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In Our Previous Episode … 



Start Anywhere. This erotic story anthology consists of
        two volumes (so far). They can be read in any order. 
Not enough sex. Some readers have noted that Volume 1 had
        too much "talking about sex" and not enough "sex." Probably true; there's more sex in Volume
        2. Volume 1 spent a lot of time explaining the overall premise of the Existential
            Smut ebook series (summarized here), but
        feel free to skip around. (Here are some ideas about where to
            start.) Volume 2 also has two long essays about sex at the end (here and here). 
Time Lags. This book is being published when I am 59
        years old. Actually I've been writing these stories since my middle twenties. That creates
        all sorts of time lags. First, there is the time lag between developing the premise and
        writing the story. Second, there is the time lag between initial draft and the final draft.
        (Actually, there is another time lag between publishing the story on the web and publishing
        it for the ebook). Then, there is the time lag between the story and the writing of the
        Erotic Interlude. I began writing this paragraph on the same day I finished the Interlude
        for the story "Inside the Nun's Dormitory" (which I
        wrote 31 years ago!) Finally, there is the time lag between publication in the ebook and
        discovery by readers (years, decades, or even centuries) later. 
Choosing a subject. Other writers have written and
        published a lot more erotica than I ever have or will. This bothers me a little. But
        originally I envisioned stories in this project just as short meditations. Over time, I
        began writing longer pieces (Initiations was over 21,000
        words!) and taking more time to write them. Still a good erotic story (regardless of length)
        should inspire contemplation and even meditation. An author has to choose what to write
        about from thousands of possibilities. Why these subjects? Partly historical accident,
        partly psychological motivation and partly my guess about which meditations might be the
        most compelling. 
Create your own anthology. In 2008 and 2009 I wrote  Important Questions about Erotica. I struggled
        (and still struggle) with why I wanted to write erotic stories. But you don't have to be a
        talented writer to record or capture your private world of fantasy and passion. Just take
        out a sheet of paper and make a quick list of every sexual fantasy you can recall. (Don't
        worry about making it legible or grammatical. The only reader for it will be yourself.) To this list add
         major  moments from your personal sex history, and voilà! You now
        have a private record of your erotic dreams. 
Book Reports. Starting in 2025, I will post "Lusty
        Bibliophile Book Reports" on the ebook's websites every 3 months for the next ten years. You
        can find them (and other random essays) on the 
            www.
            ripemango
                taketwo.com
         website (More.) 

        Past and Future Volumes. Here is news about Volume 1 and Volume 3. Some early
        readers have noted that the ebook's point of view is limited to a male cisgender
        heteronormative perspective. Volume 3 (titled "Alternate Ecstasies") should offer a broader
        variety of perspectives written by different authors. From this point on I'll serve mainly as
        series editor. If you write erotica stories and wish to submit a story for Volume 3 or
        future volumes, visit the Ripe Mango 
        Take Two 
        Press website. 
Illustrations. Almost all the illustrations in this ebook are in the
        public domain and listed at the end.
    
[image: Full page erotic image 763tschirch-hohelied15.jpg]
The High Rise



A voyeur describes how he watched a woman across the street while she
        takes a shower. Should he try to meet her? 
[image: Nude in Dappled Sunlight, 1915]

Don't read this unless there is sympathy in your heart for voyeurs. The world abounds with
        those who watch the private lives of others. Someday our observations of people's solitude
        will bring benefits; someday (if you're lucky) you'll find your own secret vantage point
        from which to observe the world.
I never was a voyeur by nature, merely by circumstance. I lived on the fifth floor of a
        ten story high rise. The high rise actually consisted of three buildings connected in a
        U-shape. From outside my window I could see both buildings. Honestly, the thought never
        crossed my mind during my move-in that my flat offered a perfect view of the surrounding
        buildings. The units were old and badly kept; dwellers kept open the windows to save energy;
        I frequently heard sounds of windows being opened and blinds being drawn. I usually kept the
        blinds up and window open a few inches. Sunshine poured in during the day, along with a
        medley of traffic noises and errant conversations. One Saturday afternoon, while reaching
        for a glass from a cabinet, I saw outside my window a naked woman stepping into the shower.
        Her apartment was one floor below mine in the opposite building. I stood shocked but
        excited, staring at the pubic hair and lumpy breasts that wobbled as she moved. She had dark
        hair and a tall shapely figure; her face, though plain and unremarkable, had gentle European
        features and pale skin.
I had long awaited such a moment. I always imagined female acquaintances undressing and
        saw actresses do it onscreen (though the artful lighting and shadow always made it seem
        unreal). Now, here was a woman who by pure chance stood nude before me, so much less
        beautiful but all the more alluring. A man fantasizes knowing it's escape. But when an
        actual event corresponds even roughly to one of these fantasies, it ruptures the wall
        between the two worlds. Suddenly fantasizing no longer seems crazy; it even offers clues
        into life's hidden mysteries.
So when it happened, I had this feeling of deja vu. The
        way her bare leg stepped out of the shower, the way she dried herself with a towel, the way
        her hair dryer made zigzags around her hair. I savored the view, knowing in five minutes it
        would be gone forever.
 I
        praised my good fortune and returned to my normal business. But the event affected me; I
        began leaving open the kitchen blinds, glancing outside whenever I visited the kitchen for a
        fork or napkin. I didn't exactly seek a repeat performance; I just wanted to be there if it
        happened again. And it did—can you believe it?—the same woman was undressing
        before her shower. My first reaction was not excitement but fear of being caught. I turned
        off the lights; it was getting dark, and I didn't want to be noticed. Then, when I felt sure
        no one could see me, I studied her, savoring every precious second of her nakedness. She
        stayed in the shower so long that by the time she came out, the window was fogged, though I
        could see the blurry movements of her nude body. The pussy—there it was. At
        last.
By making minor adjustments to my schedule and living habits, I was able to keep constant
        surveillance. No, I didn't sit beside that window all night. Remember, I was a graduate
        student busy with papers and projects. I just happened to be around the kitchen during the
        times she showered. I did homework at the kitchen table, a few feet from the window. I
        cleaned my kitchen and went for drinks of water more often. Every time I took a break from
        reading, I would stroll beside the kitchen window. 
Seeing her nude was my main goal, but I also wondered about her life. Boredom made me
        curious; could the way she undressed tell me something? She folded her towel twice before
        hanging it up; did that make her a thorough, orderly person? Around the flat her face rarely
        expressed emotion (it seemed almost somber). She took forever preparing for nights out. She
        didn't go out often, but when she did, she'd stay in that damn bathroom for nearly an hour.
        She followed elaborate preparation rituals: styling her hair, painting her fingernails,
        shaving her legs (half-naked, sitting on the toilet seat). She was trying to transform
        herself into a glamorous socialite, as though it were simply a matter of applying the right
        combination of blush and lipstick. Her efforts seemed misdirected. A revealing outfit or a
        simple smile could create a more lasting impression than perfectly coiffed hair or elegantly
        applied eye shadow. Who was around to appreciate the trouble she went through? From my
        vantage point, she looked lovely and genuine without the makeup and fancy dresses. 
