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I am not what I think I am;
I am not what you think I am;
I am what I think you think I am.

- Charles Horton Cooley
as summarized by Robert Bierstedt







A month from now, I’ll try not to worry whether anyone thinks I’m a good person. I’ll move from my one-bedroom apartment into something called a “micro-studio,” and see it as an upgrade. I’ll get a job at a pet food store, which will force me to speak to people on a daily basis, and I’ll frame it as immersion therapy. 
Someone will buy four cans of dog food, and when I ask if he wants a bag he’ll smile and say, “No, thanks, I’ll eat it on the way home!” It’ll be the third time I’ve heard that joke that day, but the small kindness of his smile will move me almost to tears.
An hour later, while “Margaritaville” plays from the ceiling speakers, I’ll cling white-knuckled to the memory of that smile when I hear a voice in the next aisle say they poisoned my sandwich at lunch. It’ll help me doubt another voice that says they’re going to show up after closing and throw me in the trunk of a car.
I’ll walk to work each morning, and home every night, refusing to look over my shoulder, with my heart in my chest like a leaf about to fall.
I’ll have been a target of the universe. A searing pinpoint of light under the vast lens of the all-seeing Eye.
I’ll have died many times, at hands that were mostly my own.
Once buried alive and shot into space.
Once like a pig drained of blood.
Once torn to smaller and smaller pieces by millions of tinier lives.
I’ll have become a multiple murderer, despite my innocence. My victims will grow easier to kill and harder to ignore.
But that’s all a month away.
Right now I’m sitting on the couch in my one-bedroom apartment with my pants around my ankles, blissfully unaware that these are my last few minutes of freedom.
I’ve found a porn clip I like. Nothing rough. The man is out of frame except his legs. The woman isn’t pretending to be someone’s cousin, sister, or stepdaughter. She smiles in the moments her mouth is free, and takes her time.
My right hand starts to cramp up, so I change to my left, and a voice outside my window says, “The stranger…”
I know “the stranger” is what it’s called when someone masturbates with their non-dominant hand, because it feels like someone else.
The blinds are closed, no one can see me. Someone talking outside happened to say the words “the stranger” at the exact moment I switched hands. Synchronicity has told a perfect joke.
But it’s too perfect.
I shrink like an untied balloon, and my hand stays in my lap like a circle of protection. My apartment is on the second floor, so it would take a ladder or X-ray vision to see me—unless the onlooker is in the house next door, which has a window facing mine. I bend, seeking a line of sight beneath my blinds to my crotch, but there isn’t one.
Someone outside laughs.
I pull my boxers up and creep to the window. A look through my blinds proves the neighbor’s blinds are also closed. As is their window. No one in the alley or carport below.
I slide my window shut and lock it.
Then I close the laptop and finish quickly in the bathroom. It’s perfunctory and unsatisfying, because I can’t shake the voice.
***The stranger is a grain of sand in my shell.
Grit, lodged in a tender fold.
I don’t know how it got in. Maybe it was always here, unfelt until now.
I’ll turn and worry it in my mind, and soon it will thicken into something altogether different. Something iridescent.
This is how it begins.





A few hours after hearing the stranger outside my window, it’s midnight and I’m at work. The office is modern, with brick walls and exposed I beams painted dark gray. The main room has twenty workstations with just seven of us spread among them on the night shift. The only lights on are in this room and the kitchen down the hall. The only sound is the clatter of our keyboards like a constant hailstorm. Everything else is dark and quiet. 
Tonight I’m captioning an episode of a reality game show called All By Myself. On my computer screen is a view from the ceiling of a small, closed room. The walls are bright orange. Near one wall is a table with jigsaw puzzle pieces on it. In the center of the room is a pudgy man in a purple jumpsuit with a number 8 on the back, spinning in a swivel chair and counting out loud.
I type his counting into onscreen captions, Forty-eight… Forty-nine… Fifty.
