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Introduction: What Are You Afraid Of ?

Amber Dawn

Maybe you remember this happening to you—a renegade coming of age when you realized that being different isn’t such a bad thing after all, a time when you stopped wishing you fit into the crowd and started building an identity based on standing out from it.

For me, this happened around the time when my grandparents and teachers started referring to me as “young lady.” The awkward girl that I had been lifted her shy head and said, “I’m not afraid of you”—meaning curfews, school uniforms, church on Sundays, and any other rules that seemed to exist only to alienate and annoy me. It was then that I discovered a certain power in being different, in breaking the rules.

I kissed my first girl at a chaperoned slumber party, and graffitied my first wall at age twelve (it read “Fuck tha Police” not because my small Southern Ontario town had much of a police presence, but because as a preteen I believed I could truly relate to gangster rap group N.W.A.). I set fires in parking lots, and sucker-punched boys; I also dropped out of Niagara Catholic Secondary and transferred to a vocational high school where I was free to shave off all my hair and wear second-hand lingerie as outerwear. I became a petite villaine in my gossipy, close-knit community, a neophyte spider woman with no particular target to seduce or slay. In retrospect, I was just impatient to become the defiantly shameless queer femme I am today.

For many of us, discovering ourselves to be queer or otherwise rebellious women holds some parallels to the shaping of the fictional identities of comic book characters such as Spider Woman, Black Widow, or Gypsy Moth. We put on that “super suit” and thus separate ourselves from the world. But real-life rebellions, even preteen rebellions, don’t take place unnoticed. And even though I fancied myself to be fearless, I found out early on that being a woman who sticks out often means being afraid. In high school, there were certain hallways that I avoided for fear of encountering the football team. Years later, I learned there were parts of town where I wouldn’t dare to be caught holding hands with another woman. Later still, I realized that certain sex acts made me feel too vulnerable, anxious inside my own body.

These fears aren’t mine alone. In fact, “What are you afraid of?” happens to be a standard question among my friends and partners. I suppose we do this as a means of meeting our fears together and to strategize various ways to be safe. Indeed, “safe” is a word frequently used by women: “Call me when you’re back safe at home,” we might say to one another as we exit the dyke bar, tipsy and wearing our leather boots or low-cut dresses. And creating safety—from staffing rape crisis centres to organizing queer sex parties—largely remains women’s work.

But if there is one thing that can be said about rebellious women, it’s that we are masterminds at revamping what burdens us, at subverting things to our own advantage. Wallop us with insults— queer, freak, slut, bitch, cunt—and we’ll turn them into terms of endearment. Give us yesterday’s family dysfunction, and we’ll transform it into today’s kinky “daddy and little girl” role-play fantasy. As for reclaiming fear, a friend of mine perhaps summed it up best when she told me, “I took Wen-Do women’s self-defence classes for years, and the only time I ever use it is to flip my girlfriend onto the bed and pin her down.”

I knew long before I began working on this anthology that queer feminine sexuality and fear made good bedfellows, especially when it comes to literature. I’ve spent many chilling and satisfying nights poring over Sarah Waters, Octavia Butler, and Kathy Acker novels. And I firmly assert that nothing tops off a self-indulgent beach vacation better than a book from the increasingly popular subgenre of lesbian vampire fiction, of which contributor Fiona Zedde is a champion (in “Every Dark Desire,” an excerpt from her novel of that name).

In Fist of the Spider Woman, fifteen daring authors frankly ask themselves, “What am I afraid of?” The aim is not to quell our fears, but to embrace them. In doing so, their work takes on an entirely different form than the familiar thrills of contemporary Hollywood horror films. Perhaps this is not surprising; after all, we are far from the narrowly defined, status quo heterosexuals scared that zombies will invade the suburbs. And let’s be honest, if the blinkered characters from most horror films got a good look at what happens inside a radical queer woman’s bedroom, they’d be as mortified as if a zombie were running through their neatly manicured back yards. Fist’s contributors know what it means to operate outside of the norm. This puts us is in a position to uncover distinctively queer, distinctively woman-centered horrors, and bring life to empathy-worthy victims and villains rarely seen before.

You will not find comic book sidekicks cloned from archetypal male heroes among these pages. Nor will you find the home-wrecking spider woman of noir fiction, whose seductive powers only exist to oppose the story’s decent and virginal female characters. Of the many versions of this character, perhaps the one that most suits Fist’s contributors is a type of matrilineal spider woman as seen in First Nations mythology. This spider woman spins her web to create life, to make connections—her web represents the complex matrix of our relationship to the world and each other. Similarly, Fist contributors make connections between fear and desire, power and vulnerability, our internal feelings and external reality.

While all the contributors have honestly earned their title as rebellious women, you’ll find their answers to the question “What are you afraid of?” richly diverse. Some have chosen to tackle very real and politically charged horrors, such as Nomy Lamm’s tale of a poor, disabled genderqueer whose suspicions of government conspiracies prove to be more than mere paranoia in “Conspiracy of Fuckers,” or the hauntingly elusive yet grave portraits of women in war-torn nations seen in the excerpts from Larissa Lai’s long poem “Nascent Fashion.” Michelle Tea and Amanda Lamarche use humour to trump horror; Tea’s “Crabby,” a refreshingly multidimensional comic account of surviving pubic lice, reminds us that sexual and personal horrors are often connected, while an unusual phobia is the subject of Lamarche’s poem “Fear of Dying to the Wrong Song. ” Some also treat this anthology as an opportunity to give voice to their darkest, wildest fantasies. Megan Milks’ oddly perverted story “Slug” is a perfect example of fear meets fantasy … and I won’t spoil the ghastly and “fowl” ending to Suki Lee’s romantic thriller, “Sido.”

Instead I will leave you to explore unique—different—fears and desires as revealed by Fist of the Spider Woman’s extraordinary contributors.



Slug 

Megan Milks

Patty will ask her date to walk her to the door. Patty will play I’m Frightened and Scared to Be Alone in the Deep Dark Night. Of course he will accompany her, despite the drizzle. He will be happy to. Delighted. Then Patty will push him up against the door so he’s straddling the doorknob, so it’s pressing into his ass crack, and shove his shoulders back, hard, and suck his tongue, hard, and rub his crotch, hard, and push his arms up and over his head and hold them there so that he is her prisoner. It is a good thing she wore her bitch boots tonight. It is a good thing she dressed to be prepared. She will take out her pocket knife and flip up the blade, and she will tickle him with it, slowly, deliberately, while he is still clothed, and she will increase pressure as she moves the knife down from his sternum to his pelvis. His stomach will retract involuntarily. She will press into it more. The flat side of the blade. This is foreplay, pre-foreplay. She will unlock the door, swing it wide, and step back, return to I’m Frightened, and she will squeak, It Looks Like There Could Be a Burglar, Won’t You Please Check? I’m So Scared. He will play along, say, It Would Be My Pleasure to Check for the Burglar. Stay Behind Me, Stay Close. And he will grab her wrist firmly and push her behind him, stroking her wrist suggestively. It will be nice.

Patty’s date works hard to clear his throat. The first try is phlegmy and meager, a throat-clearing that has miserably failed. He tries again, succeeds, changes the car radio to smooth jazz. Unbearable. Patty uncrosses, then recrosses her legs, begins to clench and unclench her thighs under her plain black skirt.

Patty is a wicked schoolgirl with an SM fetish. Underneath her plain black skirt is a honking big strap-on (Patty makes a mental note: purchase harness and dildo, a formidable dildo). At her command he will get on his hands and knees and enjoy the rug burn, the pathetic motherfucker. Patty is a vicious cunt in bondage gear, with a whip and not afraid to use it, slave. Patty likes to be tied up, chained up with needles through her nipples, getting burned to blood black with cigarettes and branding irons. Patty enjoys biting and being bitten, hard, like a starved vampire. She also enjoys bestiality; triple, quadruple penetration; and feverish, drugged-up sex parties. Sex parties have lots of drugs. What kinds of drugs will Patty’s sex party have? Patty is in the middle of being gangbanged, which means violence and overwhelming numbers of cocks at once. Patty is the one with the cock, and she is making him eat it, swallow it, gag.