      
She spent a lot of time at home (like me). No boyfriend, no parent, no study partner, no
        one. I assumed she was a graduate student like me. Once, when she was about the enter the
        shower, the phone rang and she leapt out of the bathroom, leaving the door open and letting
        me see her main bedroom. It was nothing more than a queen-sized bed and lamp. After talking
        on the phone for half an hour, she returned to the bathroom with a smile on her face. I
        realized that around friends her personality must have been totally different. Maybe she was
        the complaining type or liked to flirt; maybe she liked making ironic observations or being
        the center of attention; maybe she was affectionate or antisocial; maybe she was intolerant
        of mediocrity or constrained by social pressures. I only saw how she behaved with nobody
        around; did that provide more insight—or less? Sometimes she entered the bathroom not
        to shower or use the toilet, but simply to clean. Once, I watched her clean the sink, floor,
        mirror and bathtub. She got down on her knees and scrubbed every square inch with all her
        might. She seemed to find satisfaction in it too, carefully inspecting things until it was
        perfect. When she brushed her teeth at night, I watched in fascination, not because it was
        erotic, but because it provided the illusion of intimate familiarity. Watching her personal
        routines relaxed me. Over time I grew less interested in her occasional nakedness than the
        quirky mannerisms defining her individuality. For example, she had an annoying habit of
        leaving on the bathroom light. Sometimes it would stay on for hours. Sometimes she would
        turn on the light, then go back to the living room. I never knew if she intended to return
        or had just forgotten to turn the light off. Once she left the light on for the entire
        evening. I had to attend a department function (one hour after she turned the bathroom light
        on). When I came home later, I noticed the light was still on. Irritating, yes, though I
        hardly had a right to complain!
Over the next few weeks I became familiar with the sight of her body—even though I
        came no closer to penetrating her life secrets. I walked by her doorway for clues; I read
        the name off her mailbox—T Purkyne. Once she passed me on the way to class. I hardly
        recognized her up close. She was lugging a backpack full of books and smiled briefly when
        our eyes met. In real life on the sidewalk, she seemed so ordinary. But I had been granted a
        glimpse of her beautiful private self and saw a part of her others did not. Yet this version
        of female beauty was abstract and incomplete. And although one can never fall in love with
        an abstraction, one can certainly fall in lust with one. I desired this woman because she
        stood away from me in the opposite building. If I passed her every day in the hallway, no
        lusty inclination would have crossed my mind. In my solitude the woman was lovely,
        inspiring, ravishing. But if I came any closer, this sense of beauty would crumble.
The mini blinds tilted upward or downward, thwarting spectators from below but never
        above. The higher you lived, the better the view. As a fifth floor resident, my blinds were
        useless protection from a voyeur on the sixth or seventh floor. The thought did occur to me
        that someone else could be watching me right now, huddled in the dark beside his window. I
        dismissed the idea as far-fetched, but kept an eye on the upper windows just in case. Though
        I'm less a voyeur than a beneficiary of circumstance, there was something thrilling about
        the idea of living on the top floor. It permitted the most expansive of views without fear
        of discovery. If there were a God, he'd live atop an infinitely tall high rise, observing
        human activity through a telescope, too far away to intervene, but never too far away to
        appreciate. Perhaps the afterlife provides not a continuation of existence but a chance to
        observe the former one, a chance to view not only naked women but the world in its
        stupendous variety.
Though I was in lust with this woman, I would have preferred to be in love with her. Once
        you see a woman step out of a shower, you can't help but want to be in love. Desire arises
        not from proximity but distance. But distance longs for proximity, and illusion longs for
        demystification. I pondered various scenarios for meeting this women; the main problem was
        the initial violation of trust. What could I have done? Asked her to be more careful? That
        would have led to other questions (like "how long have you been watching my window?") And if
        I notified her in a less confrontational way—slipping a note under the door or calling
        her up—she'd probably regard me as a stalker. Does one really want to know some man is
        getting off from your nakedness? I preferred to think of myself as a guardian maintaining a
        friendly vigil. Women of the world, you are being watched! Every time you bend over to pick
        up a newspaper—every time you look out a window—every time you lie on a couch on
        a hotel lobby, masculine eyes will be feasting on your presence. The more you fear us, the
        further away we'll have to stand (and the stronger binoculars we'll need to buy).
Each time I watch her window, I imagine meeting her.
Perhaps we meet, I ask her out and discover she is not who I imagined. She has a dull
        intellect or a blasé personality. Perhaps she is less attractive in person. I imagine
        meeting her only to find her more interested in a relationship than I was, and then having
        to escape that jaw of intimacy before it swallowed me whole. Or perhaps we hit it off;
        perhaps the foreknowledge of her secret erotic self makes it easier for me to pierce the
        feminine armor of indifference. Do I tell her about my window-watching? Do I keep it a
        secret? I imagine seducing her and telling her about the voyeurism later, only to have her
        overreact, feeling tricked, violated, victimized. She'd resent the fact that the
        relationship was built upon a perversion and break off for that reason. But if I said
        nothing, I'd go crazy; I feel I were keeping the basis of the relationship a secret. I'd
        want to confess to somebody, perhaps a mistress or a phone sex line, perhaps a diary like
        this one. Keeping it  secret would require self-control so strict that I'd eventually fall
        short. Would I start looking into other windows for other women? A man who can't acknowledge
        his past becomes a man without one; for the sake of her sanity, I'd end up sacrificing
        mine.
What a hopeless scenario! And I hadn't even considered the likelihood of her indifference.
        If the most optimistic of hypothetical outcomes bring negative results, how necessary is it
        to run through other possibilities? When you imagine possibilities, you also foresee their
        limits. Psychotics dream about the impossible (and experience only pleasure). Ordinary
        people dream about the possible (and experience not pleasure—but the satisfaction of
        seeing disappointments in alternate realities as well).
Things changed at the end of the semester. I dropped out of grad school and accepted a job
        in San Diego. It was a good decision; I had been  killing time at grad school and needed a
        chance to enter the real world. Once I started packing, I realized it would end this silent
        relationship with the woman at the window. This was for the best; it was an unhealthy
        fixation, and I welcomed an end to it. But one last glance wouldn't spoil anything. On
        moving day that window became the focal point for my attention; by day's end I resigned
        myself to the possibility that she was out of town and lost for good. But then the bathroom
        light flipped on, and she entered in shorts and t-shirt. She turned on the shower, but
        instead of undressing, she knelt down and started rubbing the bathroom tub with a scouring
        pad. Such an ordinary action—but for the next hour, I sat doing nothing, watching her
        wipe back and forth, back and forth, gazing at her with shock and exhilaration.
Postscript
        (written twelve years later) Today I came across a
        journal entry from my grad school days about the woman I used to spy on. Reread with some
        hilarity. What a case I was! No wonder I was so incompetent at dealing with the opposite
        sex. Maybe I should show it to Clara for a good laugh.
