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fiction—short stories, novellas, novels, series. It’s often derided 
as an ignorant, naïve question. I don’t consider it naïve. Fiction 
doesn’t occur in an intellectual vacuum. 
 

A British writer friend, years ago, worked in oil exploration in 
the Louisiana oil patch. One of his field technicians was father to 
a young woman living in Kemah, outside Houston, Texas. She, a 
hairdresser, had acquired a bad smoking habit. 
 

Smoking while treating a customer’s hair with a chemical, her 
hair caught fire. The blaze inflicted severe burns to her face and 
head. She was terribly disfigured, to the extent that she did not 
dare go out. Neighborhood youngsters who had been close 
family friends, seeing her after her burn injuries, stoned her.  
 

Through a Hollywood contact, the girl was introduced to a great 
special-effects artist, who recreated her to her original beauty, 
able to resume a life in which she could show herself in pubic. 
 

My writer friend, told of this tragedy, was inspired to write a 
highly praised screenplay about it: Ordeal by Fire. The screenplay 
now molders, with 100,000 or more of its unproduced peers, in 
Hollywood’s vaults. Writing is a cruel game. 
 

Over dinner in London, my friend told me this story and let me 
read his screenplay. It inspired me to write Possessed, and its 
sequels, now a trilogy with a fourth book well advanced. It led 
me down devious paths to research unusual aspects of human 
motivation, behavior and technology, explored within.  
 

                                                                                         Julia Wood 
                                                                           London, July 2023 
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PREAMBLE  

 

In the subtle twilight of a San Francisco club, The D&S, every 

type of BDSM edge play is on display: bondage, dominance, 

sadism, masochism—whence the initials. Among the 

participants: cosplayers, cross-dressers, body-modifiers, animal 

role-players, rubber and leather fetishists. Here is play, by 

lively, curious minds: informed, mutual consent, power 

exchange. If evil or rage, hostility or cruelty are present, they 

are not in evidence.  

Present, for various reasons, are four individuals of 

divergent backgrounds and interests, either as participants or 

guests, each with a discrete involvement in the proceedings, 

unaware they are embarking on a process involving love and 

hate, life and death. 
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DIFFICULT DAYS 

 

The day is starting badly for freelance writer/editor Robin 

Jinnes. Jinnes is missing a critical deadline for client Mary Steff, 

of MindCraft, the writer’s principal source of income. The 

subject: a cover article for Steff’s magazine 22nd CENTURY 

MEDICINE on major cardiac-surgery innovation at Stanford 

University’s School of Medicine in Palo Alto. 

Despite Robin’s best efforts, the article has become a 

trap. Undertaken against a strict, fixed budget, the work is 

demanding open-ended effort, a seemingly bottomless pit of 

research, writing, editing, interviewing, rewriting. The piece 

has already consumed more than three times the original 

estimate, reducing hourly earnings below minimum wage. The 

problem is due mainly to the intransigence of the inventor and 

his team, a project moving target, and the failure of Stanford’s 

press-relations office to execute promptly. To them, freelancers 

are supplicants, powerless. Everyone knows it. Robin calls the 

Press office, dreading those worst anticipations. 

“This article leads next month’s issue, with cover photo. 

It’ll enhance the Stanford name and reputation in a vital life-

and-death area.”  

“We’re on it. Can’t rush innovation. We can’t afford the 

penalties for jumping the gun or getting it wrong.” 

“It’s been in successful trials for more than two years, 

with minimal changes in six months. What’s wrong with 

writing about it now, emphasizing that it’s still experimental?” 

“The University’s reputation is on the line, as always. 

You can understand, Robin.” 

“Can’t you expedite final review and approval? The 

magazine deadline was yesterday. They’ve set aside the cover 

and inside space. They’re putting a serious squeeze on me.” 



 

 

                                        Possessed                            Julia Wood                                                                                                         

__________________________________________________ 

 4 

“We’re doing our best, Robin. Patience, please.”  

Sure, Robin thinks. Their best? Patience? They fiddle while 

everyone else burns—my client, the magazine, and me—my career. 

Meanwhile, Mary Steff is demonstrating her usual 

whim of iron. She has been cutting back on projects and fees 

for months. Robin has no other serious work and has come to 

rely on MindCraft assignments for survival. But Mary has 

promised a reward, over the Stanford cover story. A bonus? 