“You’re not giving me much to go on,” he says. He has been talking all this time, but Patty hasn’t been listening.

She will smear his forehead with menstrual blood, then slice a line in his lower abdomen and rub her face in his blood and guts. And shit. Shit will be smeared everywhere. She will hang him upside down, ankles chained together and thighs smeared with shit. She will leave him there with her formidable dildo in his asshole and slashes in his heels so he cannot walk when she unties him. She will be ruthless and loyal. After she slashes his heels, she will check in with a Baby, Are You Okay? Tell Me You’re Okay, and take out his gag so he can say so. Then she will shove the gag back down his throat, kneel before him and masturbate where he can see her, inches from his nose and mouth.

Patty shrugs, smiles lazily over at her date, lost in her dreaming. His tongue in her mouth is slithery and warm, then a lifeless slab of muscle to her weak response. Fumbling and finally dead.

Retracted.

Patty clenches and unclenches her thighs, faster, faster, until she is done.

When she is done, she thanks him, saying, “We should do it again sometime.”

Then she slams the car door and hurries through the rain to her apartment building, stepping on a slug that’s sprawled out to suck in the moisture. Ugh, that squish. She scrapes the slug-guts off on the doorstep and lets herself inside.

There are dishes in the sink. Patty leaves them. She grabs a used glass and fills it with filtered water. Gulps it down. Stands there with her fingers on her lips, thinking he wasn’t so bad. She could have been nicer. She could have tried harder. Made something happen. But what had he looked like? She remembers the nervous gurgling in particular. The meek way he cleared his throat.

The tapping on the steering wheel, anxious and impatient.

She had made him impatient. That’s funny. She had had an effect. He probably would’ve been too safe in bed, anyway. He would’ve wanted her to act like a girl.

Everyone is always too safe. What do normal people do? They take off their shoes and makeup and go to bed.

Patty takes off her shoes and makeup and goes to bed. Patty has not closed her window, despite the drizzle, which has now turned to rain. It is raining hard. The rain is hard. Hard rain.

Getting harder. The rain is getting harder and harder until it is too hard for anyone to handle.

Patty, close the window! Patty, close the window!

But Patty does not close the window.

Once, a long while ago, Patty was in love with a man she met online. He, rottingdonquix@xxx.com, had responded to an ad, or she had responded to his, and they had had a feverish exchange confessing their own and encouraging one another’s perversities. He would write dutifully every morning; she would respond before retiring for the night. In their emails, they would each describe her or his every desire in obsessive detail, carefully crafting fetish after fetish with the intent to elicit the most violent desire and intrigue. For Patty, masturbation had never been so good.

After a time, they began to write erotic stories for each other. Patty wrote rottingdonquix a story modelled on the Story of O, in which O grew a cock and turned the tables on her Master, reducing him to the most obsequious and pathetic of slaves. Rottingdonquix responded with a story inspired, she found out later, by Sacher-Masoch, in which his Venus was covered in fur, rather than wearing furs, for she was a vampiric werewolf who feverishly desired to suck the blood from the narrator’s cock. Patty wrote him another story in which Bataille’s bull’s eye is passed back and forth from orifice to orifice until finally, in the midst of passionate intercourse, it bursts in the protagonist’s throbbing cunt. He had written back with an overwrought masturbation fantasy revolving around an onyx engagement ring. Upon reading it, she experienced the strong stench of rotten eggs, and could not bring herself to reply.

Weeks passed.

One day, missing the thrill of rottingdonquix’s emails, Patty wrote him with the suggestion that they meet in person. He agreed. He was fat and ugly. She left with a sneer on her face. That was the end of love.

Patty is in her bed masturbating. She has tied her date up with fishing line that cuts into his skin, leaves blood blisters pooling subcutaneously. She does the same with his cock, which is always fully erect, engorged even, then kneels in front of him, makes eye contact, and extracts her tongue slowly, torturously, until the tip just touches the head of his cock. He moans behind his gag. Saliva gets stuck in his throat and he tries to clear it, takes two tries, three, is perpetually clearing his throat. Patty’s tongue has not moved from its tentative perch on the tip of his cock. Then she lurches forward to wrap it around the head while grabbing the ends of the fishing line with her hand and tugging, gently, gently, until he comes. He comes five more times as she frees his cock from the fishing line.

Patty does not come, because Patty’s fantasy is dumb. Mindless SM drivel. Patty can do better. Patty tries again.

Patty is masturbating. Patty grows a cock and it extends, fully engorged and throbbing with sensation. Patty’s cock extends and extends, quivering in the air it is exposed in, then slowly curves backward and into her cunt. Patty’s cock tentatively probes her cunt before beginning to fuck it, first leisurely, then hard, pummeling it in sync with the hard rain outside. Patty’s cock and Patty’s cunt come at the same time. Patty comes. Patty drifts off.

Patty still has not closed the window. Tap, tap. Tap.

Slug hangs down from the top of the window, suctioning his wet body, his enormous foot, to the exterior pane. There is a loud and sustained squerk as Slug navigates the windowpane at his infuriatingly slow pace. Patty stirs from her half-sleep. Two sets of tentacles probe the glass. Tap, tap. Tap.

The incoming air is cold and moist. Patty stirs again, shivers.

Her nipples tighten. Slug’s tentacles fidget impatiently as they work to gauge the size of the opening. The open window is not wide enough for Slug’s impressive girth, but Slug is both lubricated and stretchy. He begins the process of entering her room.

Patty blinks.

Slug is six feet of pure muscle struggling to get through her window. Slug is a rippling lump of skin shimmering with beads of rain on top of a more general wetness. Slug is multicoloured, translucent, eyeless, faceless, hairless. Slug’s intricate underbelly is lined with undulating muscles that tremble against the pane, excreting stickiness, excreting slime.

Patty, torn between horror and desire, cannot bring herself to look away.

By now Slug has pushed a quarter of his body through the window, attaching himself to the other side of the glass. He pulls himself further forward, inch by thick inch, up the glass until his full length is inside. A pause, a shudder of slick skin, before he continues. He crawls along the wall, staining it with his wet trail as he nears her bed. Hanging down, he fills her nostrils with the smell of fresh soil. His tentacles toy with her hair.

Slug curves toward her, his back end vertical, attached to the wall, his front end suctioning itself to her shoulder, kneading her skin with his underbelly, like an introduction, like saying hello. Patty sucks in her breath.

Hello. He twists toward her head. Soon there is mucus creeping through her hair. His front end gropes her forehead, sticky lubricant oozing into her brows, clumping her eyelashes together, choking her nasal passage with a swamp musk. She opens her mouth to breathe. He enters, gropes around, sucks on her tongue noisily with the front portion of his foot, and pushes forward until her throat closes up and rejects him. He pulls himself out with reluctance, works his way to her torso. Past her chin, along her neck, he slurps noisily, slowly, taking his time. The bedsprings bark. As he moves forward, he shoves her camisole down, the thin straps breaking, and flattens both breasts with his weight, his belly gripping and releasing her nipples rhythmically. She finds herself making soft gurgling sounds deep in her larynx. Slug gurgles in reply.

Then he slugs himself down, less leisurely now, hugging the curves of her abdomen, his tentacles seeking her tunnel. Slowed by an unruly nest of hairs, his lubricant smooths the way, and— at last—he probes her slit, first tentative, then with force. He inches forward, nudging her thighs apart. Patty’s hands claw at the sheets. The wind rustles trees outside. The wind enters the room triumphantly, amplifying the scent of swamp that is beginning to suffocate Patty.

Slug surges forward, stretching himself taut, easily eight feet long, digging, digging as deep as he can, the bed creaking with every insatiable thrust. Lodged inside her vulva, his front half shifts to suit her, curving back and downward. The rest of his body, resting on her torso, kneads her flesh raw. Under his weight, she struggles to further open her thighs. It is difficult— he is massive, his skin so slippery—but she needs to show him: more, please more. She wants all of him. Slug manages to pull a few more inches of his body inside, his trembling underbelly attacking her canal from all angles, speeding its tempo to frantic bursts. Faster. Harder. Her muscles tense. Faster. Harder.