It's obvious what I should have done. After I saw her naked the first time, I should have
        knocked on her door, introduced myself and told her the truth. The whole naked truth. I
        could also have interjected some comment for comic relief. "If you ever do that again, I'll
        have to keep taking those cold showers." Or "the next time you decide to teach a live
        modeling class, I'd love to sign up." These lines were just ideas off the top of my head.
        But I could easily picture myself conversing casually with this woman—even doing it
        inside her apartment. We could have exchanged grad school experiences. Instead of preventing
        friendship, this accidental voyeurism might have provided a funny, embarrassing (and
        titillating) trigger for it. That's all I really needed: an excuse to seek her acquaintance.
        If I came to her immediately, she would have regarded me not as a pervert but someone trying
        to protect her modesty. It might not have led to romance, but at least I had a shot at
        friendship (and ultimately that's all that matters). Grad school can be a lonely time, and
        neither of us had many friends that year. Imagine; I probably could have reached a point
        where I could ask her out to lunch every so often. I was so juvenile then; I never really
        understood that the first step to lusty satisfaction was actual conversation and
        friendship.
That was my chance, and I missed it. It now seems so obvious. For all my talk about
        possibilities, why didn't I recognize the very real possibility of starting a friendship? It
        would have been so easy.
Post-postscript (written twenty
            years later). Both journal entries seem to be written by complete strangers.
        How could I have possibly thought I could have just knocked on the door and struck up a
        friendship with this woman? People assume that seductions and romances require only a clever
        opening line and the right situation. But compatibilities are hard to anticipate, and it's
        unlikely the woman and the 24 year old version of myself occupied the same kind of worlds.
        The 24 year old version of myself seemed afraid of rejection and normal social interactions;
        he seemed more comfortable as a lurker. The 36 year old version of myself seemed too savvy
        about the mechanics of seduction. Neither would have made a suitable partner for this woman;
        the 36 year old was recently married and assumed that love came easily to those who pursued
        it. What folly! I watch both from afar, scoffing at their misinterpretations. That leaves
        the poor woman at the window, the unknown naked beauty about whom we know absolutely nothing
        except that she dutifully cleans her bathtub. Let's hope she found a man better suited for
        her, a man appreciative of more than the accidental beauty of her nudity.
A further variation
Other outcomes exist for the 24 year old narrator which might have produced a happy
        ending.
The first is awful to contemplate, but plausible. He should find some way to meet the
        woman, any way, and forswear any hope of romance. He should do anything and everything to
        advance the friendship by tearing out all remnants of desire. Keep the secret inside, stop
        looking at the window and never mention it to the woman, now his friend.
The second possibility is somewhat likely. The man, still fixated on the woman, moves to
        another city and meets another woman resembling the first. After desiring one woman, it is
        easy to find echoes of her in another. It's not really a second chance, but a way to redeem
        himself. The man could court and seduce this look-alike woman without feeling guilt or the
        need to apologize. The woman could love him, yes, love him. He could revel in the
        possibility that underneath the clothing, the second woman could have been like the first
        one. This is really the only perfect ending.
The third possibility is dangerous because it feeds on its own impossibility. It belongs
        not to the real world but the laboratory of an overactive imagination. Perhaps the woman was
        undressing before the window on purpose. Perhaps she wanted him (or some other man) to view
        her body; perhaps she needed to be watched and desired.
        Perhaps she wanted validation of her beauty. This possibility may seem remote, but ignoring
        it is to pretend woman can't also have kinky inclinations. Perhaps she had been undressing
        by the window for some time before a man finally noticed her. Perhaps her hope was to incite
        desire in a stranger and spur him towards a first move. But herein lies the irony. Although
        both are willing participants in this theater of desire, in fact desire becomes the last
        thing the person suspects the other of harboring. Two can consent in their minds to a
        seduction, but until one of them has enough curiosity to seek it out,  this lovely
        hypothetical situation remains an impossibility.
*****
Reminder: Turn the page to read the next story. Below is
        an Interlude with a short dialogue or commentary about the
        story you have just finished. Clicking this link is optional. (If you wish to skip it and
        read the next story, just turn the page.) If you read the interlude, look for another link
        at the end  to bring you back to your current position.  
 Lisa hates fiction with flashback and time jumps, saying that
        they infuse a story with fake nostalgia. The narrator likes them because the present time is
        so … boring. (Read
                more) 
Psyche's Revenge



A man has the opportunity for sex with a mysterious woman in a hotel
        room. There is a catch: he can never see what she looks like! 
[image: Munch, Cupid and Psyche, 1907]
Have you ever been set up with a person of the opposite sex? You learn to treat blind date
        situations with a combination of amusement and skepticism. Yes, it's fun to meet new people
        (and let your friends make the arrangements). Later, you start wondering about the ones who
        set you up. Do they have taste? Do they really know you? Nothing comes from these blind
        dates; one person forgets to call; the other has an endless parade of excuses for not being
        free: going out of town, the family reunion, the class, the deadline at work, the housework,
        the sick roommate or pet. Some even let you down with mention of a boyfriend (probably
        fake). The beauty of that excuse comes from being impossible to verify. It's an easy way to
        cut a person away without the person suspecting.
Once, at a dinner party, the wife of a college friend asked whether I was dating anyone. I
        was still single, with no prospects in the foreseeable future, and so naturally Jill had to
        set me up.
"I have a friend. She's nice, pretty, our age. I've known her a long while. She's been
        down on her luck and wants someone for companionship and fun. A fling. She asked me to
        recommend someone nice, decent-looking, discreet and emotionally mature. Someone open-minded
        about affairs of the heart. So I thought about you."
"Wait — who is this again?" I had barely been following the conversation until I
        realized Jill was trying to set me up.
"I've known her since college. You'd like her. She wants something casual—a fling
        perhaps. But you can't sleep around with strangers these days. It's too dangerous.
        Eventually she agreed to let me recommend a few people. Eventually, I decided upon
        you."
I was flattered really. Jill was recommending me. I realized that Jill was trying to do a
        favor not only for her friend, but me as well. She had frequently encouraged me to meet more
        women, and this match was a way to accomplish two things.
"What is she like?" I said. (Translation: "What does she look like?")
"That's the thing. She doesn't want you to know anything, not even her name. She wants you
        to meet her without preconceived ideas. She said the bedroom is where people are most honest
        with one another, with the lights turned out, during the silences rather than the
        conversations. What she wants right now is a man who doesn't lie."
"Okay," I said, uncertain what to make of it. The fact she was Jill's friend reassured me,
        but I had no idea what Jill's taste in women was like. "Does she have emotional issues?
        Diseases? Does she want to become pregnant?"
"She's fine. … Nothing's weird about her, except the kind of general weirdness that
        cultured educated people have. Again, she specifically told me not to tell you anything. She
        doesn't even want to know anything about you. That's why she wants the whole encounter to
        take place in total darkness. She wants to meet you in a dark room."