He stands, takes a step toward the puzzle table, sways like a sapling in the wind, vomits on himself and sits back in the chair.
He’s struggling to get back up when a computerized voice speaks, and I type, Number Eight, you have not assembled your puzzle, and your body has given up. This is your second strike.
The man screams, and I type, I don’t give up! I’m still in!
A splashy neon frame appears around the image with the words “coming up…”
The man paces, shouts, I’m not [bleep] disqualified!
The computerized narrator says, Number Eight doesn’t know when to quit. But his body is telling him time’s up.
A shot of the man leaning against the wall magnifies to the point of pixilation. He punches the wall and vomits again.
Can Number Eight’s mind and body work together to win my $50,000? Analysis pending on All By Myself.
The image wipes to black and the timecode flickers by.
I look at the nighttime window near my desk, and my reflection stares back. The quiet in my headphones makes my coworkers’ keyboards louder.
I forget what Number Eight said his name was in the first episode. Ron, or something. At this point he’s been in his “chamber” for a week. No windows. His meals are served through a slot in the wall. His every action is recorded, edited, and when I’m finished with the closed-captioning, broadcast for millions to see.
I think of the stranger who laughed at me earlier tonight and wonder, does Number Eight think about being watched, or does his awareness end at the walls of his chamber?
I’ve noticed he tends to rub his nose when he thinks. Does he make sure to face a camera when he does, so viewers can’t accuse him of picking his nose? Is the editor tempted to choose another angle to make it look like he’s picking his nose? Is Number Eight embarrassed or proud of his depiction on the show, or does he even care? Does he think of himself as being a smart person? a strong person? a good person?
According to the episode’s intro, Number Eight has been in this room for three weeks. When he lies on his retractable cot to sleep, does he stare at the close orange walls and think about everyone else? Does he miss anyone?
Does he have anyone to miss?
A siren goes off in my ears and neon smears across the screen.
The narrator says, Number Eight’s body has just earned him a second strike. Let’s see if—
I stop the video, rewind, create a new caption, timestamp it at the start of the segment, and type: [siren wails]
***At 4 a.m. I’m halfway through the episode but can’t keep my eyes open.
I remove my headphones to let the ringing in my ears fade, and go to the front of the office where it’s dark and empty. I sit on the couch in the lobby and stare out the window at the Department of Water and Power across the street. I lose myself in plumes of steam lit purple-orange by the streetlights and bulging into the sky like great, wrinkling worms.
Later, my eyes open to the silhouette of my supervisor standing in the dark hallway, calling my name. “Alex… Alex…”
I stop by the kitchen and pour a cup from a pot of burnt coffee.
Back at my desk I check my email. Gavin sent Eli and me a map of the trail to Sulphur Springs, our campsite for the weekend. I met Gavin and Eli in college, and we go camping together once a month. These trips are my only escape from the city.
I think I might tell them about the coincidence with the stranger. Maybe they’ve had similar experiences. Maybe we’ll laugh about it.





Gavin shucks strips of bark from his walking stick with his folding knife. “So your neighbor’s a perv.” 
“But you couldn’t see him.” Eli vaults himself to sit on a fallen tree.
“I didn’t see anybody.”
“Huh.” Eli thumps his bootheels against the trunk. “I’ve never had anything like that happen.”
“Me neither.” Gavin finds a rough spot on his stick and slices it away.
Eli says, “I’m pretty careful about that stuff.”
I swirl my metal mug. “So am I.”
“Eh, not careful enough.” His eyebrows raise at me.
The blinds were closed, the laptop’s volume was turned down—what else could I have done?
My black tea is gritty, bitter with iodine, and full of invisible corpses. Bean-shaped giardia, tentacled hydra, cluster-eyed daphnia, amoebas, and who knows what else. “I read about a woman who swam in a creek and got water in her nose. Two weeks later an amoeba had eaten most of her brain.” I close my eyes and watch the sun and branches flicker red through my eyelids. “She was in a coma for a month before she died.”
