Arrivé around at a respectful distance, refilling his weed pen for him, reminding him of the names of his clients, his patrons, and even his friends.  Many people found their relationship “problematic” and they were not afraid to tell them so, but they were always slightly mollified when it was explained that they were actually both paid nurses and that they were being compensated and were therefore true “sex workers.” Actually, Arrivé’s clients and patrons and friends were looking for any reason to accept the situation. The fact that Penny and Pete were also nurses made it somehow fine that they were always naked, which was exciting to see. So what if they would publicly eat from Arrivé Igrati’s hand or fuck each other in a corner if things at the party got too boring?




After all, nothing they did was illegal. Hadn’t these people seen the news?  Penny and Pete were not just people, they were also dogs.




Mall Water was a bottled water company that Arrivé Igrati had helped get off the ground with a group of German investors. Mall Water contained no minerals or vitamins and was not in any way purified. The water was taken from the fountains of various malls in America that were not quite completely abandoned and which were therefore still connected to municipal utilities. Each bottle of Mall Water had the name of the source mall, a painting of the mall from which the water was taken (done by Arrivé, who actually wore a saucy little beret at home while he painted—“I used to do portraits at a little kiosk at the mall!” he explained. “No part of a true artist's life is ever wasted!”), a short history of each mall, tasting notes on the water, and a pair of googly eyes near the neck of the bottle that jangled and flounced, rolling around in their plastic sockets as you poured. 




The gala for the grand opening event of Mall Water was held after hours at the last Brooklyn Cinnabon. The party was only for investors, and Rektor and Sklave were there representing the German investors, a collective called Geist. They had been sent by Geist as a kind of joke. They were both tall, pale Berliners with shoulder length black hair and pale blue eyes. Rektor had a close-cropped black beard that only enhanced his pallor, and Sklave had a rose-colored tint to her cheeks that almost made her look alive.




Both Rektor and Sklave were too thin, but they were healthy-looking in a medicine-ball-strength-training-exercise-on-a-frozen-beach kind of way. They both had the same willowy frames that could generate lots of unexpected torque, bodies meant for cross-country skiing or chopping wood. Their pupils were pinpricks, even in the Cinnabon half-light. Penny and Pete, trained nurses, could tell that Rektor and Sklave had the inveterate unnatural calmness of Kaltkor users, the prescription-strength anti-schizophrenia propsychotic medication that had the effect of dampening or eliminating altogether the surplus empathy that was only a liability for those with mental illness or for people who were trying to “get a lot of shit done.”




Rektor and Sklave were not the sort of people who didn’t understand the arrangement that Arrivé had with his pets Penny and Pete. To the contrary!  They celebrated it, perhaps even a little too vigorously. As they informed anyone who asked (or anyone who didn’t ask), they understood exactly how someone could want extra rights, the same rights as dogs, because Rektor and Sklave were not just people, they said: they were also machines.




“We are not artists,” Rektor said to Arrivé. “We are physicists. But we love your work. My partner Sklave even actually understands it.”




“I admire your ambition and your commitment to inserting your information into every possible data set,” said Sklave, nodding her head ever so slightly.




“Like me, Sklave is a machine,” said Rektor. “We are inhuman and therefore we do not need to be treated with the same dignity or decency as you might treat a person, though we do demand that we be given the same privilege of access to data that machines are given. We are completely divorced from human values with respect to this data. We do what must be done and we accept what must be done to us.”




It was painfully obvious that neither Rektor or Sklave was actually a machine. It was without a doubt that they were biological people. But what did it mean to be a machine?  Did it mean that you were more than human or less than human?   




“You don’t have familiars,” said Arrivé. “That’s quite rare.”




“Processing,” said Sklave. She cracked open a fresh cold bottle of Mall Water that had a picture of “The Galleria in Houston, Texas” on it and she took a huge gulp. The eyeballs on the neck of the bottle rolled down to stare at Arrivé with the same intensity as Sklave’s own Kaltkor-heavy gaze.




“Don’t you worry that familiars are trying to shape and breed human beings to suit their ultimate ends?” asked Rektor.  