I laughed. "Is she blind?"
"No, it's just what she said."
"I'm going to need more details. What is she like?"
"She wants someone who doesn't judge on the basis of appearances but can accept her as she
        is. She will return the favor."
"How old is she? Is she pretty? Has she been married?"
"Mark, she's fine. That's all I'm going to say. Believe me, I would have preferred a more
        conventional meeting. But her heart seems set on this little love experiment. And does it
        really matter what people look like with the lights off?"
Actually it mattered a lot, although I couldn't admit it to Jill's face. I imagined an
        older out-of-shape woman with flabby breasts kissing me in the dark. Jill probably wouldn't
        set me up with a shrew, but if a woman preferred making love in the dark, something had to
        be physically wrong with her. Darkness was just another disguise.
But consider the advantages. She wouldn't see me either: I was getting older, losing the
        shine and shapeliness of youth. I went home imagining scenarios. Was my dating life that
        desperate? The woman might say she wanted a one-night stand, but how would she behave later?
        Disappointment was inevitable. If she were hideously unattractive or unpleasant, I could
        pretend in the darkness she was beautiful. Later both of us would have to confront the
        ugliness of post-desire.
But the arguments were not all negative. After all, it was a sure thing; maybe the woman
        could turn out to be fantastic—maybe a steady girlfriend or at least a decent fuck
        buddy. Or even a friend. I tended to dismiss potential dating prospects too quickly; there
        was something appealing about the idea about letting a combination of fate and circumstances
        throw me together with somebody. All my dating "criteria" had brought me no success; why not
        let nature take its course? A century or two ago marriages were arranged. Maybe that wasn't
        ideal, but at least it relieved people of the burden of determining compatibility. How much
        time did a person waste searching?
Later, I called Jill to agree to her offer. What did I have to lose? A few days later,
        Jill called to say she had checked with her friend (whom I jokingly referred to as
        "Natalie," a name Jill started using as well). Natalie would be free the following Saturday.
        Jill's husband Kevin would make the hotel arrangements and meet me at the hotel entrance. 
 When I saw Kevin that Saturday, he asked, "Are you excited? Nervous?"
"Absolutely," I said.
"You're a lucky man. You're in for the time of your life."
"Do you know her?"
"Natalie?" Kevin was using the same code name. "She's definitely cool. I've met her once
        or twice. She's mainly Jill's friend. But I'm not supposed to tell you anything about her;
        that's the deal, right?"
"Indeed."
Kevin got the hotel card key and escorted me to the room. It was 7:30 PM, and Natalie
        would arrive at 8:00. "I'm taking the card key with me, so don't leave the room unless you
        want to leave for good." 
"No problem," I said. "Will Natalie have her own key to get into the room?" 
"Yes," Kevin said. "Jill wrote everything down, so let me sure I did everything right."
        Kevin took out his phone to read Jill's instructions. 
"'First, no talking and no exchange of names or personal information,'" he read aloud.
        "Well, you already know that."
"Sure."
"'Two taps on the shoulder means stop or take a break.' Got that?"
"Sure."
"'You are to remain seated on the bed when Natalie enters the room.'" (I noticed that the
        doorway was off to the side, making it impossible to see the entrance with the hallway
        lights). "'Natalie will knock three times and open the door herself. Don't worry about
        prophylactics. Natalie has already taken care of that. Don't worry about STD's either.' Oh,
        here's something. I need to remove all the light bulbs in the room before I leave." Kevin
        started unscrewing the light bulbs from the lamps. "'Unscrew the bathroom light bulbs.' Ok,
        check."
The place was becoming darker. Only the bedroom lamp was left on.
"Next. 'Unplug the digital clock and put it inside the dresser.' Okay. 'Unplug the TV and
        move it against the air conditioner unit.' What the heck?"
"That's to prevent the TV from being used as a light source."
"Oh," Kevin said, trying to figure out how to move it. 
"Don't bother," I said. "I'm not going to turn the TV on. Just unplug it and leave it
        there."
"Thank you," Kevin said, relieved. "'Make sure Mark doesn't have any gadgets with lights.'
        Mark, where's your cell phone?"
"In the car. Jill already told me to leave it there."
"Excellent." He took out a glow-in-the-dark pen and left it on the bathroom counter, where
        it emitted a dim yellowy light. "The penlight," he said, "is for changing clothes and using
        the restroom."
"Got it."
"'At 5:00 AM the telephone on your nightstand will ring with a wake up call,'" Kevin began
        reading. "'Mark needs to dress and leave before 5:30 AM. When Mark arrives home, he needs to
        text Jill.' That doesn't make sense." Kevin took out his phone and called his wife. He
        listened and then handed the phone to me.
"Ok, Mark," Jill's voice said, "When you get home, text my cellphone to let me know. Then,
        I'll send a message to Natalie so she can leave the hotel." 
"Jill," I said. "I don't understand. Is she really afraid I'll follow her home? Look,
        we're adults. If you don't want me to chase after Natalie, just say so."
"Wait," Jill said, and I hear her chatting with another woman. Ten seconds later, Jill
        came back to the phone. "That's ok. She said don't worry about it."
"Is she with you now?"
"Yes, we're 10 minutes away. Natalie will be there very soon."
I hung up the phone and Kevin left (but not before removing the last light bulb). I sat in
        the darkness, wondering what would happen. Should I remove my clothes? We would be having
        sex in total darkness; there was no point in keeping my clothes on. But who was this woman
        anyway? I didn't know the rules or expectations or how she would react. The thought occurred
        to me that this woman would turn out to be a prostitute or transvestite; it could be a crazy
        practical joke. I needed to be on my guard. Perhaps Natalie had a personality
        disorder.
Minutes later, a light tap came on the door. The door opened slowly, and I could see the
        light from the hallway as it shut again quietly.
"Hello?" a woman's voice said. She sounded relaxed, tiny and slightly familiar.
"I'm here," I called out. "On the bed."
I heard her light footsteps towards me.
"Hello," she said with an uncomfortable laugh. Her voice was light and friendly and yet
        reluctant to seem too forward. "I'm Natalie."
"Is that your real name?"
"No," she laughed. "Jill said that's the code name you use for me. Right?"
"I'm Mark. Yes, that's my real name. You can sit here. Here, on the bed."
"Wait," she said, and in the shadows I could see a human figure feeling ahead with her
        arms.
"You're getting closer," I said, touching her arm (a few degrees colder than my own). She
        sat down next to me, her fingers brushing against my body as she tried to get oriented. We
        sat about two feet away from one another. I waited for her to say something, but jumped in
        to break the awkward silence.
"How long have you known Jill?" I asked.
"Since college," she answered quickly. "We had classes together."
Silence again. I didn't know how to proceed. I could smell a faint whiff of
        perfume.
"So, are you sure you want to go through with this?" I asked.
"Oh, yes," she replied with an almost excited laugh. "I've thought long and hard about
        it."
"Have you done this kind of thing before?"
"No, only this time…."
Wait, you're not a virgin, are you?" The very possibility electrified me.