“So…” Eli says, “your point is, just because you can’t see something doesn’t mean it isn’t there.”
“I was changing the subject.”
“You brought it up.”
“It’s a funny story, that’s all. Just a coincidence.” The shadows move through my eyelids. “If people still lived out here in the open instead of in little boxes stacked up in the city, we’d probably see each other jerk off all the time. Wouldn’t be a big deal.”
“Heh. Could be,” Gavin says.
Eli says, “I think I prefer jerking off in my little box, thanks.”
Gavin unbuttons the floppy brim of his hat against the sun. “Given the choice, I prefer sex with a real person, to be fair.”
“I don’t have that choice at the moment,” I say.
“You’re over what’s-her-face, right?”
“We slept together twice, it wasn’t a relationship. At least not to her.”
“So talk to some girls.”
I smile and run a hand through my hair. “Hi there, ladies. My name’s Alex. I work five nights a week typing what people say on TV. Maybe someday I’ll manage the people who type what people say on TV. How ‘bout we go to my shitty one-bedroom apartment and get to know each other?”
Eli kicks his dangling legs. “I’d fuck you.”
Gavin says, “My brother just got on a new dating app. Fire, or something?”
“Tinder,” says Eli.
“There’s dating apps now?” I ask.
“Full of loner creeps.” Eli tucks his knees against his chest, perched like a vulture.
Gavin closes his knife. “No, really, they’re becoming a thing. I thought of signing up myself.”
“If you wanna meet a fifty-year-old married man.” Eli’s heel slips on the log, but he catches himself.
I raise my arms. “I’ll just flap my wings and puff my throat sac.”
“The internet’s a big place.” Gavin draws a slow squiggle with his walking stick. “Lot of people out there in the same boat.”
Another sarcastic joke rises in my throat, but I swallow it back to let the subject die.
For a while before our day hike to the hot springs, Gavin and Eli strut around making whoosh-whoosh sounds in their convertible hiking pants, consulting their altimeters and compasses, trading 48-hour predictions about the weather.
I think of contestant Number Eight on All By Myself and how complete his isolation must’ve felt despite knowing so many people were watching. Or maybe he felt alone because they were watching.
***Sulphur Springs is about an hour’s walk from our campsite. Five small pools step down a rocky hill, their edges built up with stones and clay to hold the warm, rotten-egg-smelling water trickling from pool to pool on its way to the bottom where it finally spreads shining across a cracked rock plane to join the river.
Most of the pools are only big enough for two or three people. Among them are an older couple with floppy hats and zinc oxide on their faces, a set of college-age hikers split vertically between two pools (guys in the upper splashing girls in the lower), and some parents who’ve wheeled a cooler next to the pool they’re sitting in. They drink beer and tell their kids playing on the wet rock below not to slip.
A bald man with his eyes closed sits alone in the large pool at the bottom. Water from above splashes around the fleshy stone of his head. He opens his eyes, sees us, and scoots to the end, his underwater body foreshortened and jiggling.
I sit next to him and nod a thank-you. He closes his eyes again.
Our faces hover close to the water and the sulfur smell is strong. My fingers slip through wisps of green algae. I look out the corner of my eye at the man, who’s sitting so still he looks like a decoy to attract other humans.
I have to pee.
If I get out now, I’ll have to explain myself within earshot of the man and everyone else. Then I’ll try to find a secluded spot, but all these strangers will know I’m peeing.
I observe the expanse of the canyon. Oak leaves shiver in the sunlight, the creek glitters, and the children stomp in the water flowing across the rock floor. The water is so warm, I wonder how many of the people above us have peed into the stream filling our basin. Maybe none, maybe all of them.
I release a little urine and sneak a look down to see if it’s visible. The sulfur water is cloudy, so no. I release the rest in small, carefully spaced bursts, and I look at Gavin and Eli and say, “Pretty good,” using it like magician’s patter to distract them from suspicion.
