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IF THESE SHEETS
COULD TALK

Fhe morning after the first time with someone
new is always strange. Coffee? Tea? Bacon and
cggs? You've grown so used to the fecling of
someone old that the feeling of this new person's
body is disquicting. She had blue eyes; he has
green. She bore signs of your two children—on
the sag of her breasts, the strelchmarks on her
stomach, the lips that curled as your daughter
took her first steps some ten years ago; he was
practically young enough o be your son. She
liked to face you; he likes it from behind.

It had been quite Lhe journey progressing from
your middle-aged ex-wife to this boy, hard
enough to tell her but equally difficult to tell
your children: “Your father likes men. He stills
loves Mummy, but he needs a different kind
of love now” What is this love? It's definitely
dirlier, you think as you walch the boy sleep.
‘Theres an element of sleaziness that feels
inescapable when you fuck someone you've
met not two days ago.

You become suddenly and shamefully aware
of the state of your apartment. There are wine
glasses and an empty bottle on the kitchen
counter, a trail of clothes and underwear
leading towards your bed, which is circled by
a scattering of used condoms. ‘The sheets are
stained, a combination of blood and lube and
shit.

Still, the experience was wholly positive. It
had been your first time with a man in years
and, barring a few poorly-executed attempts in
your twenties, ever. This was how your friends
spoke about their partners—this primal urge,
this desire to crawl into their insides and make
a home there, this lust, this desperation to
go at it again and again. With your ex-wife,
sex was rare: it was slow and gentle, and you
found solace in the fact that it made you a
man. A healthy sex life was a prerequisite for
manhood. So too were children.

‘The first time you had sex with your wife, you
were pleased. You loved her in the soft way
that snow makes you feel safe and the smell of
mince pies reminds you of Christmas. It was,
for lack of a better word, right.

But it was also boring.

‘There was no struggle. It was all too easy—no
need for lubrication, no need for protection
when, n both of your minds, the primary
purpose of the interaction was to procreate. It
felt natural, clean.

Now, sex feels wrong. It feels like how your
chest burns after running, like too-hot coffee
and the blood running out of a rare steak. It's
violent. Not abusive, but the restless form of
violence that manifests only in the moments
when you give in to your most base desires. If
these sheets could talk, theyd scream.

But you love it. And so does he, who stirs and
wakes slowly.




LOVE EVERYWHERE

The first time I did MDMA, 1 was in a gay
club. There was something liberating about
ARQ, which had a dancefloor circled by
voyeurs watching their younger peers engage
in behaviours that had become commonplace
in the queer scene: men going down on each
other in the nook behind the bar, men pulling
boys in harnesses across the room and towards
the street outside, drag queens doing poppers
in cages on stage. Shirts were optional. So too
were trousers, as I learned when I caught an
old high school teacher gyrating in a silver
budgie smuggler.

MDMA. EM DEE EM AY. MOLLY. As a kid
1 was shamed for my say-yes-to-anything
attitude. “What do you mean youd try
cocaine?” a friend once yelled at me when [ was
sixteen. “What do you mean theres nothing
wrong with experimentation?” Trony is, as |
think when I run into him at the supermarket,
he's a drug addict now.

I was seeing someone new. He was thirteen
years older than me. The type of thirty-
something gay who exclaims how well the
security know him, how well he knows the
bartender, how often he was found in the
booths on the venue’s upper level. We had
mel three weeks earlier, when I danced and |
spilled a drink and he cried when I told him
1 wanted to know him. In many respects, 1
could do better, but still, there was something
comforting about someone so in this world. It
was sweel thal he had (ound a home here. It
was nice to be seen, too.

I swallowed the pill—a clear capsule with
crushed ember crystals—in the middle of
the dancefloor. My lack of discretion was a
testament to the fact that this was my first
time. It’s also reflective of this fact that within
the hour, I had made my way around the room,
proving to mysclf that, yes, here, I could be
with anyone. Here, at eighteen years old, I was
desired in a way I had not been before. It’s hard
Lo explain the novelly of a situation like this: the
fact that anyone, in theory, could be interested

in me. There was no anxiety over whether
these men would reciprocate my advances,
whether they would want me. At ARQ, I was a
hot commodity. Love was everywhere.

‘The man 1 was sceing was here somewhere.
He had given me the pill and left to find his
friend, who I was told was too high to walk. It
had never occurred to us that we could object
to anything the other was doing.

So, when a man asked me if | wanted head, |
said yes.

When he asked me if his girlfriend could join,
1 said yes.

When she asked me if her best friend could
join as well, I said yes.