"You wish," she said.
"I know lots of guys would like this sex-with-a-stranger thing," I said. "But I've never
        met a woman who's into that. But if I knew your reasons, maybe this experience would seem
        less scary." She remained silent. "I'm not complaining. And if you're a friend of Jill and
        Kevin, I'm sure there's nothing wrong with you."
I waited for her answer. Although I began the conversation in a normal tone of voice, the
        darkness brought my voice down to a whisper. I hardly felt on intimate terms with this
        women, and yet both of us knew that barriers would fall and things would soon be strange and
        awful and possibly terrific. We needed to be tentative, careful, gentle.
I waited for her to say something. After five seconds went by, I asked again. "Do you want
        to talk about why you are here?"
"Why don't you tell me your reasons?" she said.
"It's pretty simple. Jill and Kevin suggested it, and I was bored and yes, lonely."
"Bored and lonely," she repeated, half-mockingly.
I waited some more, then I said, "Do you want to talk about it?"
"Not particularly," she said with a nonchalant laugh. Five more seconds.
"So what kind of work do you do?" I asked once I realized I was getting nowhere.
Five more seconds. This time, rather than ask another question, I decided to wait for her
        to say something.
After an uncomfortable delay, she gave a little laugh, then sighed as she sat back against
        the bed. "Don't."
"Don't what?"
"No talking." She seemed like a child, a small anxious child. "Don't make things
        harder."
"I don't understand," I said.
"Don't try to. The more we talk, the less we really say." She touched my hand slightly,
        then moved away. By this time, my eyes had adjusted to the darkness; I could see the outline
        of a female figure, the short curly hair. I could not see her eyes; I didn't realize how
        dark the room actually was. Natalie was taller than average, a little heavy, but still a
        nice figure. I couldn't tell how old she was, or even whether I would have found her
        attractive in real life. Her voice sounded oddly familiar—had I met her before? Or did
        her voice just remind me of other women I had been attracted to? I was definitely attracted
        to her, but why? Was it the mystery? Or the certainty of her availability? Maybe I was
        deceiving myself. She sat at the edge of the bed.
"It's really dark in here," I whispered.
She laughed gently, but did not volunteer a reply.
"I can't see you except the outline of your face. What color is your hair?" I asked,
        stroking it lightly.
"You'll never know..." she said flirtatiously.
"The bathroom is over there," I said, lifting her hand and pointing it in the general
        direction. Her arm was cold and slender and shaking slightly. I kept holding it, trying to
        ascertain her mood. "There's a glow-in-the-dark pen on top of the toilet. And the lamp is
        unplugged; you can plug it in if you need to go."
"Thanks," she said.
"Do you want to walk around the room so you knew where everything is?"
"Okay," she said, standing up and inching around the room. She opened the bathroom door
        and came out again. Then she sat next to me in uncomfortable silence.
"Why don't you want me to see your face?" I asked.
She didn't reply. I could hear her breathing. "Are you worried about your appearance? Or
        do you want to keep your identity a secret?"
"No!" she said, interrupting.
"No, what?" I asked. "No, you don't think you—"
"I don't want to talk." She said. "I'm sorry," she said, becoming a little emotional. "I'm
        sorry you don't understand."
"That's okay," I said, holding her hand. "You probably should take off your shoes."
"Oh, sure," she said, removing them. As she bent over, I put my hand lightly over her
        back. It was an awkward gesture; I could feel her back tensing up in response. She had not
        expected it, and as a result, she had not warmed to it at all.
"You can lie on the bed if you want," I said.
"I'm okay."
"I'm sorry. I don't know how to act. It just seems so weird and unnatural. Do you feel the
        same way?"
The woman sat there quietly, and I waited for her to say something. I was tempted to talk
        some more, but I knew I needed to wait for her answers, or else nothing would be
        said.
After a good 15 seconds of silence, she finally whispered, "Maybe..."
"If there's anything I can do to make it easier," I said, "just let me know."
"So after this is all over," I continued after another long pause, "you don't want to see
        each other? Do you just want tonight?"
She didn't answer.
"If you don't want anything after tonight, I've already said it's okay. I just wanted to
        be sure both of us have the same understanding before we do anything."
I waited for fifteen seconds, but the woman said nothing.
"If you don't want to talk, that's okay. But you can't blame me for asking."
Nothing.
"I just don't know what to do or say. I've never done this kind of thing. I don't know
        what you want, or whether I'm doing what I'm supposed to. If I—"
Natalie put her arms around me, clinging to my body like a little girl. "Just hold me,"
        she whispered into my ear, a little anxious. "No talking." I gave her cheek a small kiss,
        and she kept hugging me. A few seconds later, she whispered, "Just like that" with a soft
        soothing voice.
"Sure," I said, surprised at how easily Natalie clung to me. "This is nice," I whispered.
        She seemed so fragile, so needy, so alluring. But what was motivating her? Was a fuck all
        she wanted? Why was she here? And why was I? I sat against the bed, holding her at my side.
        We didn't face each other, but in the darkness it was unnecessary; I hardly had a sense of
        her presence except when we touched. I gave her neck a kiss, but she wouldn't kiss me back;
        she just kept clinging. I held her hand. It was shaking. Then I kissed it—each
        individual finger—followed by the rest of her arm. I forgot my shyness for a moment
        and brought her hand to my lap, letting it rest near my erection. Natalie gave a little
        laugh, and I undid my belt and lay down, pulling my pants below my knee. Natalie sat beside
        me; what was she thinking?
"Have you ever wondered what it would be like to be blind?" I whispered. "Have you
        wondered about the things you'd miss, the different way you'd approach the world?"
"No," she said.
My penis was right out in the open, and I brought her hand to it.
"That's good," I said, as she continued to stroke it.
"Wouldn't it be strange to be blind? How would you know people around you were not mocking
        your every word? How would you understand other people's descriptions of a beautiful sunset
        or a pretty smile?"
"A blind person pays attention to what other people miss," Natalie said. I let the words
        hang, astonished that she had spoken a complete sentence. But she said nothing more, just
        stroking it. I sat up and gave her a kiss, then leaned back slowly, trying to settle her
        face near my crotch. At first, the blatancy of my gesture took her aback. "Wait," she said,
        hesitating, but as soon as she repositioned herself to a more comfortable position, she
        lowered her mouth over my cock and began sucking.