Gavin says, “Yup.”
Would they be angry at me if they knew? Secretly peeing on people is the kind of thing a “loner creep” would do.
My relief turns to shame.
***The grain of sand scrapes in my shell.
I squirm.
***Later we leave the pool and walk to the river. It’s cold and clear. We duck under and undulate like otters, and the sulfur water slips from our skin and rushes away in the current. The change from hot to cold makes me have to pee again.
Eli says, “You guys know about that fish that can swim up your urethra?”
Gavin says, “If you pee, it swims up the stream, right?”
“Yeah, and it’s got barbs that lodge it in there.”
Are they saying this because they’re peeing now, or because they know I did?
“Good thing those’re only in South America,” Eli says, looking at me, and he lets out an exaggerated moan.





At home, Gavin’s words echo in my mind—the internet’s a big place. Lot of people in the same boat.
Los Angeles is a gigantic boat, carrying four million passengers. I can’t be the only lonely person among them.
They’re all fifty-year-old married men, butts in imaginary Eli.
Looking up dating sites, I think, this isn’t what normal people do—especially not people in their mid-20s—search the internet for a partner. I feel like a creep in a sea of creeps.
I remember the stranger’s laugh out my window.
Between me doing something in my own home, and my neighbor watching me do it, who is the real creep?
Imaginary Gavin says, Your neighbor’s a perv.
But I was the one masturbating. If I’d just been cooking dinner or reading a book while they watched, the question of “which one of us is the perv” wouldn’t come up at all.
I once watched a clip of a woman on a couch having sex with a standing man, and I couldn’t stop staring at his legs. I masturbated in the opportune intervals: closeups of the penetration, faces and sounds she made in time with the movements, the way her breasts bounced and her nipples traced circles like the eyes of a cartoon character after a blow to the head. Then I’d see a wide shot of him standing there. His belly didn’t bulge but clearly gathered at the bottom. His thighs were round like hairy hog backs, and his calves curved like fish bellies to the shifting egg sacs of his ankles. His feet settled flat on the floor like fistfuls of dough.
These visions triggered words: homunculus, hominid, biped, organism…
His legs tensed, almost breathed, muscles and tendons boiling as he pumped fertilizer into the receptive female, and I imagined the narration of an old science newsreel: Behold man’s strongest link to the rest of the animal kingdom, Porno erectus. Here we see a specimen in the act of procreation.
The thing pulled itself out of the woman, and its genital wand bobbed the way a parade horse’s does when it pisses on the street. Then it squished its doughy pads on the hardwood floor to position itself at the other end of the couch and held the woman’s head. The tendons moving in its hands looked like bat wings, and I stopped the video.
Most people don’t see it this way.
I am not a “porno erectus,” I’m just human. My desire for sex doesn’t make me gross or a pervert or a bad person. Everybody pees. Everyone masturbates. Why am I ashamed of these things?
I thought of signing up myself, imaginary Gavin says. He’s my age, and this is something people our age are doing now.
But I need to find a place where sexual interest is stated up front, so I can get out of my head and meet someone eye-to-eye.
Where are all the open, honest people on the internet?
After more research and hesitation, I choose AdultXXXPlaydate.com. The membership fee is discounted for the first six months with a money-back guarantee: “If you don’t get laid, we don’t get paid!” I don’t bother to read the fine print on how they handle those claims.
A popup asks if I’m 18. Then I enter my email address—one I created for use on this site—and another popup interrupts to tell me “Sherri” is waiting for me on her webcam and is “lonely and ready to party,” along with a video image of a woman using a green vibrator that I don’t watch long enough to know if it’s an animated GIF, prerecorded, or piped in from somewhere else. Maybe Sherri’s really there, but she definitely isn’t waiting for me.
Login opens a welcome marquee, followed by two banner ads for “sexy singles in the area” and a website for discounted sex toys—the image is a whip on display behind multicolored butt plugs lined up in a rainbow.