And it was good head. There's something
about looking down at three people on their
knees that makes you feel mighty good about
yourself. Its not quite a feeling of domination
but its definitely a feeling of power. It's like
looking into a circus mirror whose surface
projects you five times bigger, the image of a
sell who, in ils very nature, desires nothing
more than to conquer. 1 felt strong, like they
were praying at my altar. [ was an object of
their desire, and they mine.




Dear Lover,

It’s been four years and I think about you often. I miss your smile and the way
we fought; the way we could say anything to each other. We were comfortable,
but in the sinking way that morphine makes you calm and heroin makes

you sleep. It was unsafe, and I regret the things you made me do, the person

1 became with you. I regret letting you watch over me while I slept and the
things you signed off on when I did. You hurt me, and I hurt you.

1 was too young to know that leaving was an option. I used to drive down
South Dowling, convince myself that I could try harder. You didn't speak to
me, I reasoned, because I was not interesting. You didn’t confide in me because
T was not trustworthy. You let your friends do things to me because I was not
worthy of more. Next time I saw you, I would be fun, I would listen, I would do
what you wanted. Next time, I would be enough.

It's taken years to realise that what angered you so much was my desire for
freedom. You hated when I acted out, when I showed you how adventurous

1 could be. “What’s the point in going anywhere?” you asked me when I
suggested a holiday. You wanted me, but only in your bedroom, only in the
moments when we died in silence and the television played reruns of The Big
Bang Theory. When did you realise that I would leave? Did you know, even
then, that I was bound to wake up one day and keep driving, never come back?

I didn't want to leave. We were trapped, aware that our situation had to end,
but unable to do it. It was in the nature of our love that every move we made
away from each other found us tied closer, entangling us more and more in a
series of outbursts that became the fabric of our relationship. You were violent
and I acted out. I slept with an ex, you slept with a stranger. I hurt you by
accident, you hurt yourself on purpose. With each betrayal, we found ourselves
hurdling deeper into the heart of a labyrinth from which neither of us could
escape. But still, I loved you, and my world shrunk to you and your smile and
the way you hugged me when I came over. That was enough.

But it will never be enough again.

It’s been four years and I think about you often. I've moved countries, I've
graduated from a degree you never appreciated, moved in with that friend you
never liked. Sometimes, I wish I could share it all with you. But what I know
now, more truly than ever, is that none of it would have happened if I stayed.




“I've actually just come from a client; he gave me
two thousand” The woman across from Henry
threw in during a lull in the conversation. How
the topic had strayed to her secondary income,
he was unsure. He assumed most people saved
the fact that they had sex with older men for
money until at least the second date, but it’s good
to be upfront, he thought. He was unphased and,
rather smugly, a little proud of how quickly he
accepted this.

It was Henry’s first date in months and, aside
from a few messages on Tinder, he hadn’t
dated a woman in years. He b

with his ex since universily

and, after he was caught

with his pants around his

ankles in the stairweil

of their apartment

building, his sex life had

revolved around Grindr

and men whose names he

had not bothered to learn.

He found it quite freeing

1o leave the door uniocked

and wait for these men to

have their way. Or, if he

were feeling romantic, lo

invile them over for a film

and a blowjob.

But here he was. He had toyed with the idea of
swapping his Tinder preferences a handful of
times and decided, fuck it. He had slept with
women in high school and, though it was not
quite congruent with his current identity, he had
thoroughly enjoyed it. Why not have another
crack? The woman across from him blinked.
Henry knew next to nothing about her: she was
twenty-four, worked in communications and
based on a handful of photographs on her dating
profile, she had a penchant for designer clothing.
Still, she seemed friendly enough.

“Does that scare you?" She asked, running a hand
through dark hair, “half my dates can't stand it,
you know.” In truth, she explained, she enjoyed
the panic she caused, how her autonomy rattled
men’s confidence. Maybe they were worried

about her safely, maybe they would get possessive
or, more realistically, their minds would become
consumed with a single wos hat if he’s bigger
than me? Her last partner became so preoccupied
with the thought that shed seen bigger members
that he refused to be seen in the shower.

“I mean, not really. Its only straight men that

seem to have a problem with sex!

“Oh, that’s very not like other girls of you Henry
felt her tease him a little. He wondered if she was
trying to push him, to coax a reaction out
of him. “So anyway, this man was in his
sixties, and I swear Lo God I've never had a
more awkward experience. I met him in
this big building in Canary Wharf—
its not far from where my father
works actually, could you imagine
running into him there? But yeah, I'd
never been 1o his office; normally we
do it in a hotel. You should have seen
how his secretary looked al me, this

big beefy woman.