I didn't even know what this woman looked like or if she were even attractive, but now
        that I had her, there was no turning back (for either of us). I hadn't even taken off her
        clothes, and yet I came in no time at all, giving her mouth a taste of a man's salty
        selfishness. Even after all the spurts came out, my penis stayed inside, caring not about
        the mess but simply how far her lips would go to accommodate me. As I eased myself out, I
        heard the sound of a mouth tasting what it had just received, the sounds of a woman's
        catching her breath and my hands moving gently against her neck. We were united not by
        spirit but my selfish satisfaction. Normally I would feel guilt or embarrassment, but in the
        silence, nothing seemed unusual or outrageous. I felt no guilt or need to apologize. I was
        not spent in the least; I was ready to resume our erotic journey. As Natalie leaned her head
        against my crotch, I moved my hands over her blouse and then underneath it. By then the
        locus of desire had changed from my crotch to her bosom and my restless hands. She was still
        a stranger, a strange but accommodating body next to me still fully dressed. I brought her
        head next to mine and gave her a kiss; instead, she pressed against my shoulder, clinging in
        an almost nonsexual way. We lay there for several minutes. I could feel her curly hair
        against my ear and hear her breathing, the air conditioner, distant traffic. Maybe it was
        enough for her, but I was restless. I couldn't say if it stoked my desire, but I realized
        that this woman didn't need sexual intercourse so much as she needed a man—any
        man—to cling to. She clung to me, and I held her, letting her cling to me.
Was it enough for me though? I wanted a way to validate that my desire for her was
        something more than an illusion brought about by the darkness. I moved my hand over
        Natalie's neck and arms, letting it sink down her back and over her legs. Natalie accepted
        the caresses without revealing enjoyment. The kiss I gave her cheek brought no response, so
        I continued exploring her body, trying to construct in my mind a three-dimensional
        representation of her physical presence. Would I have lusted after her in real life? That
        was the question. Her bosom was somewhat oversized, and her hips seemed larger and rounder
        than I expected. Nothing like the slender woman I had hoped for. Still, I hadn't expected a
        goddess, and of course I was no Greek god either. I sat up in bed and lifted her body
        against mine, feeling the smooth silk of her dress against my chest. "Is this okay?" I
        whispered. She just put her arms around my shoulders, feeling up and down my back. I took
        her hands and lifted them above her head, removing her blouse and touching her exposed
        breasts. Natalie sat passively before me, showing no sign of excitement, holding on,
        clinging to me during my explorations.
The way she clung to me didn't seem romantic or passionate (although her steady breaths
        against my neck goaded me forward). The way she curled against me seemed like a little child
        seeking protection, almost oblivious to the sexual tension she was generating. It wasn't
        passion she wanted but simply a man's reassuring presence; I continued the process of
        undressing her, teasing off her undergarments, exposing her warm pussy to my touch. I
        listened for signs of her excitement, hearing nothing. I slid my finger down her pussy and
        kissed the whole thing with my open mouth; it was moist but didn't respond. She made distant
        sounds of satisfaction, as though she weren't actually there but was in another room working
        on a spreadsheet, periodically checking in to see if I had made any progress. I continued
        stroking, giving her neck a kiss. Her breaths became less regular, as her hands moved over
        my back. Who was she? I teased her lower body with my hands, looking for some sign of
        individuality in her responses. But her body didn't betray her. She was just a body, and I
        was a man that wanted it.
And I wanted it badly. I wanted to take her, spread her, mold her will to my own. I knew
        her holes were open and ready for fingers and dicks and tongues. I knew her body would sigh
        as I took her, but when I tried to maneuver her legs apart, I encountered a kind of
        resistance as though she were having second thoughts. That led me to retreat, and advance
        more carefully. I kept kissing her, leaning against her lower body, eventually feeling her
        legs brush against my own of their own volition. I brought her into a deeper embrace,
        straddling her and leaning over her without making penetration. She clung to me like a
        little child, but I wanted a woman, a slutty woman who would spread her legs at a moment's
        notice. I pressed my dick towards her vagina and after a few feints stuck it all in. When I
        did, she winced in surprise, then gave a breathy giggle, as though she had just realized why
        we were here in the first place. If the room had a light, I would have looked at her for
        some hint of debauched cooperation. But instead, I just put our cheeks together, pressing
        ahead while she held my shoulders steady, breathing in every time I entered her. This slow
        pace continued for a few minutes, and suddenly she made a whimper and disengaged herself
        from me. I didn't know what to do. For a tense minute or so, I lay beside her, wondering how
        to proceed. Then she put her arms around me and said with a laugh, "Leg cramp."
I continued kissing her, regaining my territory and plowing ahead. I was enjoying it, but
        was she? Each lunge brought a wince and a sigh but little evidence of pleasure. And yet she
        held me closely, so obviously she was into it, although perhaps not for the same reasons. I
        kept pounding, close to climax, and she followed along in silence, inhaling at every forward
        motion. Then, at one moment, her breathing stopped and she grabbed my buttocks, keeping me
        inside for a full three seconds before she exhaled again. During those three seconds, she
        was silent and totally still; I came immediately though later on I still couldn't say
        whether she had done the same. But after the climax, I released her and she released me. We
        were still breathing hard, stroking one another, sinking into lethargy and
        contemplation.
I think she expected me to say something, but I promised to keep quiet. What could I say
        anyway? Gradually, we separated ourselves on the bed, touching all the time. Eventually, I
        fell asleep.
Later I awoke and remembered where I was. I stretched my arm on her back to confirm her
        presence, but she was still asleep. Once again, I tried to perceive her outline with my
        eyes, but no, it was futile; there was too much darkness; I could barely remember the layout
        of the room.
I felt a shudder of doubt and even disgust when I imagined who she was and what we had
        just done. Why had she proposed meeting like this? What would she do? Was I expected just to
        leave her? And what was her body really like—why had she insisted that I never see it?
        My image of her changed from a sultry sweaty body huffing underneath me to an older blob of
        fat with horrifying skin groping at me—perhaps not horrifyingly ugly, but just
        uninteresting and needy and mean. But maybe she was attractive—by my low standards
        anyway. Maybe she would have also found me repulsive. I touched her upper body once again,
        giving not exactly a caress but a quiet examination. The initial touch stirred her, but
        after my fingers went a few inches down her pudgy body, she returned to sleep. No, she
        probably wasn't ugly. Maybe it was best that we couldn't actually see one another and see
        the fact we were two average-looking mortals. And yet, we had done the most intimate things
        together—she had sucked my cock! And I had enjoyed it shamelessly, succumbing to the
        allure of her desire to please. I remember the glorious feeling of her mouth around it. The
        strange situation turned me on so much! I was corrupting her, and she was not complaining.
        Now that it was over, I couldn't believe that the woman had made me come so easily. No
        matter what happened next, we could not erase the fact that she had sucked my cock and I had
        fucked her enthusiastically for a good 30 minutes. Now that it was over, it seemed
        inevitable she would try to turn everything into a boyfriend-girlfriend thing; she was after
        all a woman. Eventually I would have to face her in the daylight; for now though we were
        blind to the other's imperfections; Perhaps if I left quickly, this illusion would never be
        shattered. Unless...
As ugly as I imagined her, my curiosity kept me wondering. Wouldn't I want to view her in
        the daylight at least once—if only to be certain she wasn't someone I'd find
        attractive? Where were those lights? I could open the curtains even in the middle of the
        night, the moonlight and street lights would make her body somewhat visible. Maybe I could
        persuade her to share breakfast; but no, she didn't want that, and perhaps I didn't either.