Below that is the real content: rows and rows of profiles and a number of ways to filter, categorize, and search. It’s a gridwork wilderness of fanning feathers, distending vocal sacs, poses and dances, the human animal expressing its completely natural desire for physical companionship.
Some profiles are just a photo of breasts bubbling from a wet tank top and sprinkled with glitter. Many are body shots in varying levels of nakedness—bikini, nothing at all, open robe, electrical tape Xes on nipples, mix-and-matched pieces of cheap Halloween costumes. One woman with full sleeve tattoos taped leaves to herself and poses like a statue in a small yard with a Weber grill behind her.
Most of the photos were taken in fluorescent-lit bathroom mirrors, or yellow bedroom light through murky lo-fi webcams. A few are grainy, ghostly faces or breasts in dark rooms, dusted with the chalky blue glow of the computer screen.
One woman fills her lingerie like sandbags stacked for a flash flood and her smile burns with confidence.
I open an older couple’s profile. In the first photo the man is just a pair of thick, pasty legs the woman straddles. In the next he’s a large gut and droopy knees edging into frame behind her while she arches her back, her own gut nearly grazing the rumpled floral-print comforter like a milk-full udder.
I marvel at their boldness.
In another profile a woman pushes things into herself while seated on her apartment balcony. I wonder if her neighbors saw her. And I wonder if she knew.
All the couples I see are heterosexual (or labeled bisexual, but the photos are invariably of a man and woman). I wonder whether lesbians were driven away by messages from guys requesting threesomes or offering to “turn them straight.”
Conversely, when I toggle the filter there’s an avalanche of gay men. Pages upon pages of sculpted pecs and abs, erect penises both shaven and bushy, selfies on motorcycles or sailboats, on black leather couches in boxer briefs, older men with bodies like bruised pears, young men with shy smiles aimed next to or below their webcams. Some photos have the faces blurred out.
Whether heterosexual or homosexual, almost all of the men who show small penises look to be over fifty, and are either rail-thin or buddha-round.
But despite all this apparent honesty, I now realize there must be as many lies here as on a regular dating site. The pretty, girl-next-door-looking women feel like catfish profiles created by older men.
Lots of profiles make a point of specifying that the person is “clean.” If a woman shows her vagina in a photo, why do I assume she’s more or less likely to have an STD? Sure, the pose implies heightened promiscuity and therefore a higher possibility of having contracted a disease, but if a woman holds her breasts, or is fully clothed and smiling, or smooches at the camera, couldn’t she be hiding visible indications of disease? It’s easy to take a photo between outbreaks. Some diseases are invisible.
The more I look at these people—into these people—the less I know about them.
After an hour and a half looking at photos of naked people reflected in smudgy mirrors, opening their legs on unmade beds, standing in apartments with time-stained walls or stacks of boxes in the corner or a cat tree with torn carpet and sisal cord unraveling from its pillars, a lethargy comes like hot molasses behind my eyes.
My mind buzzes from the sheer amount of work on display: the putting forth of one’s assets to attract a sexual partner, the effort to wear something revealing or titillating, the care taken to arrange oneself, to set the timer on the camera and pose quickly, or to have someone else take the photo.
Paradoxically, there’s a complete lack of awareness about dried toothpaste specks on the mirror, half-empty plastic bottles of cloudy liquid standing around the sink, clumps of hair trailing from a brush in a puddle on the bathroom counter. These are human animals in all their glory, captured in their various caves and hovels. Brazen.
I can learn from them.
In my desk chair next to my unmade bed, wearing only a T-shirt and boxers, I examine my own cave. The walls are the typical off-white of low-rent apartments, and they’re bare, which makes the room feel small. Then there are the sheets of aluminum foil I put over the bedroom window to help me sleep during the day. They crackle now in the breeze, as if acknowledging my attention. The intermittent whir of a tool from the nearby auto body shop seeps through the foil, trailed by the smell of hot rubber.