Almost. Slug gently chews the insides of her vagina, bringing her to excessive climax. Patty arches, kicks, sucks in so deep she nearly swallows her tongue.

The room is heavy with dampness. Slug slows to a hum.

Then he extracts himself slowly, the suction stubborn, painful to break, and rests on top of her, his underbelly engulfing her whole body in its folds.

Slug has crushed Patty.

Slug kisses Patty. Slug kisses Patty until Patty can’t breathe.

Slug is in her nostrils and mouth. Slug’s mucus drips down her throat and fills her lungs. Slug’s mucus fills her body. Patty is drenched in Slug, stuck in him, inextricable. Her eyes are slimed shut, her hair slimed into new skin. Her face is slimed into an amorphous blob. Patty tries to move, but Slug’s weight prevents her. She chokes a little, learning how to breathe again.

His work done, Slug releases her and crawls up onto the wall behind her. He creeps back over to the window and perches there, his head turning toward her, his tentacles dancing. He emits a gurgle. It seems to mean Come With Me.

Though she cannot see the limbs that are no longer there, Patty understands that her body has changed. She rolls onto her belly, finding that she can feel where she is with two sets of tentacles attached to what used to be her face. She tries to talk but can only gurgle back.

Slug nods; he understands.

Patty follows Slug through the trees behind her apartment building, their slime smoothing them over wet leaves and limp twigs, over thin gravel, the occasional rotting pine cone, until they come to a heavy dampness under a half-fallen tree trunk. Slug turns back and nudges her playfully, his tentacles fondling hers. Then he leads her up the trunk and out onto one of its outstretched limbs. There they mate, Slug showing her how to wrap around his length as he wraps around hers, so that they are like DNA strands, like corkscrews, hanging down from the limb on one rope of slime. It is easy, like love, this full-body writhing. For a long while they are content to lick each other, lapping up one another’s slime and producing more in its place.

This is the wettest Patty has ever been. Her body is in full tremble, every pore of her skin secreting slime, every nerve channelling excitement.

Suddenly she feels a new sensation: her cock is beginning to protrude translucent from her mantle to wrap around Slug’s protruding cock, its sensitivity heightened with every tingle of the wind. Like their bodies, their cocks writhe around each other until they are inextricably intertwined. Then their cocks begin to expand, throbbing and massive, together forming an intricate flower that dangles down from their hanging bodies.

Patty and Slug tighten their embrace further and further still, in sync with their pulsating cocks. Tighter, tighter, tighter; their cocks throb, begging for release. Finally they ejaculate, each fertilizing the other in an extended climax that stops time and thought.

Patty is dizzy. Patty is exhausted. But Patty has more work to do.

Because slugs’ cocks often get stuck together after mating, the chewing off of one or both cocks is sometimes called for, and because slugs are hermaphrodites, this is totally not a big deal. Because Slug’s cock is stuck in Patty’s cock, Patty must begin to chew it away, being careful not to chew off her own cock in the process. As Patty gently chews, Slug writhes around her body and gurgles in pleasure, in pain. When she is done, Slug drops down and sprawls on the leaf-matted forest ground for a moment, recovering. Then he creeps away.

Now Patty is alone, dangling precariously from the tree limb.

She tries swinging herself over to the trunk but, fatigued, cannot build momentum. Like her lover has done, she allows herself to fall from the rope of slime to the soft ground. Though the fall is not long, the impact stings her still hypersensitive skin.

Here Patty rests. What will Patty do next?

Patty will leave the forest. She will creep back to her home.

She will creep back to her bed. But her home can no longer be her home, she knows, for there the air is dry. She must go where the air is moist.



Postulation on the Violent Works of the Marquis de Sade 

Elizabeth Bachinsky

“I am said to have a hard heart, a very bad one indeed; but is that fault really mine? or is it not rather from Nature we have our vices as well as our perfections?”

—Marquis de Sade, 120 Days of Sodom

Marquis, right now, a woman in Toronto

is pushing a length of pipe into a man

who is paying her to hate him. It’s a strange

appropriation to finance a woman’s hatred,

but it’s also hard work to put a pipe inside

a man. After he’s left her bachelor apartment,

she’ll roll her drop sheet back and hose it down

in the tub. She’ll peel away her tall plastic

boots and rub her calves. Her shoulders

and her jaw will be sore. She’ll take a bath

and, afterwards, she’ll make a pot of soup

and eat it while she watches HBO.

What’s her transgression, or for that matter,

his? His torture’s self-imposed; she’ll spend time

in Venice for her holidays, get more time

off than a Safeway clerk will ever have.

It’s too easy to call her a victim

and he her oppressor. His pleasure

and her commerce are entwined.

Perhaps it’s preferable they marry

so she’ll no longer require a paycheque,

but an allowance? This ain’t the fifties,

man, though we’ve still got that atom bomb.

Imagine! That tool exists which, as you say,

“could so assail the sun to snatch it from

the universe and use that star to burn the world.”

My terror is terror’s ubiquity.

War: it’s not murder, it’s industry

and a pretty swell career besides.

Think of those sitting on death row

who await appointments with machines,

their last sensation that of a needle’s

prick in the vein or a hand to secure

their restraints. It’s no sweet sexual game

for the inmate or for the soldier who

might never know their killer’s face but who

can put death on their calendar like a

holiday. There is difference between

what is real and what is fantasy.

Marquis, I see you in your cell;

it’s cozy, despite the racket in the streets—

all around you, papers and books spread

open like mouths to mouth your fiction.

Outside, the revolution raves while you

have every comfort a man could desire

but freedom, yet there’s more—even freedom

is a curse for you. Bourgeois, your own find

you reprehensible, and yet you are far

from a man of the people. Where does one

live when one fits nowhere but in fiction

and insanity? Even today

that’s what we call our in-betweens: insane.

We give them lithium and bus passes and hope

they melt into the crowd. I think that, in my time,

you may have loved as you desired. That one

for whom your whip made passage through

the night? She lives, anticipates her agony

one blow at a time—and how she wears her stripes!

Such is the nature of our theatre, to paint

the coward’s face with bravery, the bold pallid

with fear.



Further Postulation on the Violent Works of the Marquis de Sade 

Elizabeth Bachinsky

“My passions, concentrated on a single point, resemble the rays of a sun assembled by a magnifying glass: they immediately set fire to whatever object they find in their way.”

— Marquis de Sade, Juliette

It’s true, I loathe what you would have me love

and, in my loathing, goad your glee the more.

Marquis, my heart, the heart you’d have me have

takes pleasure from such crime there is no salve

to soothe it. Would you have me spell the gore?

It’s true, I loathe what you would have me love.

Perhaps you’d like to know that, though we’ve lived

in such different times, there is no end to terror,

Marquis. My heart, the heart you’d have me have

erased, still quickens. Half the planet starves,

while half the planet fattens; we murder whores.

I can’t help loathe what you would have me love:

a vision of the world so dark I’d crave

to be beaten so as not to see the stars.

Marquis, my heart, the heart you’d have me have

must never find its voice. We are not slaves

to vice as kindled wood is slave to fire.

Here is truth. I loathe what you would have me love,

Marquis. My heart can’t be the heart you’d have me have.



Conspiracy of Fuckers 

Nomy Lamm

“I feel it pressing in on me, this web of fear, trying to own my heart, my sex, my identity …” My fingers bang on the typewriter keys, pressing out the urgency of the moment. This is the introduction to the ninth issue of my zine, Conspiracy of Fuckers. It’s been almost a year since the last issue came out, and I’ve been promising a new one for at least six months. I fear that this kind of writing could get me arrested in this era of surveillance and dictatorship, but I refuse to be silenced. I refuse to let go of what I see as my reality.

Ring! The phone cuts into my reverie.

I should be expecting it, but my heart jumps into my throat and my hands flutter in the air around my chest, my space interrupted. I want to assume that this is a government agent, wanting to derail me from the important manifesto I’m writing. I laugh at myself for taking myself so seriously, and then I get mad at myself for laughing. It is serious. I don’t know if what I write will ever change anything, but I have to do it to survive. It’s all connected.

“Hello?”