        Maybe I could surprise her; I could half-open the door or plug in a lamp while she was
        sleeping or getting dressed. But that would betray our original agreement; I hardly wanted
        to make an enemy. Maybe I could just ask her permission to turn on the light. Ask and you
        shall receive. She did not refuse me when I put her mouth on my cock. But I hadn't
        asked.
Honest questions led to honest refusals. Or maybe not? Asking her permission meant
        accepting the consequences of her refusal; it meant accepting her control over the situation
        and admitting my own helplessness. And truly, I hadn't given her any reason to say yes. We
        were just nighttime lovers. Asking her meant accepting that I'd have to be emotionally
        available regardless of her answer. If she agreed to show herself, I'd no longer be able to
        walk away. She had sucked my cock.
Then I remembered the glow-in-the-dark penlight in the bathroom. I could sneak to the
        bathroom and use it for a quick look when she was asleep. She would never know. I waited
        until the woman was asleep and crept into the bathroom towards the faint light of the pen. I
        took it and hovered it over my arm. The light from the pen was weak, and I could hardly make
        out my arm, but it was better than nothing. I flushed the toilet and returned to bed holding
        the penlight tightly in hand.
Suspecting that the flushing noise had awakened her, I lay quietly next to the woman,
        hiding the penlight under the bed. The woman was asleep, oblivious to the commotion. I
        carefully lifted the sheet from her body and listened for sounds of her being awake.
Minutes later I lifted the penlight over her sleeping figure for two or three seconds,
        waving it over her breasts and stomach and hiding it under the bed again. What a surprise;
        her body was not fat or pudgy at all; to be sure, there were curves, but her breasts were
        almost perfectly proportioned; her legs were smooth and slender; her butt was round and
        tiny. I was ecstatic; I had been completely wrong about her body; how could I have possibly
        dreamt up such a misshapen body on such a perfectly-shaped woman?
I wanted to take her again, but first I had to see more of her. I listened for evidence of
        her slumber, then lifted the glow-in-the-dark pen over her face after being certain she was
        asleep. I waved the pen light over her head for only a second, but my heart jumped silently
        at the sight. She had the face of a princess! Her mouth was small and gentle; her cheeks
        were smooth and covered by short curly hair. She was clearly a grown woman; nobody would
        have mistaken her for a college student. Her face had the peculiar beauty of someone from
        another country: Greek? Russian? Turkish?
I took the penlight out again and waved my hand over her face again, this time for a full
        five seconds before hiding it again. Her chin was so small and delicate; her eyes were
        closed, and yet, they seemed gentle and even a bit melancholy. Her cheeks were smooth and
        youthful and I noticed a single pimple on the left cheek—as though a single pimple
        could tarnish her beauty! I tried to image her background or career. Lawyer? Secretary?
        Fashion designer? I would have loved to behold her in the daylight! I felt the rapture of
        someone being awarded an undeserved opportunity. It was as if I had been touched by a deity
        and allowed to see the secret beauty of the world. And this face had sucked my cock! I
        couldn't help it; I had to bring out the penlight once again and behold the face that had
        deigned to suck my awful cock!
Suddenly, I felt ashamed of the secret gawking and my single-minded pursuit of pleasure.
        If she learned I had found a way to gaze upon her during sleep, she would think I broke the
        deal and distrust me. She might even run away. But I experienced a more primal fear. Her
        body's loveliness only reminded me of my unworthiness. This woman probably slept with
        athletes, CEO's and other kinds of charismatic deities … certainly not average
        mortals like myself. Now I felt like the ugly one. This darkness—which I originally
        thought was hiding visions of her imperfect body—was actually cloaking mine.
I slipped away to return the glow-in-the-dark pen to the bathroom. When I returned to bed
        and offered a caress, I noticed she was now awake and had escaped into the bathroom herself.
        Minutes later, when she lay beside me again, I put my arms around her, and heard her gentle
        laugh. Clearly, she was up for more lovemaking, and I couldn't disguise my eagerness. I
        wanted to kiss the beauty I had just seen, to hear her gentle noises of approbation every
        time my mouth found a new sensitive place. I moved my head down her body and positioned my
        mouth on her pussy. It was a blatant almost awkward move, and yet I no longer felt shame.
        Natalie gave a small laugh and pushed my head away, then let it slowly advance as she
        adjusted to the feeling. "Not so fast," she whispered, holding my head. But I had to taste
        her; I, an ordinary mortal, needed to tease divine pleasures from her mound. That was my
        obsession. At first, she controlled my movements with her thighs and hands against my neck,
        but after a minute she lost interest in controlling me and let me lead. Moments later she
        exhaled deeply and pressed into my face, sobbing after my rhythms reached a certain point.
        She pulled my face up to hers, sighing.
She just wanted to lay there with me, but my cock was fully erect, so I started again
        before she had time to catch her breath. Unlike the first go around (where she just let me
        go on without direction), this time she was actively engaged in bringing me to the right
        place. Fucking was still an awkward thing (we were knocking arms and shoulders accidentally
        in the dark), but this time I knew for sure she wanted it as bad as I did, and I knew she
        was a goddess not only of beauty but carnal delights. It would have been nice to see
        excitement in her eyes, but I could easily imagine it; I wanted her to feel me, hear me,
        taste me. Every time I moved within her, a part deep inside her acknowledged it; as I
        quickened my pace, so did she; I was close to finding ultimate satisfaction, and then she
        beat me to it, tilting her neck against mine, breathing, sighing, cooing like a little girl
        when she reached a new exciting height. And I reached it too, holding her and laughing; we
        were both laughing hysterically. Tension and embarrassment had evaporated, we held each
        other not as strangers or lovers—simply two people randomly thrown together who had
        just lived through the same improbable confluence of events. We were exhausted.
        Passion—it was impossible. All we could do was hold one another, catching our
        breaths.
"My god," I exclaimed. "How do you — does this sort of thing … happen
        often?"
Laughing, she clung to my chest and said, "No," in a little girl's voice, breaking her vow
        of silence. But after what had happened, rules and even social customs seemed totally
        irrelevant.
"My god," I said again, still awestruck.
"Shhhh," she whispered, kissing me lightly, making a childish noise.
We just lay there, contemplating it all, returning slowly to reality.
"That's just … something," I said, still amazed. "There can be no follow-up to
        that."
"Shhhh," she whispered.
Minutes, hours. The room's telephone rang the 5:00 wakeup call. Yes, it was an
        interruption, but the night's events put me in a state of mind where nothing could irritate
        or disturb me. I excused myself, found my clothes on the chair and went into the bathroom,
        undressing to the glow-in-the-dark penlight. After what had just happened, I knew Natalie
        wouldn't want to say goodbye either. Still, I had already promised both Jill and Natalie to
        leave quietly without complaining. I had to be content with that. And I was. Just to be on
        the safe side, I left my business card in the bathroom right next to the penlight.
I returned to the bed, and kissed her nude body once again, though I was fully dressed.
        This might be my last memory of her, I thought, sitting next to her nude body in the
        darkness, relaxed, responsive, accommodating.