I’m heavy in my chair. I feel lived-in.
***My username is “ZekeJones1986”—fake name, real birth year—and my profile has three photos.
1: I stand in my living room smiling. Pomade in my hair for the first time in a while, parted on the right but mussed to avoid looking too square. I have a two-week beard, the edges of which I trimmed on my cheeks and neck. I clipped the nose hair curling out my nostrils. I’m wearing my glasses. I have contacts, but I haven’t used them since I started working nights, so wearing them in a profile photo would feel dishonest.
I’m only slightly sucking in my stomach.
I’m wearing my favorite T-shirt—a pen-and-ink portrait by the cartoonist Robert Crumb of the blues musician Robert Johnson holding his guitar, a cigarette at a slant in his mouth.
Visible on the shelf behind me were dusty books from college—East Asian Ethical Thought, L.A. the Fiction, The Foundations of Screenwriting, Beowulf, etc.—not the collection of a real reader, so I switched them around with my eyes closed to keep from consciously forcing an agenda. Kafka and Vonnegut wound up next to each other, which I worried might look pretentious or cliché, but I left them that way to avoid overthinking it.
I hope I appear kind, respectable, and intelligent, with eclectic interests.
I was careful to turn my vertical blinds to let in ambient light but block the neighbors’ view of me taking pictures of myself. The site’s emphasis on “singles in your area” means there’s a small chance the stranger who saw me masturbating could have a profile on here too, and could recognize me.
2: Next is a shot I took while camping. I’m sitting against a tree. My jeans have holes in the knees, my black T-shirt is lightly sweat-dampened, and my floppy hat hangs on the back of my neck. There’s no pomade in my hair, but repeated force and natural oils provide my right-handed part. The canopy behind me is mottled green with bursts of light.
I hope I look like someone who exercises, enjoys escaping into nature, and doesn’t buy into the 24-hour preening vanity of L.A.
3: The third photo is intended to round out my presentation of self.
I’m in the driveway at Eli’s birthday party wearing an orange-and-brown plaid collared shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Pomade in my hair. The side of Eli’s house is light blue behind me, so I look like a maple tree on a clear fall day. Eli’s arm reaches into frame as if to snatch the beer bottle nearing my mouth. I don’t see this because I’m raising an eyebrow at the camera.
I hope people see a guy with a silly side, who likes drinks with friends.
That night at work I draft my bio. When I get home in the morning and read it a few more times it says:
Hello!
I’m new to this kind of thing. The site, I mean—haha. Interested in meeting people and seeing what happens. Feel free to send me a message.
I am 100% clean, always use protection.
You can see I like hiking and reading. I work nights, so I’m available during the day and on weekends.
I look forward to meeting you!
When that long-ago fish grew legs and crawled from the sludge, did it have any inkling of this moment? Was there a twinkle in the patch of photosensitive cells on its head that saw its descendant millions of years in the future, hunched and sweating in front of an electronic screen, transmitting black-and-white squiggles to negotiate sexual congress with other members of the species?
I have no idea what I’m doing.





A message arrives from “VanessaBabeNY83.” It says,  hey wanna fuck all night? And then, u can cum on my tits. im not shy :)
This message is only the fourth I’ve received on the site after a prostitute offering a discount if I paid cash, an older couple inviting me to break in their new sex swing, and a woman in Madagascar seeking a husband.
“VanessaBabe’s” profile says she lives in New York City, and her posted age indicates that 83 is her birth year. Three years older than me, if true.
Her profile pic shows a pretty twentysomething brunette with round eyes and a long jaw. She’s in a T-shirt, leggings, and chunky white sneakers, sitting on a folding chair at a backyard fire pit. In the second photo she’s in a dim bar, a cigarette near her mouth, a lowball glass sweating in her hand—something clear with a slice of lime. In the third she’s lying on a beach in a bikini, shading her eyes from the sun. She’s got sunglasses on, but I can tell it’s her because the left canine tooth slants inward a little, which is also visible near the cigarette in the bar photo. Her shaped brown eyebrows at the bar match those under the ridge of her beanie in the fire pit photo.