“Okay, I have one for you, he’s a real nice man. His name is Hugh Billings, he’s going to call you because he can’t let his wife hear the phone ring.” It’s the dispatcher for Gentle Tones, the phone-sex company I work for. The most low-tech dinosaur of an operation, they actually have us call the clients instead of connecting us through a computer system. I work for them only because they don’t ask for social security numbers, so I don’t have to report my wages. I’m not even sure the dispatcher knows my real name; she always calls me Desiree, the alias I use with the callers.

“I’m not really cool with you giving out my home phone number,” I tell the dispatcher.

“Well, I could give the call to another girl, but this guy is a regular and he could be a good one for you. Are you sure you want to miss out on it? You might not get another call tonight.” She’s so manipulative.

“Fine, fine.” I hang up and wait for the phone to ring, pounding out the next piece of my manifesto. “We dare not hope to change our misfortune, instead clinging to the hope of feeling something, anything more than what we are told is real …”

The phone rings.

“Hello?” My voice jumps up half an octave with a little bit of that sleepy gravel I use to make myself sound sexy.

“Heya,” I’m greeted by a lilting condescension, hushed, like he’s hiding in the basement. “How are you tonight?”

“Mm, I’m good,” I purr.

“I bet you’re a bad girl,” he sputters, and I giggle. “Are you a bad girl?”

“Yeah, I’m a bad little girl.”

“Uhhh, I thought so.” I can feel him stroking himself with this thought. “I bet you’re so young, you don’t even have any hair on your pussy. I bet you’re touching that little bald pussy right now.”

“Mm, you’re right, I am,” I giggle, secretly rolling my eyes.

“How young?”

“Hmm?”

“How young are you?”

“Eleven?” I won’t go younger than that.

“Oooh, you’re so bad,” he chides. Slap, slap, slap, I hear in the background. “I can just picture you in your room on the bed playing with that little pussy.”

“You wanna watch me play with it?” Despite myself, I reach down and start to touch myself My clit is fat and hard, sticking out like a little cock head. I rub it and suck in my breath, moaning for him.

“I love watching you through the door, just slightly open, just a crack. You’re lying on your pink canopy bed, you don’t know I’m watching you. Oh, you’re just so cute, touching yourself.

Can you feel it? Do you feel my eyes on you?”

“Mmm, yeah.” I feel myself start to space out to avoid the fear that invades my body at the thought of being watched. The shades are down, but I know there are cracks that someone could see through if they wanted to. I look around the room, orienting myself to the familiar things around me. The blue velvet couch.

The pink metal typewriter. My cane, leaning against the radiator. The metal brace I strap around my knee to keep it from popping out of joint. I don’t look toward the windows.

“Oh, my little girl.” I can hear him collapsing in on himself, his voice going far away. “I’m watching you. I can see you. Such a dirty little slut. I love watching my baby girl touch herself.”

“Oh, daddy,” the word slips out so easy and simple. “I want your big hard cock. I want you in my pussy.”

He moans. “I knew it. Daddy’s little slut. Showing off for daddy, you’re such a bad girl. I should punish you for turning me on like this.”

“Oh, daddy, don’t hurt me, I didn’t mean it.”

“I’m gonna teach you a lesson, you little slut.”

I wish I could type without him hearing me. I feel words bursting out of me. Resistance: “You can try to force it out of me, but you can’t touch my power. Me and my girlfriends, my comrades, my people, we are going to bring this shit-hole patriarchy down.

We are going to align ourselves with the animals and trees and the wind, and after your sorry, self-hating shell of an excuse for a person implodes, we will be here, living in the sunlight and dancing in the dirt.”

“Spread those little legs.”

“No, daddy, no.”

“I said, spread those legs.”

“No!”

“Do it!” he growls. “I’m gonna force myself inside that tight little cunt. Oh god, it’s so tight. Oh, fuck, so tight and wet and soft. Uh, I love fucking my little girl.”

“Oh, daddy, fuck me, fuck me, daddy.” I gasp half-heartedly, rubbing my clit, which I imagine to be a cock, sliding inside a tight hole.

“You’re gonna make your daddy come, baby. You wanna make me come?”

Ding.

This is the sound of the bell I ring to clear the air after a call, to let go of whatever misgivings I have about the interaction, and go on with my real work.

“We are not going to shrivel under the weight of their pressure. We will harden and brighten, become more focused and intentional, until the force of this brilliance is released and able to become one with its source, which is ultimately love.”

I want to cry, but it’s stuck inside. Does writing these words actually make me feel less trapped? Does it make me less alone? I have to believe in those people who tell me they get something out of my writing. I have to hope that the fascists won’t kill us for seeing what’s happening.

I get two more seven-minute calls before my shift ends at two a.m. That makes my income for the night an even twenty dollars. I don’t know how to make this profitable for myself when I can barely stand most of my clients. I don’t mind the quickies, but the regulars and the guys who want to stay on the phone for hours at a time—the ones who bring in the money—I feel them sucking my spirit. The more they call, the more vulnerable I feel, and I start sabotaging, trying to make them not like me. My last paycheque barely cleared a hundred dollars. I don’t know how I will make rent next month.

I climb into bed and cuddle up to my teddy bear, Elfy. I got him when I was six, and in the hospital for the third or fourth time. He has always been my confidant. He knows everything about me, he holds my secrets, he keeps me safe.
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Where am I? I wake up confused. My head feels like a long hallway with footsteps echoing. The hospital. No. I’m here, in my room. I feel watched. I lean over and turn on my light, searching the room with my eyes. Nothing is out of place, but something feels … different. I wrap myself in my robe and hobble out into the living room with Elfy tucked under my arm. “Did you see anything?” I ask him, as I plop down in front of my typewriter. He stares at me with a weird look on his face, but says nothing.

“I feel them watching me,” I type. “I can’t tell anymore if it’s paranoia or reality. There’s nobody I can trust to ask. It’s true that the government is watching us, tapping our phones, tracking our movements, our purchases, our activities, looking for clues into our weaknesses. It’s true that the corporations are not separate from the government, and that any threat to the machine of war, the machine of production, is reason enough to neutralize us.”

Neutralize. That’s exactly what they want to do. Make us neutral so that we can’t advocate for ourselves, can’t fight, can’t impact or change anything. My body tingles with connections being made. I feel powerful, but scared.

I hold Elfy tight to my chest, but it doesn’t help. Something is weird about him. I hold him so he’s facing me and stare into his eyes. “What is wrong with you?” He stares back hard and cold. He’s never looked at me like that before.

I stash him in the closet and close the door, but immediately feel guilty. Whatever is going on with Elfy right now, it’s not his fault. He’s probably as confused as I am. I wish there was someone I could talk to about this. Everyone would think I’m crazy. I open the closet door and take him back out, stare in his eyes again. I look over at my typewriter, where I usually bare my soul in order to make myself feel better, but I can’t say this, even in a zine. My stuffed bear has been possessed by the government? I need some sleep.

I tie a bandana around Elfy’s eyes, apologize to him, and climb back into bed, pulling him close to my chest. It’s 7:30 a.m., and the sun is glaring off the snow outside, exploding through the cracks around the slatted blinds. I fall into a deep, dreamless sleep.

I’ve been at the copy shop for two hours now, finishing up the new issue of my zine so I can send it out. It’s getting harder these days to steal photocopies, but luckily I know a code for the machine because I used to have a friend who worked here. The zine is fat, hard to fold, impossible to staple. I am proud and nervous about putting this out into the world. I have tried to stay true, even though the circumstances of the world have gotten so much harder since this regime stole the election. I put the zine up to my nose and sniff, taking in that fresh copy smell. So many memories. We used to come in big groups, idealistic punks believing nothing could stop us. Now I come alone. Nobody my age wants to do things like this anymore. The younger people are too busy on their computers; this wouldn’t even occur to them.

The sun is long gone by the time I leave the copy shop, undetected, my bag heavy with secrets. I have to be home by six p.m. to start work. I’ve been getting a lot of calls lately, my mind is a fog of simulated sex. I clank down the street, grateful that most of these people see me as a teenage boy. I don’t want the attention of men. I rub the stubble on my chin with satisfaction.

The phone is ringing as I walk in the door. It’s not even six yet.

“Hello?” I say in my normal voice, expecting the dispatcher.