"So that's the end of the experiment," I said. She said nothing, but merely held onto my
        hand. "I hope ...this was what you wanted."
"Yes," she said in a small voice.
"I had a beautiful, memorable night with you." She did not reply, so I continued, "This
        was like a dream. Maybe it was the same for you."
The woman held my hand.
"We shared something special. You can do with it what you want. But I'll never forget
        you."
"No," she said with a child's pouty voice. Then she sat up and gave me a hug.
"Unless..." I waited for her to react. "Well, I promised to say goodbye at 5:15."
"No goodbyes," she said. "Just helloes."
"Okay," I said, giving her a quick kiss. "Hello."
She extended the kiss and said more affectionately, "Hello."
But it was time. I knew and she knew it was time to leave. So I walked out quietly,
        closing my eyes before I faced the otherworldly brightness of the hotel lobby.
Once home, I sent Jill the text as promised and fell asleep, waking up in a daze. I lay in
        bed, watching a movie, going over the details of last night. The next evening, Jill called.
        I was happy to talk. Obviously I couldn't share details, except to say the whole experience
        was both intriguing and satisfying. I thanked her for giving me this opportunity and
        expressed hope Natalie and I would meet eventually.
"I'm so happy to hear that," Jill said. "I was worried about whether it was going to work
        out."
"It worked out great," I said. "There was mystery and fun. Natalie enjoyed the whole thing
        too."
"Oh, I'm sure she did," Jill said. "I'm sure it helped her too. Let me ask you something.
        I hope you didn't take advantage of the situation. You treated her like a gentleman,
        right?"
"Of course, I treated her with the greatest respect. But yes, we slept together."
"Was it all right?" she asked, almost nervous.
"Of course!" I said. "Are you going to talk with her?"
"Not today," Jill said, "but possibly tomorrow or the next day."
"Send her my regards. And tell her if she wants to get together again, I'm all up for it.
        I'd love to keep in touch."
Jill hesitated. "Remember, she said she just wanted one night of fun and passion."
"I know," I replied. "But if she changes her mind, that's okay too. Let her know I said
        hi."
As the days went by, I couldn't help recalling that night, the way we made love and lay
        there afterwards with arms wrapped against one another. That evening was a beautiful memory.
        In retrospect, it seems stupid and pointless for us to vow never to keep in touch.
        Emotionally, it felt wrong. Where was she now? Did she have those same lingering
        feelings?
I brought it up to Kevin the next time I saw him. I asked if he'd seen or talked to
        Natalie. Kevin laughed and said, no, he hadn't heard anything, but maybe his wife did. He'd
        ask Jill later. Apparently he forgot, so I reminded him a few days later by email. His email
        reply said, "Jill said she thought it wasn't possible." I typed back, "what does that
        mean????"
Kevin didn't explain, so a week later, I called their house, talking briefly to Jill.
        After the small talk, I asked, "How was Natalie?"
"Ok, I assume," Jill said.
"So have you talked to her recently?"
"Well … not recently."
"Did you ever ask her about whether she'd like to keep in touch with me?"
"Actually no," she said.
"But have you talked to her?"
"Please … leave me out of this. Remember, I made a promise to her. And so did
        you."
"Promise?"
"I told her I'd keep the whole thing confidential. My friend trusted me completely. And
        you promised it would be a one night experiment."
"But what's so hard about telling her I said hello? Or giving her my email?"
Jill paused. "I told you. I feel uncomfortable getting involved in a private
        matter."
"But how—"
"Please, will you please just drop it."
"But –"
There was little point in going further. I had to accept that it was a one-time deal, a
        gift from the gods, an easy lay. Besides I hardly knew this woman; it was only a single
        encounter on a single day; if it lasted longer, she would have seemed less charming, less
        captivating. Intellectually I knew that. But emotionally I needed some way of finding her.
        The whole experience was unforgettable; I'll admit there was probably no emotional basis for
        a relationship, but the fact we connected at a purely physical level hinted at some
        fundamental basis for compatibility. Or was I fooling myself?
Weeks went by, and I put the incident out of my mind. Sometimes I entertained erotic
        dreams of the event, while at other times I pondered what had really happened. Why did she
        play those games? Why did she prefer keeping distance from me—treating me like a
        stranger afterwards? Were we just strangers? What did she think of me? What was she doing
        now?
These things must have bothered not just me but her as well. They were vivid memories. I
        replayed them: the way she clung to me, sounds of her final release, the weak laughter that
        followed as we lay together. I remember how after we were done and trying to fall asleep, I
        accidentally brushed my feet against her toes, giving her unexpected enjoyment. She giggled
        and turned her head; I ran my fingers down her back, not to incite another round of sex but
        simply to make her laugh and remind her I was there. Yes, there was a connection. I felt it,
        and she did too.
Or was the evening a series of minor amusements?
I couldn't get the woman out of my mind. I kept returning to the beatific vision of her
        face in the near darkness, the unexpected discovery that across from me lay a woman of
        almost divine beauty. It was physical beauty only … nothing else. And where was she
        now? Was she tempting other men? But why would she hide herself? And why would she want me
        to hide away? Or did she assume I was the one running away?
The memories lingered. Where was she? What should I have done? It had been a simple night
        of pleasures, a single manifestation of passion. A single night devoid of meaning or
        emotional significance or future relevance. Nostalgia became a burden, the price one paid
        for mistakes. And yet I remembered her pleasures so vividly. Our pleasures.
At the risk of becoming a pest, I brought the subject up one more time to Kevin. We were
        both computer geeks and often ran into one another at geek events.
After talking about random stuff, I asked Kevin whether Jill could get me in touch with
        Natalie. At first, he didn't understand who I was talking about.
Then, he said, "You need to forget about that woman. That was a one time thing. If I were
        you, I'd sign up for a dating service or a single's group."
"Sure," I said. "I already belong to two dating services. But what's the harm of sending
        this woman a message?"
Kevin pondered the point for a moment. "You may be right. But she is Jill's friend, and
        Jill seemed adamant about not getting involved."
"I'm sorry; I can't understand why your wife doesn't want to do anything."
"Ask her. If it were me and I knew the woman, I'd say no problem for sure. But Jill and
        Natalie have been friends for a long time. They still chat on the phone every
        weekend."
"Every weekend?" That was news to me.
"Sure. Tell you what—I'll talk to her and maybe you can stop by sometime. Then you
        can ask Jill yourself."
I arranged to be at a cafe one Saturday when Kevin and Jill were there.
After the nachos came to the table, Jill said, "Kevin told me what you want. Look, I
        sympathize. But it's a bad idea to try to hook up with her again."
"Can you at least tell me why?"
Jill paused.
"Did she tell you she didn't want to see me?" Silence. "Listen, I can take rejection. But
        I never really had the chance to say goodbye. There was only that one night."
"But that was the whole point. You knew all along it was just a casual encounter."
"Of course. That was what I agreed to. But who knows? Maybe we could become something more
        than a psychology experiment."
"She's not right
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