“How delightfully paranoid,” said Arrivé. “But what do you actually mean?”




“If you want me to be silent, just tell me to be silent and I will,” said Rektor.  “You can just tell me to turn myself off and I will go stand up against the wall with my chin against my chest and let my processor spin.”




“No, now I am intrigued,” said Arrivé.  “I don’t have a familiar myself, though I suppose I do have my pets and they both have medical polar bears of their own, so in a way I have actual real familiars, the same way that a wizard might have.”




“I mean, don’t you think that humans these days are aided in their breeding by their familiars?" asked Rektor. "And don’t you think that therefore humans are being bred to be more pliable and amenable to machines? Have you seen the film 101 Dalmatians, the Disney film celebrating eugenics and the bloodline of Caucasian elites? The dogs bring the man and woman in the film together, encouraging their human owners to breed, because both of these particular humans are caring dog people who have an affinity for these Dalmatians, these Balkan purebreds.  It is not clear if it is good for the humans to be brought together in such a fashion by their dogs. It is clearly good for the dogs. Isn’t it good for the machines for machine-people to be joined and aided in their coupling by machines that might know better?”




“I suppose I’ve never thought about it,” said Arrivé. “But you are a machine yourself. So whose side are you on?”




“Yes,” admitted Rektor. He was excited to be seen for what he really was. “I suppose we can’t be trusted.” 




“And you are a machine as well,” Arrivé proclaimed to Sklave, staring hard at her mouth. She leaned a little closer to him, her arms stiff at her sides.




“Definitely,” said Sklave.




“So what are your plans for us humans, then?” 




“Processing,” said Sklave, betraying her stubborn humanity with the slightest glance at her significant other.




“That file is password protected,” said Rektor.







4.




Arrivé Igrati was missing. Had he been killed?  Abducted? 




It was a Friday night, and neither Penny nor Pete knew where he had gone or when he was coming home. They heard the door open and close when he left and then: nothing. He did not call or text or send a courier. This was so unusual as to be perplexing / infuriating / a terrible portent. 




He never went anywhere without at least telling them where he was going. They had become extensions of him, exteriorized self-contained “extra lives” where he stored all of his feelings about affection, futurity, and family. They did whatever he said and they were unobtrusive and obedient: why would he ever go anywhere without them or try to do anything without at least one of them standing by just in case?  It would be like leaving without your keys or your wallet or your deck. It would be like leaving without your familiar. 




He wasn’t responding to texts or emails or phone calls. Penny was near hysterics: Pete rubbed her calves and her thighs and made her chicken parmigiana from a recipe on the feed and they watched an old Adam Sandler movie together. She started to calm down and they made very gentle love in Arrivé’s bed, luxuriating in his fading smell. Pete took her from behind and pressed his wet cheek into the smooth tan arc of her shoulder blades, telling her how much he loved her, how perfect she was in every way, what they might someday do with all the money they were making.




“I don’t care about the money,” said Penny, turning around between thrusts to stare at him with her big brown eyes, pouting, her sweat-covered face a mask of pain. “I just hope everything is okay.”




“Shhhh,” he said, kissing her, taking off her glasses. “Everything will be fine.” 




They were almost worried enough to call the police, but not quite. They promised each other that they would file a report in the morning; that surely Arrivé cared about them enough that he would get in touch with them as soon as he possibly could.




It was three in the morning when Arrivé returned. They were both still awake, of course, both lying motionless beside each other in his bedroom. They heard laughter and felt the warm buzz of company, of extra bodies. He was not alone. 




Relieved but also angry and not sure how to express it, Penny and Pete crept down to see what was going on, to make themselves available, to take Arrivé Igrati’s blood pressure, to make sure he took his depression meds and his blood-thinning baby aspirin.




It was Rektor and Sklave who Arrivé brought home. As soon as Rektor and Sklave saw Penny and Pete, they stopped laughing and drew themselves up very tight and high. There was a moment of nervous tension, which Arrivé broke by taking off his shirt and letting out a ragged sigh. He was home. He was in charge.