“Heya.” It’s Hugh, my new regular. “I was hoping you would be home.”

“Oh, hey,” I say, as if I’m glad to hear from him, softening into my girly voice. “I just got home from school.”

“I didn’t know you were in school,” he says with interest.

“What are you studying?”

“History,” I choose something close enough to what I actually care about, hoping he won’t ask too many questions.

“A very important subject,” he says. “The founding of this great nation, all that good stuff.”

“Totally,” I say, clenching my jaw in order to avoid mentioning genocide and slavery. “Is your cock hard, daddy?”

“Oh, you know it is baby.” His breath comes out in a shivering gasp. “I’ve been saving it for you. Ever since I got home from work I’ve been hard, trying to hide it from my wife.”

“You don’t want to have sex with her?” I undo the strap on my brace and take it off, leaning it against the arm of the couch, rubbing my knee, which is swollen and sore from all the walking I had to do today.

He laughs. “No, she’s an old hag. I never get hard for her.”

“I see.” I’m supposed to be flattered.

“You like that?”

“Sure,” I say, feeling gross for conspiring against another woman. I buy time by breathing and going “mmm” into the receiver, thinking about what to say next. “I want you to save it all for me.”

“Oh, you know I will, baby girl. I got a big load for you tonight.”

I giggle.

“You know I’ve been spying on you, every night, I’ve been watching you in your bedroom when you think you’re all alone.”

“You have?” My body goes cold. I hate this fantasy.

“I’ve been peeking in your door when it’s not all the way closed, and one night when it was closed tight I went around the house and stood in the bushes outside your window. I could see you from a perfect angle, your little hand between your legs while you played with yourself.”

My moans are automatic. I quietly unzip my bag and pull out the stack of zines. Conspiracy of Fuckers, they read across the top, juxtaposed with a photocopy of barbed wire. I smirk, remembering the way it scratched up the surface of the photocopier.

“I’m glad nobody caught me jerking off in front of your window, that sure would have been embarrassing.” He laughs.

“Yeah, totally.” I giggle. I hope he’s not catching on that I’m not really paying attention. I reach into my bag for a pen and pull a stack of yellow envelopes from under the coffee table.

“I can’t believe you’ve been watching me touch myself. I’m so embarrassed,” I say, playing along with his creepy game. I take a pain pill and wait for it to hit me, to take off the rough hard edges.

Forty-five minutes later he comes, and I get off the phone, dinging my bell to clear the air. I call the dispatcher to make sure she knows how long we went.

“You just did a call with Hugh Billings? I didn’t authorize that.”

“Are you kidding me?” The life drains out of me and I feel nauseous.

“I told him you weren’t signed on yet.”

“I just did an hour long call with him.”

“Look, you should never do a call unless I authorize it first,” she scolds.

Rage rises up in my body. I want to point out that it was her awesome idea to give him my phone number, instead of the other way around, like we do with most clients. I stay calm, stammering through my explanation. I need her to pay me for this call.

“I’ll try to work it out,” she says, and we hang up the phone. I stuff envelopes and write addresses on them, trying not to want to die.

A few minutes later, the phone rings again.

“Hello?” I expect to hear the dispatcher’s voice.

“Boy, you just got me in a shit load of trouble. Thanks a lot.”

It’s him. There’s a pushy, controlling edge to his voice.

“You’re not supposed to call me unless you get authorization from dispatch first.”

“That bitch just called my house and my wife answered,” he says, as if I’m supposed to feel bad about it.

“Did you pay for this call? Because the dispatcher should have called me first.”

“No, I’m not calling to get you off again, you little slut, I’m calling to scold you for getting me into a big pile of steaming shit.” There is no way I am taking this role play into an actual relationship with him.

“That’s not my problem,” I say, and hang up quickly. I’m shaking. I go in the bedroom and grab Elfy. He seems to have gone back to normal in the past week; I don’t know what was wrong with me the night he seemed possessed. Holding him close, I pick up the phone to call the dispatcher.

“Hugh Billings just called me again,” I tell her.

“You didn’t do the call, did you?”

“Of course not.”

“Okay, well, he’s cut off now.”

“I’m afraid to answer the phone. What if he calls again?”

“Don’t you have caller ID?”

“No.”

“What age are you living in?”

“The government uses caller ID to monitor our calls.”

“You’re crazy, that doesn’t even make sense.”

I hang up feeling defeated and terrified. I take another pain pill, smoke a bowl, and snuggle up on my couch in my robe with a baseball bat next to me to make me feel more secure. Every time the phone rings I expect to hear his voice, but it’s just the dispatcher. I get four more calls before the end of my shift and go to bed in a haze of blended realities.
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Ring!

“No!” I bolt out of my sleep, sitting straight up in bed. My heart is racing, and all I can hear is the blood pumping in my head. I look at the clock next to my bed. It’s three a.m. After six rings, the voicemail picks up. I sit alert in the dark, attuned to every noise in the apartment: a creak from the living room, a scurrying sound in the corner.

A minute later, it begins to ring again. Six rings, then silence.

And then again.

I get out of bed and go out into the living room where the phone is. The room is pitch black, but I am afraid to turn on the light. I feel a presence around me and don’t want to be seen.

I wrack my brain trying to think of someone I can call for help. I want to call my recent ex, but that doesn’t seem like a good idea. Nobody else comes to mind. Just acquaintances, a couple girls I’ve slept with, and people I haven’t seen in months.

After the phone has been silent for a minute, I pick it up, put it to my ear, and begin dialling. But there is no dial tone.

“Hello?” I say suspiciously.

“You think you can hide from me?” His voice is right there, waiting for me, slithering into my ear like a parasite. I slam the phone down quickly. I lift it again and tap the lever, trying to get a dial tone.

“I’m still here, you little slut, you think you can fuck with me like this and I’m just gonna take it? Fuck you, whore.”

I hold down the receiver and count to thirty before picking it up. As I get to twenty-nine, the phone starts ringing again. I’m approaching a max-out point where it all starts to be funny. Is this real?

“Leave me the fuck alone, I’m calling the police!” This is an ironic threat, coming from me, but hopefully he’ll take it seriously.

“I’m watching you, slut. I know where you live.”

“Fuck OFF!” I scream into the phone, slamming it down hard. I pick it up again and slam it back down, over and over again—seven, eight times—until, finally, I get a dial tone. I dial the only number that knows how to come out of me: My ex, Josiah Bird.

“Hello?” his voice is all sleepy, and I picture him in his comfy bed.

“Oh thank god.”

“What do you want,” he asks in a flat tone. But I know he will come over if I really need him. And I really do.

“Are you doing okay, like, in general? Have you eaten? Are you sleeping? How much pot have you been smoking?” It’s just like Josiah to try to approach the problem like it’s a matter of health.

“Look, Josiah. I don’t know.” I say the words slowly and deliberately. Can’t he see that I’m completely consumed with terror right now? “This guy won’t leave me alone; I feel like he knows exactly what I’m doing, like he really is right outside my window looking in.”

Josiah walks to the door, opens it, and looks outside. I cringe.

“There’s nobody there.” He comes back over to me, takes my hand and pulls me off the couch. “Let’s go see what you’ve got in the kitchen. You hungry?”

“I don’t know,” I follow him in and watch him boil a pot of water and pour oatmeal into it. He slices up an apple and adds a few shakes of cinnamon. This was one of the best things about dating Josiah. He’s magic with food. This oatmeal is perfect, not a glop of gruel, but delicately textured, perfectly softened individual grains, warm and smooth and sweet. I savour each spoonful as I swallow it down, and feel my body relax into the moment. Things start to feel familiar again.

The first thing Josiah did when he got here was turn off the ringer on my phone. The second thing he did was call the police, which I begged him not to do. “They won’t come here, Reggie, I promise, I’ve done this before. They just take a report over the phone, and if he keeps calling they can track it.”

The sun starts to come up. “I really need to get some sleep,” he says.

“Okay.” I guess it feels safe now.

“I can sleep here on the couch.”

“Oh.” I look down at the floor. “You can sleep in my bed if you want.”

We stare into each other’s eyes. There is warmth there, and defensiveness.

“All right,” he says, heaving himself off the couch. “But I gotta get some sleep, okay? No funny business!”