These are all the same woman.
Her eyes are sleepy and sultry, which is alluring, but I wonder how many shots it took to get “the right look.”
And those messages? No, she’s definitely not shy. She may be a veteran on the site.
A green dot appears next to her name with the words “ONLINE NOW.”
So I respond, Hey, thanks for the message. I’m available. Are you in LA?
An ellipsis appears as she types. The back of my neck tightens. Blood shifts in my groin.
She writes back, im in ny / but we can fuck rn if u want
Disappointment. But part of me is relieved that my first encounter from the site won’t be in person. If I embarrass myself, she’s all the way in New York and I’ll never see her again. I write, Sure, I’d love that.
we can fuck on skype / whats ur name?
Oh, my real name is Alex. Nice to meet you. Your name’s Vanessa?
no i mean ur skype name / yeah im vanessa / hi alex :)
Seeing her write my name, transcribed by her fingers with a lowercase “a,” I feel a familiar tingle. Like chatting with a middle school crush late at night on AOL Instant Messenger. That intoxicating squirt of dopamine when the response dings in the window.
I tell her, My Skype ID is noleafclover55. I know, it’s goofy. I basically used the first email address I ever had, which I got in middle school. I was really into Metallica then.
i <3 metallica
Yeah? I was obsessed with the S&M album when it came out.
She says, do u like s+m? / ;)
Is this put-on sexy talk, or am I about to learn something new? How might S&M work over video chat? Would she just shout orders, like a deranged Simon Says? I can’t say I’ve ever tried it, actually. / I’m on Skype. Are you?
I watch the cursor blink in our chat window. After a couple minutes her green dot turns orange and “ONLINE NOW” changes to “IDLE.”
I write, Vanessa, you there?
The video call notification appears, ringing, from “ivny713.” Maybe it stands for “I, Vanessa, New York”? I can’t figure out the 713. But 7 + 1 = 8, so 83. I answer the call.
“Hello?”
Silence. The video shows me sitting at my desk.
“Vanessa? Your camera’s not on. Or the sound.”
A chat line appears. hey babe / mic doesnt work / we can type on here :)
I write, Your video’s not working either. I just see myself.
one sec
It occurs to me that I’ve seen so many naked pictures of other people, and now it’s my turn. Live.
My image blinks out and she appears.
Her camera is set up as a wide shot of the room, so I can see the full length of her from the side, lying on her stomach on a bed with her feet up behind her, staring at an open laptop. She’s in a T-shirt and panties with her hair in a ponytail. There’s a nightstand next to the bed with a lamp, an ashtray, and an orange pill bottle on it. When I took antidepressants in college they came in the same orange bottle. And now when I buy weed from the dispensary it comes in the same orange bottle. She could have anything in there.
From the side I can’t see her face well enough to compare to the photos, but the hair color matches. She’s a real person. And the webcam setup shows she’s done this before.
Now I’m not sure what to say. You’re really beautiful.
She types.
thx / get naked for me
Of course. You too!
I remove my T-shirt and watch her watch me on her screen.
Eventually she leans on an elbow and pulls her shirt over her head. Small breasts spring out from under the T-shirt, which she tosses aside before lying back down and typing: come on babe lets see it / i wanna suck your cock
I’d like that, I write. It’s too bad you’re in New York.
I realize if I stay seated, her view of my paunch is less than ideal. It might be easier to ignore that stuff in person than on a computer screen.
show me
I stand, push my boxers to my knees and let them drop to the floor. I’m naked in front of a stranger on the internet for the first time. Seeing my half-erect penis in the thumbnail view of my room I feel the same chill as my first time being naked with someone. My nerves are hypersensitive to the sudden absence of concealment and security. I’m grateful the feeling doesn’t weaken my erection but encourages it. My hand goes to it like a master reassuring a dog in strange company.