“What do you want us to do?” Penny whispered to Arrivé, sidling up to him. She tugged on his arm, making him bend down. She put her tongue in his ear territorially. 




“I don’t want you to do anything,” said Arrivé, pushing her away.  




“We were worried about you,” said Pete.




“That’s very Southern of you, isn’t it?” said Arrivé. “To worry? But don’t worry, my pets: your services will not be needed tonight.”




“Our services?” said Penny, a little shocked, a little mad. Pete put his hand on her shoulder.  He tried to gently pull her away, but she shrugged him off.




“Come here, Sklave,” Arrivé said to the tall, thin German woman.  “We have had such a nice night together and now I want to test the limits of your programming.”




“My programming has no limits,” said Sklave. “My only desire is to serve and learn from a superior intelligence.”




“Take Rektor’s shirt off,” he told Sklave, looking her up and down.




“But what do you want US to do?” asked Pete.  “Do you need anything to eat or drink?”




“I don’t want YOU to do anything,” said Arrivé, his eyes lighting up with sadistic fury. “Go or stay if you like. I don’t care what you do.”




Penny’s bottom lip quivered.  Pete put his arm around her and steered her over to a corner.




“Suck Rektor’s nipple,” said Arrivé. “Be gentle but hungry.”




Rektor stood at attention with his shirt off. Sklave did as she was told. Rektor’s chest was sallow and sunken and his skin under his shirt was just as pale as his deathly-white face. He had wispy black chest hair and his nipples were rosy-pink, the same pink as Sklave’s cheeks and her soft tongue.




“Now tell me more about this quantum foam,” said Arrivé. “Tell me more about this space between dimensions and how it might be accessed.”




“It’s all theoretical,” said Rektor. “Just pure abstraction.”




“And if we breach this space between dimensions—this quantum foam where the most unstable quantum particles come and go—we might be able to open a gash in space-time and then quite possibly affix something to this gash? Eyeballs perhaps?”




“Yes,” said Rektor. “But this is all just a theory.”




“Nothing is ever just a theory,” said Arrivé. “Now suck his dick, Sklave. He has earned it with his saucy little theories.”




“I must say,” said Rektor. “Theoretical physics is actually more Sklave’s area of expertise. She would never brag or admit mastery. And yet she has the superior processor.”




But Sklave was already obeying Arrivé’s insistent commands. She unzipped Rektor’s black trousers and took out his dick, which was as pale and thin as the rest of him. Pete could tell that, machine or not, Rektor was nervous. He was not used to this kind of public display. Sklave, on the other hand, was very much enjoying herself.




“Is it true what he says, Sklave?” Arrivé asked. “Are you the real expert here?”




“Mmmm-hmmmm,” said Sklave around a mouthful of Rektor’s cave-worm cock. 




“Then take that soft penis out of your mouth and come stand next to me. And take your clothes off.”




Sklave did as she was told.  She slipped out of her shiny black dress. She was smooth like a doll from her neck to her toes and flat as a board.  She was all gangly pink elbows and knobby knees, as thin and white as a lollipop stick.  She was pretty enough but also bloodless: dashed with mere pink every place that a hot-blooded Southern woman might have real red life in her.




“Go ahead,” said Arrivé. “Tell me how I can staple my eyeballs to the quantum foam between dimensions.”




“Processing,” said Sklave.




Arrivé came up behind her and groped for her clit. He frowned, sticking out his tongue, not finding it immediately. He was used to Penny, but Sklave’s clit was hidden away, folded into her body, deep and small and grey and secret. Arrivé was accustomed to Penny’s prominent flowing bulge, which was seemingly always slick and stiff under his big fingers.  He frowned for a moment, making an exasperated noise, digging deeper.  There! A wet bit of piss-warm gristle! He kissed Sklave’s shoulder, putting one hand on her chest.  He started stroking her.




“Rektor, lay down between Sklave’s legs so you can get a good view,” said Arrivé.




“Do you want us to watch?” Pete asked miserably.