“What? Me?” I laugh, and it feels good, loosening the constricted feeling in my ribcage. “I’ll try to restrain myself.”

We climb under the covers and each roll to our separate sides of the bed. For the first time in a week I fall into a deep sleep, with no bad dreams. No dreams at all.

I wake up on fire. Hot, heavy breathing in my ear, Josiah’s body pressed up against me, rubbing relentlessly. My body is involved before my brain knows what is going on, returning his grinding motions, reaching back and around his head to hold him close, breathing hard into his hair. I turn toward him slowly, feeling the intensity building inside me without even being touched. My heart feels huge and open, desperately reaching out toward his for connection.

His leg slips between mine, and I feel his little cock grinding against my thigh through his boxers, all hard and swollen. My whole body shudders at the feel of it, and I wonder if he can feel my clit, too. It’s not as big as his, but I have been using a clit pump to try to make it bigger and more sensitive. He bites my neck and growls as I run my hands down his back and up under his shirt. He rolls on top of me and for the first time we look at each other, our hips still moving. I pull his shirt up and touch his now-unfamiliar chest with my hand. His new scars are fresh, pink, and raised. He had surgery right after we broke up. I thought I would never get to feel this body.

To my surprise, my eyes are welling up. He smiles. I feel exposed, sentimental, and start thrusting my hips harder at him to show him it’s a serious ride. I reach my hands up around his back and scrape my short-but-sharp nails over his skin. He winces.

“You like that?” He nods.

I slap his face. He smiles.

I flip him over on his back, lay next to him, and slide my hand into his boxers, rubbing my hand in his wetness to lube up my fingers, sliding back over his cock, giving him a nice wet hand job. He groans and his ass tightens, lifting his hips up off the bed. “Fuck me?” He stares into my eyes with that pained look he gets when he’s desperate to come.

Smiling, I slide two fingers up inside him, rubbing his g-spot while circling his cock-head with my thumb. He groans and moves his body in time with my hand. He grabs the hair on the back of my head and pulls, whimpering and pleading for me to make him come. “Please, oh fuck, you’re gonna make it happen, it’s coming.”

I fuck him with the muscle of my whole arm and synch up the flow so that his body can bounce along with me, both of us released into the laws of physics. “I wanna see you come, I wanna watch your face,” I say in a low voice that echoes through my body, the vibration sending nice little shock waves to the head of my clit. He puts his hand between my legs. It’s turned the wrong way, and he can’t pay attention to what he’s doing anyway, but he moves it around, and I hump my body against him so he rubs me just right as I push another finger up inside him.

My orgasm builds as I watch him fall into his. His groans get louder and longer and his face contorts into a pained, then overwhelmed expression before it dissolves into surrender and his whole body bucks up, heaving and shaking, his cunt spasming around my three fingers. My whole body feels hot and fuzzy, like the borders of it have faded, and colours flood my mind, red and purple, and then a bright orange light exploding through me, emanating from my clit, up into my pelvis, my gut, my heart.

Burning its way through the hard, stuck places, chasing out the fear.

I hold him tight, sweating against his skin, shudders passing through me, through us. I am overwhelmed. I’m glad I can’t cry, because I don’t want him to see me like that, I don’t want him to feel too needed, or think I’m putting too much on this. I know we aren’t in love, that it didn’t work. But I’ve never had this feeling with anyone else. It’s been hard to give up.

“Did you notice anything different?”

We’re sitting on the couch again in the living room. We just ate delicious sandwiches with steamed beets, sauerkraut, and goat cheese. I never would have thought to put those foods together, but he found them and made something amazing out of it. Our tongues are bright pink from the beets, and we’re huddled by the radiator trying to keep warm.

“What do you mean?” He looks at me, his eyes guarded, trying to discern my agenda before it’s dumped on him.

“I mean, about my body.” I wonder what he will think.

He chuckles. “Uh, I wasn’t really looking. You feel a little different. That usually happens after a breakup.”

I pull the clit pump from under the couch where I keep it. It looks intense and medical, with a hand pump and a dial to indicate how much suction is being created. But when I pull it out, something else comes tumbling onto the floor: a prescription bottle half-full of OxyContin, with someone else’s name on it. He grabs it before I can push it back into hiding.

His face falls. His eyebrows scrunch up, and he shakes his head. “Are you shitting me?”

“I’ve been in a lot of pain.”

“Why don’t you go to a doctor?”

“You know how I feel about doctors.”

“Yeah, and you know how I feel about fucking around with this kind of shit. This is an opiate.” Josiah is protective of the work he’s done to get sober, which I respect. I’ve never done opiates before, but my dealer told me this is the best painkiller there is, and my knee has been killing me lately. It’s been helping.

“I really don’t like the way you’re talking to me.” We stare hard at each other, our eyes meeting in combat.

“It looks like it’s time for me to leave.” He sighs and gets up off the couch, grabbing his coat and scarf.

“Fine.” We never know how to get through moments like this. We’re both too proud, too righteous about our beliefs. That was originally what drew us to each other, but ultimately it was the reason we weren’t compatible.

“Do you need anything else before I—”

“Nope,” I interrupt. He grabs his bag and leaves in a huff, making a big deal out of not slamming the door on his way out, which I find even more annoying than if he’d slammed it.

I busily shuffle the piles of yellow envelopes around on my coffee table, separating them into addressed and non-addressed, priority and non-priority. I don’t know when I’ll ever be able to afford to send all these zines out anyway. Fuck the government.

Fuck the world. Fuck Josiah.

My hands stop at an empty envelope, addressed to Alex Ass-hole in Pittsburgh, PA . I remember stuffing this envelope because I was pressing down too hard on the anarchy symbol in “Asshole,” and broke through the thick yellow paper, making a mark on the zine. The hole is still there. The zine is not.

The phone rings, and my body fills with dread. Did I turn the ringer back on? I pick up the receiver and hold it to my ear, saying nothing.

“It’s me,” says Josiah. “I turned the ringer back on while you were still sleeping. Sorry if I scared you.”

“Oh.” I start to breathe again.

“I didn’t want to leave before talking about your plan for tonight. Are you still planning on working?”

“I don’t know.” I hadn’t even thought about it yet. The past twenty-four hours is a blur. “You know, it’s okay if you want one of my zines, but I wish you had asked instead of just taking one.”

“What zine?”

My stomach drops. “Conspiracy of Fuckers. The new issue. I made the exact number I needed, but I didn’t think I would see you.”

“I didn’t even know you made a new issue.”

“But …” My head is going to explode. “There’s one missing.”

“You probably did something with it.”

“No, I remember.”

“Reggie, we both know your memory isn’t as good as you think it is.”

I can’t believe he would question my sanity at a time like this. This means my fears are true. I’m being watched, I’m being tracked. Someone came in here while I was sleeping and stole a copy of my zine. I tell him this, trying not to yell.

I hear him take a deep breath to steady himself. “If you really think that’s what happened, then you should come over to my place, at least for the night.”

“Can I work from your house?”

Josiah groans. Doing phone sex with him in the same apartment was always an issue—he’d hear me and get turned on, but when I’d get off the phone I just wanted to distance myself from it. He always complained about blue balls.

“I’ll go in the pantry. I’ll be really quiet.”

“Whatever. Just get over here. But no drugs.”

I smoke a bowl and pop an OxyContin before I leave the house, just to numb the pain so I can make it to the train and up and down all the stairs.

I tell the dispatcher that Hugh Billings was harassing me all night. She seems perplexed. “He’s never done that before, and I’ve been working with him for years.”

“It was terrifying.”

“Well, he can’t come to your house or anything. He lives three states over, and he doesn’t know where you live. You shouldn’t be scared.” She’s nice to me, gives me lots of calls, doesn’t give me shit for working from another phone number, which she used to always get annoyed about. I spend half the night huddled at the back of Josiah’s pantry, cupping my hand around my mouth and the receiver.

“Are you hiding from someone?” one of my clients asks. “You sound muffled.”

“My husband’s home,” I tell him. “I don’t want him to hear us.”

“Oh no,” his voice gets quiet too, and I smile at how silly and sweet this job is sometimes, like playing house as a little kid. “I hope he doesn’t hear me fucking you,” he says, whimpering. “I hope I can come before he catches us.”