“So, I walk in and it’s one of those
fancy offices. You know, the ones
that have their own living rooms,
views of the whole cily, pri

bathroom. That sort of thing. Theres
a photo of his wife and kids on the lable,
too.”

“And you fucked him?”

“Not this time—not really. Sometimes he asks me
to stand over him while he plays with himsell.
You know, doesn't take too long” She sipped her
margarita so slowly that Henry was sure she was
trying to build suspense. “But I'm standing over
him with my thong in his mouth and as the old
man comes, his secretary walks in. God, can you
imagine what she must have thought? 'lhtres her
boss on the floor blowing his load for me!

“Oh god. What did she say?” There was something
about the honesty with which this woman spoke
that drew Henry in. His own escapades flooded
through his mind: he, too, had been caught

blowing his boss a few ycars ago, had been caught
by his flatmate in the kitchen, had been caught
jerking off by his mother in high school.

She giggled like a schoolgirl. “Would you believe
me if I told you she said nothing? She just took
two thousand from the drawer and dropped it
on her boss’s chest. Turns out, it's pretty normal
for execs these days. The rest of the staff just let
it happen.” She rolled her eyes. “It’s good for the
bottom line, apparently”

“So that’s it? And you enjoy it?"

“God, I love it. Obviously, I don't really need the
money and it's definitely not a forever job, but
it's fun. Who doesn't want to be wanted? The sex
is pretty good, too. Plus, two thousand less the
price of a pair of pants is absolutely worth any...
soreness.”

Henry laughed. He wondered how long it
would take to make that much money,
even before he left his job. “I normally

don’t mind the pain,” he quipped,

hoping to match her energy.

“Oh well, its definitely an
experience. What did you do
today?”

“Isthereacharming

way to say I spent

the day staring at

my computer?”

‘Two months

ago, Henrys days

slarted al six am

and ended well into

the evening. He had

been an attorney for a family law firm in Central
London until, struck with @ sudden moment
of mid-twenties malaise, he had left his job to
pursue a career as a screenwriler. Well, career
was a streich: he had written one script and
entered il into a compelition for young wrilers.
It was fine. Still, there was always something nice
aboul telling people he was one of those fabled
creatives; he enjoyed bragging that maybe, just
maybe, the mainstream wasn't ready (or his work.

“God, you sound like one of my clients”

“Well, I've been through a bil of a transition
in the last months. I'm trying to break into
screenwriting—I  want to write something
irreverent” Henry felt himself shift into a tone
he usually reserved for job interviews. “You

know, something kind of edgy, like Skins, but for
adults”

“So, every straight man's wet dream?”

“Not necessarily. Everyone has sex. Surely
therd’s a way to depict that without pandering
1o the male gaze™ Henry felt defensive. He was
ready to list off examples of films he thought
accomplished this task but thought better of it.
“Not every director is Lars Von Trier”

“Surely it’s a fine line” It was unclear if she was
growing impatient or probing for a reaction.
Either way, she continued. “Tell me, then, what's
your big screenplay about?™

Henry hated these questions. It was one thing to
mention his work, but it was another to describe
it without feeling like a fraud. “Well, the one I
sen in is a comedy. It's about this man who's, well
i he’s having a string of hook-ups and
every episode is about a different
one. The idea is to sort of feel
like you're taking a journey

into all these different
workls tied together by

% sex with this one guy”

Now Henry paused,

taking a drink from

his gin and tonic. It

was his turn to wait for a

reaction. When none came,

he went on. “Like, haven't you

thought about the peopie you've slept

with? About what they do when you
leave?”

She sipped her drink.

“Ihe pilot—that’s the one I've sent in—it follows
this main man who's meeting a younger guy off
Grindr and then, allerwards, the episode

with the hook-up. We see his day at university,
his friends, we learn that he’s not out. Until they
all run into the main guy and his wife at the store,
and they realise. And that’s it, really”

“So, the whole show is about this man sneaking
around behind his wife's back?” For the first time
all evening, she looked genuinely intrigued.

“Well, no. ‘They’re polyamorous. ‘Thals whal
makes it funny: watching them navigate how
they feel when random people at the store have
seen them naked. 1 don't know ... it seems
funnier when you read it




NEW YORK, 1989

To dance in the face of trauma is a coping
mechanism passed down through generations.
Like those who populated the queer world of late

twentieth-century New York, I see queerness

as something challenging: it is something that
must be reckoned with, something facing a
continual threat from the outside, something
painful. But still, marginalisation can be freeing
and, like those who dance as their world burns,
I'see it as an excuse to give into pleasure.