“No, I don’t want anything to do with either of you,” said Arrivé, inexplicably furious. “Get out of here, both of you!”




Penny and Pete retreated to the threshold of the living room, standing in the doorway side by side, unsure of what to do now or where to go. This had never happened before. They held each other’s hand.




“Go on, Sklave,” said Rektor. “Pay no attention to my dogs.”




Sklave swallowed and composed herself. She looked away from Penny and Pete. She tried to ignore them.




“When we talk about quantum foam, we are talking about a reality so small that it is hard to even comprehend it,” said Sklave. “We might as well consider the particles, or waves, nothing more than information. Yet, we are talking about information with physical effects.”




“Like Rektor’s sad little dick right now,” said Arrivé. “Look at it! It is definitely nothing more than information.”




Pete felt a surging pang of humiliation. Why was Arrivé being such an aggressive asshole to this total stranger? Why did he even care how small this total stranger’s dick was? What about Pete’s tiny dick?  What about Pete’s humiliating inability to get hard sometimes?




“At a subatomic level, things are not put together the way you think,” said Sklave. “We are not made of tiny Lego with math on them, nor are we composed of jagged bursts of electricity that frame our limits. Quite possibly, we are an emanation. We are ghosts made of a latticework of quivering strings which vibrate at different energy levels to create different kinds of matter, or like Rektor said at the bar, perhaps it is more like a foam or tide that washes in and out. We are not made up of discrete units: we are made of intensities, and these intensities are always in communication, tuned by proximity and chemistry, which is just another way to describe will itself.”




“Put your tongue in her asshole, Rektor, since you can’t get hard,” said Arrivé, bending down to waggle Rektor’s foot.




Rektor did as he was told, arching his back and lifting up to lap at Sklave’s skinny ass.  She squatted over him, bending her reedy legs. Her nipples were perky, even if her tits were flat, thought Pete. Sklave brushed her hair back from her head. Arrivé was jacking off now, standing astride Rektor, grinning at Sklave and hanging on her every word.




“Go on,” he said. “I am truly listening.” 




“It might be possible to do what you want," Sklave continued, trying to keep her voice level and monotone. "If we were to find a way to turn the entirety of all cosmic reality into a single accessible computer which might be accessed by one discrete will, then we might be able to vibrate all of the strings of all of the subatomic particles in all of existence in just the right exact way, in accord with one masterly will, which might create a tunnel or ‘tear’ which might then be manipulated like a pixelated screen. Information might be applied to this fissure, left there to await anyone who might want to burrow into the architecture of the universe."




“And this is how I could affix my googly eyeballs to physics itself?” said Arrivé. “To the whole structure of how physical reality is generated by quantum information?”




“Yes,” said Sklave. “You would be able to make your mark. To make a human signature. Provided no other masterly alien will has gotten there first.”




“There is nothing more universal than googly eyes,” said Arrivé.  “Cartoon eyeballs are the most universal anthropomorphic sigil. Sclerafacio is the most primal shamanic gesture. To put eyes on something is to make it come alive. I want the universe to be alive. I don’t want it to just be a dead uncaring void. I want to enface the cosmos. Don’t you? Don't we all?”




He was stroking himself faster now, reaching all the way to the base of his shaft with each tug. Penny and Pete both longed to kneel down by his oh-so-familiar balls and take one in their salivating mouths. Arrivé suddenly glared at them where they cowered in the doorway. He shook his head at them, sneering and spitting on Rektor as a proxy.




Pete thought about how much they had sacrificed for this rotten man. And why?  What had it gotten them?  Arrivé had no loyalty. He had no regard for their feelings and no sensitivity for how precarious their relationship was together. What had happened to their liberal democracy? Their life together was a three-legged stool and here he was, sawing off two legs. 




Pete shuddered. The thought of Arrivé’s utter carelessness and disregard made him so horny that he wanted to fuck anything in reach. It was like Pete and Penny had never known this man at all. He was new to them. A new monster with new needs.




“There are googly eyes on my heart and so my heart is alive,” said Arrivé to Rektor and Sklave, turning away from Penny and Pete completely. “And one day there will be googly eyes on the heart of the universe and the universe will be alive.”  