“I hope so too. You better fuck me harder.”

“Oh, yeah, I’m fucking you so hard, I’m slamming my big hard cock up into your tight wet hole.”

“Sshh, he’ll hear us,” I whisper.

“Ooooh, no,” he groans.

“Oh shit, I think I hear him! He’s coming! He’s gonna catch us!”

He shoots his load, gurgling in my ear. “Oh, fuck, oh fuck,” he gasps.

“That was a close one,” I smile.

“Thanks. Have a good night.” He hangs up.

“Anything good?” Josiah asks as I emerge from the pantry for the fifth time. He’s putting sheets on an air mattress in the living room for me. I guess he doesn’t want a repeat of last night.

“That one was kind of fun. We pretended my husband was about to catch us.”

“Ha!” Josiah shakes his head, probably thinking about my fondness for the we’re-gonna-get-caught fantasy. “I bet you liked that one.”

I blush. “Yeah.” I smile and look at the blanket he’s spreading out for me. I remember that blanket. “It definitely gave me a boner.” I look up at him to see his reaction. He’s shaking his head, trying not to smile.

“Remember how it was when I first started hormones?” he asks, laughing. “I’d be running into the bedroom every time you got a call.”

“Yeah.” I feel nervous talking about sex too much. I really liked last night. It would be easy for me to fuck him again.

“Okay, well …” he looks at the floor. “I guess I’m going to bed. Your bed’s all made up whenever you’re ready.”

“I’m ready, I just need to brush my teeth.”

I’m glad to see my old toothbrush is still here. I stand over the toilet brushing my teeth while he takes out his contacts and washes his face. My thigh brushes his ass as I lean over to spit into the sink, and I feel him press back into me in response. I can’t help it, my hand grabs onto the meat right above the waistband of his pajamas, and slides down over his ass before pulling away. He turns to face me, our eyes lock.

“Don’t touch me,” he says, taking a step toward me so my back is pushed up against the cupboard door. His face is just a couple inches from mine, our bellies touching. He smirks.

“Okay,” I say, keeping my hands at my sides. He leans in like he’s going to kiss me, and I lean forward to meet him.

“I said don’t.” He grabs my throat, slamming my head back against the cupboard.

“Sorry,” I gasp. He smacks my face fast five or six times, and I snap at him, trying to catch his fingers with my teeth. He grabs my hair with his other hand, pulling my head to the side, subduing me.

“What exactly are you asking for right now?”

“I can’t help it.” I whine.

“Because you know what you’ll get if you keep pushing.”

I actually don’t know. It could be a struggle down to the ground ending in a vicious, guttural fuck. Or it could be an endless, painful tease. Or it could be a hard wall of nothing. I have to press my luck just enough to stay engaged in the dynamic, but not enough to seriously piss him off. “I thought you said no funny business.”

“You started it.” He’s still got my head twisted to the side, and he reaches between my legs with his other hand, making a pinching motion that catches my clit between his thumb and forefinger, stroking it through my boxer briefs. I groan in response, and without meaning to, my hands move up to his shoulders. He pinches my clit hard and pulls my head further down to the side.

“Okay, okay, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” My eyes bug out and my thighs clamp together trying to protect my clit. This is actually really hurting my neck, and my leg can’t hold me like this for too much longer. Still grasping my clit, he pulls me by the hair, directing me to rest my ass on the edge of the sink. “I gotta see this,” he says, pulling down my underwear. He pushes back on my cunt lips so that my little cock pokes its head out, all swollen and bright pink. His tongue reaches out to taste it, and I shiver and moan, cursing and trying not to hyperventilate.

He wraps his lips around it and starts to bob his head. I’ve been working hard to get my clit bigger, pumping it up at least a few times a week, and I can feel so much more than I used to.

His mouth is wet and warm; the suction pulling me in so I can feel it in the shaft and the head. It’s almost too much, but I keep breathing and it keeps feeling better and better. I want so bad to put my hand on his head and push him down on me, but I know this would get me in trouble, and I don’t want to fuck this up.

“Suck it,” I say under my breath. He stops, looks up at me, and puts his finger to his lips.

“This is my game. I do what I want.” He puts his mouth close to my cock again and I am straining my butt muscles, trying to push it into his mouth, feeling his hot breath. He keeps his mouth right there, just breathing, and I swear the breath is making my cock throb and swell, trying to get bigger so it will reach his wet lips. I am groaning and swearing and losing all control.

“You better be quiet or you’re gonna wake up my roommate,” he teases, knowing his roommate doesn’t care and will probably happily wank off if he wakes up to the sound of sex. But this added bit of intrigue is almost too much for me. I know I’m going to come the second his lips touch me again, and I don’t know if I will be able to keep myself from clawing into his shoulders, pushing him down on my cock, and riding his face for all he’s worth. I make the decision to do everything I can to control myself, to let him have all the power. He deserves it.

As if he can read my mind, he chooses that moment to finish me off. Warm, wet lips gently subsume the head of my cock and tenderly suck, and I am gone. Shuddering, moaning, tensing and thrusting, doing everything I can to keep my hands to myself. I accidentally knock the soap and shaving kit off the back of the sink, shatter a glass onto the floor, still gripping the edge of the sink while my body spasms. “Fuck,” I grunt as the orgasm runs its course and leaves me weak and panting.

Josiah wipes his face on me, smearing my wetness against my belly, then gets up and walks out. I pant and heave and wonder what I should do, struggling to regain my mind. He returns a minute later with a broom and dustpan, and sweeps up the broken glass without saying anything to me. I watch, still recovering.

Just as I’m about to open my mouth to try to say something, he says, “Have a good night,” winks, and leaves again. I hear the pantry door, footsteps down the hall, and then the click of the door to his bedroom.

I float on the air mattress, missing Elfy, trying to wrap my head around all that’s happening. My knee is throbbing, and I wish I could take another pill. I am having sex with my ex again. One of my phone sex clients is stalking me. Someone stole a copy of my zine from my apartment, and Josiah says it’s not him. I want to be able to put all of this together into a big picture, but my mind races from one thing to the other, trying to retrace my steps, trying to find the missing piece that makes me feel a little less confused and terrified.

How will I survive?

In the morning, Josiah and I have another argument over a breakfast of blueberry waffles. We’ve only been hanging out again for two days, and already I’m getting sick of his shit. He wants an organized, rational plan, he wants to know what’s “really” going on, and all I can tell him is a bunch of weird shit keeps happening, and I’m worried they’re about to get me. I shouldn’t have told him about the night when Elfy was looking at me weird, but he was pushing me for examples and it just came out. I thought at least on a psychic level he would understand that there’s something fucked up going on, but he just rolled his eyes.

“Were you high?” he asks. I was, but I don’t see what that has to do with it.

“I should have known you would blame it on me. You’re such a fucking traditionalist, you want to believe the easy explanations. Why can’t you see that things really are as bad as we were afraid they would get? It’s all connected, they’re trying to hide it from us, they want to separate us so they can bring us down.”

My voice gets higher, more hysterical.

“Okay, if the government is stalking you, and, as you seem to believe, posing as a phone-sex client, and then sneaking into your apartment to steal a zine in the middle of the night, and turning your stuffed animal against you, then what do you want from me? What can I do for you, besides get sucked into your paranoid story?”

I scream through gritted teeth and slam my fist down on the table. How am I supposed to know? The first thing I’d like is to be believed.

“I’m going to have to ask you to leave,” he says, his face turned to stone.

I scoot my chair back from the table and clunk into the living room, grabbing my cane, my bag, and my jacket, leaving the air mattress and blankets in a big messy heap on the floor. I curse the stairs on the way down to the street, my knee aching and pounding.

By the time I get home I am crying from the pain in my knee.

I feel broken. I’m fucking pissed that we have this fascist government that uses the money that should go to health care on war and spying on its own citizens. I’m fucking pissed that the only work available to a person with a disability is mind numbing and soul sucking. I’m fucking pissed that queer people don’t know how to support each other.

I take a pain pill and fall into bed.