I think of the bat-handed, hairy-hog-legged “P. erectus,” and can’t imagine what anyone thinks when they see me naked.
My body doesn’t seem to deter Vanessa.
stroke it for me
I follow instructions, watching for her to do something, but she just stares at her screen. Her feet kick slowly in the air. She might as well be scrolling through her Twitter feed.
She writes, stroke it hard
I stop and type, Are you going to join me?
Her legs lower, and she types. Then the video cuts out. The call stays connected but shows a camera icon with a slash through it.
I type, Your video cut out.
I wait. My penis bobs with my heartbeat, now eager for this stranger’s stare.
Vanessa?
The icon disappears, the screen goes black, and then the video comes back on. The image isn’t of her on the bed—it’s of me standing in my room.
I’m now leaning on the desk with both hands, but the me on my screen is still stroking himself.
I think of Number Eight watching himself vomit on TV.
I start writing that something’s wrong, when a message appears.
i hacked ur facebook account if you dont give me ur credit card info ill post this video on ur page so everyone sees what a sick pervert u r
I sit. The dog in my lap backs into its house. The air that tingled with excitement feels cold again.
I write, What is this?
give me ur credit card or i will ruin u
I don’t know whether “Vanessa” can make good on her threat, and it’s unclear how much time I have before she will. But I think I’ve kept some agency by not reaching for my wallet. I write, Why are you doing this?
dont fuck around!!! / do u want everyone u know to see u jerk off??
My pubic hairs feel like they’re retracting into my skin. I wonder if she’s hacked other accounts too, like my bank or PayPal. But if she had, she wouldn’t be pulling this weird stunt.
Unless she gets off on catching her victims literally with their pants down.
My parents. My aunts and uncles and cousins. Coworkers. Friends. I might be able to laugh about this with Gavin and Eli, but what about everyone else? My naked body touching itself on screens everywhere. I’d feel turned inside-out. It’s one thing for a stranger to glimpse a private moment through the blinds; it’s another for hundreds—thousands—to see it in their feed. With boxes to comment and buttons to share.
Another cold tremor and waft of sweat smell. I poke at the keys: please don’t
She says, fuck u pervert / posting now
I quit Skype and open my Facebook account. Nothing new on my page. I change my password. I check the account’s email address and phone number. Still mine. I wonder who else might be looking at this information right now.
I log out and log back in with the new password.
Check everything again. Everything’s the same.
I sit naked and chilly in the dim room, hearing the foil on the window crackle, and I refresh the page again and again and again, waiting to see myself appear.
***The grain of sand in my shell takes on another layer of nacre. It’s smooth and round now, doesn’t scrape anymore. But it’s bigger. I’ve shifted myself to accommodate it.
I don’t realize how much space it takes.





I check my Facebook account every few hours and change my password every day. I assume “Vanessa” has moved on, but another part of me thinks as soon as I stop changing my password she’ll be able to crack it. 
I don’t log back in to the sex site, but I do check my dummy email account for message notifications in case she sends more threats.
After a few days I’m notified of a new message. Red text at the top of the email explains that the message was sent anonymously—a feature available for premium accounts. It says, Forgive me if I’m crossing a line here. I know your profile says you prefer women, but I wondered if you were open to the idea of receiving a blowjob from a man. If you close your eyes, it doesn’t matter who’s doing it. ;) Again, I don’t mean to offend.
I read the message again, then reread it.
This can’t be “Vanessa” trying a bizarre new tactic. It’s likely a real proposition. From a man.
I’m flattered to think he saw my profile and went out on a limb.
Is it difficult for him to find gay partners? Has he been through a similar wringer as me, and now we’ve got the option as two timid sex site rejects to settle for each other’s company?
Or is this a kink that exists, homosexual sex with a heterosexual partner?
Has
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