The position that Sklave was in forced her to strain, to flex awkwardly. She reached out her arms for help and Arrivé grabbed her wrists, steadying her. 




“He needs a pillow,” said Pete, pointing to Rektor. “Can I be his pillow?”




“You can just SHUT THE FUCK right up, dog,” Arrivé said. But he did reach over to a divan and grab a pillow. He handed the pillow to Sklave, who reached down and put it under Rektor’s head, making it so that he was better able to eat her pussy since she could put her full weight on his face. Now Rektor finally did start to get hard. Arrivé bent down and touched his own dick to the tip of Rektor’s penis.




“Even hard it isn’t very impressive, is it Sklave?”




“No,” said Sklave. “Objectively, Rektor’s progenitive organ is not quite average, though it is clean and well-formed.”




“You like mine, though, don’t you?”




“It is very different,” said Sklave.




“Don’t suck it yet,” said Arrivé. “But lick it. Lick just below the head. Slowly.”




This was tricky for Sklave, but the three of them made a stable pyramid. She bent down and put her whole weight on Rektor’s face, her gangly knees digging into his chest, as Arrivé thrust out his pelvis just enough so that she could lap the head of his dick while he stroked it languidly, like a studio bass player. Sklave made very human and non-machine noises as she teased the beachhead where Arrivé’s onion-bulb and foreskin came together.




Rektor’s hand twitched toward his own penis, but he balled it into a fist, maintaining some discipline about being allowed to masturbate. No one had told him not to touch himself, but Pete could tell that he was trying to show Arrivé what he liked and what he needed.




There was a jangling sound as Arrivé threaded his belt through his pants.  He cracked the belt and then passed it to Rektor. 




“Bite down on this,” he said to Rektor. “If you need help controlling yourself.”




“What did we do wrong?” Penny whispered to Pete. “Why is he being like this?”




Pete held her tightly. He was feeling an annihilating longing that swept through his entire body. He was more used to this feeling than Penny was. But this was not an individual kind of pleasing humiliation: it was a team feeling. Arrivé wasn’t cheating on Penny: he was cheating on both of them, as a couple. And what could they even do about it?  What could they say?  Penny and Pete were supposed to have each other. Their marriage was supposed to be their default position. The two of them were supposed to be one contained system. A conjoined vessel of reciprocal energies. And yet, they had given so much to this artist, they had been there for this man through sickness and darkness and despair, and here he was, flagrantly shoving their own inadequacy as a subservient couple in their faces.




Pete was so turned on by thinking about all of this that he wanted to scream. Experimentally, he reached down and felt his wife’s pussy. It was dripping. Beads had formed in her public hair. Her face and throat were flushed. She turned to look at him with contempt and desire fighting in her eyes.




"We aren't good enough," she said. "We are dogs, but they are machines."




Pete pushed her up against the doorjamb. She caressed the wall like it was Arrivé’s back, closing her eyes and moaning, ignoring Pete's body, wanting something harder and taller. Pete started fucking her slowly. They were both so aroused that each forward stroke and each backward stroke felt like Pete was rubbing his dick across a cheese grater. Penny moaned too, matching his volume. They were joined in their glorious ache together for a moment, lost together in their own fractured, unhealthy worlds. Fluids coursed through them, settling in pools of spiraling pain and engorging them.




“You will figure out this physics problem for me,” said Arrivé to this new couple, these Germans. “You will put my eyes inside the heart of the universe. You will work harder than you’ve ever worked before. You will burn out your processors, you will use every byte of your memories. You will flood your caches and choke your broadbands.”




“Mmmm-glrrrgh,” said Rektor, his mouth full of Arrivé’s belt, his face glistening with Sklave’s pussy juice.




Arrivé’s dick slid out of Sklave’s mouth with a plop. 




“Processing,” said Sklave, breathing hard. 




She put his cock to her chin, staring up at Arrivé with empty drug eyes, a look of total blank subjection. 




Arrivé roared. He drained his balls 