My dreams are missing. They are not mine anymore.
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UPDATE: Consistent drug use. Taking steps to send anti-government propaganda to terrorist cells across state lines. Deviant sexual relations with former drug addict posing as opposite gender.

ASSESSMENT: Patterns of behaviour pose a potential threat not only to government and commerce, but to society at large.

CONCLUSION: Neutralization in process, effective immediately.

I wake up at six p.m., and it’s already dark out. It’s time for me to sign on to work. My mind feels heavy and murky, my whole body is aching, and I feel nauseous. I lurch toward the kitchen and pour myself a bowl of cereal. The crunching sound hurts my head. I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror as I pass the bathroom, and have to go back and look. In the dim light, I look old, my face hollowed out with shadows, eyes deep in my skull. I see what is happening, but it feels so far away now. I move into the living room to sign on to work, gritting my teeth against the pain in my knee and my head.

“Hi, it’s Desiree, signing on for work,” I slur into the phone.

“Are you okay?” The dispatcher actually sounds concerned.

“Yeah, just tired.”

“All right, I’ll let you know if I get anything for you.”

I plop down on the couch with Elfy clutched to my chest. He doesn’t feel alive, just a lump of fluff. I feel silly holding him; I’m almost thirty. I pick up one of the envelopes on the coffee table and pull my zine out. It looks corny to me, like it’s trying so hard to be something. I stare at the photocopied barbed wire, an obvious metaphor, sloppily executed. That’s not how I wanted it to look. I open it, flip through, and land on a page with a drawing of a girl with big dark sockets and little shrunken eyes.

“You won’t even notice it when they come for you,” it reads.

“It will happen at the kitchen table, or in the bathtub, or at the grocery store, or watching TV. You will decide that you might as well be satisfied. At least you haven’t been bombed, or put in prison. Yet. (Or maybe you have.) Or maybe you got hurt some other way, trapped or sabotaged. Maybe there’s someone else who should pay for it. Maybe you should just be grateful for the government’s protection. Just join them and be glad you get to.”

I won’t let that happen to me. I won’t be neutralized as long as I am paying attention to what’s happening. I’ll just keep watching and describing, believing—because I have to—that they can’t take me from inside myself.

I do three routine phone-sex calls before Hugh calls me. When he does, I answer it in my phone sex voice, without meaning to.

“You knew it was me, didn’t you?” His voice sounds so close. I slam the phone down, my heart racing. I pick it up and try to get a dial tone, but the line is silent.

“I called the police on you,” I say to the air on the other end.

It feels like a flimsy threat.

The line is quiet. I tap the lever one-two-three times. I hold it down for seven seconds. I listen again for a dial tone.

“Hello?” I ask.

Quiet.

“I’m not alone, my boyfriend is here. He’s really strong.” I am quiet again, wondering if he can feel through my lie. I decide to elaborate. “I’m not afraid.” I don’t want him to think I feel weak. “I’m not afraid of you.” I say again, trying to sound assertive, hearing my voice rising with panic. “Stop calling me. I called the police and I’m calling them again as soon as I hang up.”

I hear a muffled sound. He’s laughing at me.

Before I can feel the crux of my fear, everything just lets go. Like it’s all fire and molten lava, a boiling soup with no barrier between myself and anything else. I hear a loud sound; it’s hurting my ears, but it’s my own scream. I am still screaming when Josiah answers the phone.

“What!” He shouts. “What’s going on?”

I stop, confused. “I didn’t call you.”

“Obviously, you did. What is going on?”

“Josiah, they just connected me to you, I swear I didn’t call you, my hand didn’t even touch the phone.” In my mind I see an image of my hand moving over the keypad, and change my mind. “Maybe I did. I don’t remember. It was him, he was on the other line, and he wouldn’t go away, and he was laughing.”

“Did you call the police? They should have him on file, and after three reported calls they’ll issue him a warning.”

“That’s not going to help!” I try to keep myself from freaking out on him. I need him. “You have to help me. I need you.”

“Actually, this isn’t a good time.”

We are both silent.

“They’re all over me,” I whisper.

Josiah sighs. “Reggie, they’re not. I promise you. I know you don’t want to hear this, but you’re going to be okay. You’re scared right now, but nobody’s going to get you.”

As he speaks, a terrible truth starts to dawn on me. “You’re one of them, aren’t you?”

Josiah groans and laughs. “Yeah, fine, Reggie. If that’s what you want to believe.”

“Josiah, please. Don’t you remember?” I am crumbling. “It’s me.”

“Like I said, I really don’t have time for this.” The line clicks, and I tear the cord out of the wall before waiting to see if there’s a dial tone.

I grab my aluminum baseball bat and hurtle toward the front door. I push the heavy recliner from the living room, lunging in front of the door. I pull a blanket from the closet and drape it over the windows, covering the cracks of the blinds. I turn off all the lights in the front room and clomp into my bedroom, curling up with the bat next to me, listening to all the night sounds.

They can’t get you if you keep watching. Stay alert. Stay present. I don’t sleep. Not that I remember.

Someone is calling my name. Regina. From the depths of my most buried self a dull innocence, a search for recognition rises.

“I’m here.” Regina. “Come find me.” Regina. “Come in.” I’m swimming through something thick, a warm syrupy liquid that encapsulates me. Where am I? Am I born? Whose body am I in?

And then there is a wall. I want to pass through it because there is something beautiful on the other side. I want to touch it, hold it, see what it is. What is this membrane, this separation? Let me have the pretty glimmering self-thing. I want it.

My eyes open in terror to find my body moving without my consent. The sensation in my skin is both hot and cold at the same time, and it’s a friction, a moving, both within and without.

“Oh, you’re such a good girl, such a sweet little girl.” Hot man-breath on my cheek; his chest pressed down on me, stealing my breath. I feel him moving inside me and my body is reaching up to him, meeting his thrusts, sucking him into me, hungry for more, trying to touch the promise dangled in front of my heart.

Safety. Protection. Comfort. Be mine.

“Oh, you feel so good,” he groans into me. I feel warm and open and cold and distant, all at once. “So nice and wet, such a sweet wet little pussy.”

Over his shoulder in the dark corner of the room I notice a tiny red light. A camera’s black form makes itself visible against the rest of the dark. It enters my reality smoothly, like the punch-line to a joke I heard years ago.

My body turns animal against me, trying to break through the layer of control. I wrap my legs up around him and pull him in harder and deeper, moaning as my back lifts up off the bed. He breathes hard on my nipple as he licks and sucks, grunting, “Oh my little girl, such a good little girl, oh you feel so good.” I reach my arms around him, his broad, muscled back, cringing at the tufts of coarse hair and waxy raised bumps under my fingers. I dive further in, pushing off from the bed and rolling over on top of him. I feel my knee crushing in on itself, but the pain is far away and meaningless. I bounce and grind on top of him, squeezing the muscles in my cunt, watching his face. Not an attractive face: bulbous, undefined features, visible nose hairs, unruly eyebrows, a high forehead with an unconvincing comb-over, splotchy grey five-o’clock shadow. But something about him is appealing, the way his material form slips away into powerless pleasure. I slide up and down on his penis. It twitches inside me as his eyebrows knit up and his mouth opens to reveal dull yellow teeth. I observe as though from a great distance, barely feeling any sensation in my body, only my determination.
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UPDATE: Neutralization successful.

I wake up with a vague sense that something has happened, but I can’t remember what. Thinking about it doesn’t feel good, it makes my stomach seize up and my head throb. I feel disgusting, open and bloated with need, seeping bile. Getting out of bed, my knee collapses on me and I have to push it back into joint. Fuck. That old deep body shame weighs heavy on me as I hobble to the living room for my brace.

When I step through the doorway a light flashes in my head that paralyzes me. Everything looks normal. The furniture is all in place. Blinds are drawn up, sunlight streaming in onto smooth surfaces.

I sit down on the couch next to the radiator and start buckling myself into my brace. I stare at the shiny pink typewriter in front of me. I see a flash of my hands on the keyboard, get a sense of déjà vu. I lean toward the feeling but can’t locate it.

I look out at the people and cars moving through the snow-covered street. They all seem okay. I need to stop feeling sorry for myself. I should work harder and be nicer to people. Stop blaming everyone else for my problems.
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