Dinner? A joint night-out experiment to feed their mutual 

BDSM diversions? Robin’s needs and expectations are not 

extravagant. 

Robin contemplates a disintegrating existence, a life of 

struggling, desperately, always close to disaster, never sure of 

surviving, week to week. As Robin has discovered, freelance 

writing is grueling, badly paid. Only the theater was worse. 

MindCraft is Robin’s only writing/editing client, and quite 

unreliable. Writers and actors are legion: artists. To succeed, 

artists must be capable, clever, professional, well-connected 

and lucky. Robin has the writing and acting talent, intelligence 

and professionalism. No connections. Little luck. This seems 

like a pathway to doom. 

Robin’s profligate spending on cosplay, traveling to 

events and, most particularly, for local, nighttime diversions, 

has placed the writer in a severe financial bind. Being ruled 

and impoverished by a hobby is irrational. Is there no way out? 

 
§ 

 

The day is starting badly for Mary Steff, the Chief Executive 

Officer, Publisher and Editor in Chief at San Francisco’s 

MindCraft. Vital business matters are spinning out of control.  
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On her desk is the local newspaper’s business section. 

She re-reads the interview she gave the previous week. The 

reporter had asked about her working philosophy, as a woman 

in a predominantly man’s world. She had marked up the 

passage with a red, felt-tipped pen: 
 

“As publisher and editor of medical, psychological and 

technology books, magazines and on-line media, I’ve learned 

about power and responsibility, how to find and reward 

talent, manage people, get results, deliver bottom-line profit. I 

relish power. I use it. I accept its responsibilities. I must be 

strong, in control, though some may find this unfeminine. I’m 

succeeding at MindCraft. On behalf of everyone—our staff, 

customers, suppliers and shareholders—I can’t countenance 

failure. They depend on me.” 
 

One of her freelancers, Robin Jinnes, usually reliable, is 

missing a crucial deadline in her industry-leading medical 

publication, a feature article about radical new cardiac-surgery 

technology being developed at Stanford University. Jinnes is 

on the phone. To Mary, writers are interchangeable, but Jinnes 

is competent.  

She stands at her desk, a commanding presence, and 

addresses her speakerphone. From the top of her buzz-cut, flat-

top blonde hair to the bottom of her black boots with thick 

soles and two-inch heels, she tops six feet, personifying power 

and purpose, command and control. She is dressed, as usual, in 

severe black and grey, relieved only by the rosebud in her 

pantsuit’s lapel. Her heavy, black-framed glasses shroud grey 

eyes. The lenses—clear glass, without correction, a fact 

unknown even to her closest associates—are tinted at the 

upper edges, making her eyes unreadable. She has cultivated 



 

 

                                        Possessed                            Julia Wood                                                                                                         

__________________________________________________ 

 6 

the look, alien to her true nature. A woman in a man’s world is 

always a target, she knows. She must be strong. 

“No more excuses, Robin, I need copy, yesterday or 

sooner. Last week would be better.”  

“Not my fault. The Stanford team leader is out sick. His 

people won’t undertake final corrections and editing. Their 

Press Room bureaucracy has delayed the photography.”  

“Putting the magazine to bed on time, to meet my 

printing and distribution schedule, is vital. As publisher, I’m 

responsible. My chairman wants results, not apologies.” 

“My final draft is done. It only needs Stanford’s review 

and approval. Can you call them? As a freelance, I have no 

leverage.” 

“Don’t fail me. I’ll reward you. How’s the Wilkinson 

book editing coming?” 

“Interesting. Kinky people just like to have fun. 

Innocent play. You—you, of all people—know about that.” 

“You’re right. We should meet in my office to discuss it. 

I assume you’ll go to The D&S tonight. Me, too. Will I see you 

there?” Their involvement in edgy night-life experimentation, 

an interest they found was mutual, months earlier, has not 

changed their working relationship, but generates informal 

chat. Mary leads, invariably. Robin follows. 

“I’ll be there, hoping you won’t recognize me.”  

“I love kinky mystery. Edge play. Gender bending. 

You, too. Back to the Stanford article: you mustn’t let me down. 

Come to my office at six PM.” 

Mary Steff ends the call, sips her coffee. She looks out 

over the Bay from her 60th-floor corner office in Salesforce 

Tower, scanning the Embarcadero waterfront. Only one floor 

stands above her in this 61-story building. When completed in 

2018 it became San Francisco’s tallest, at 1,070 feet, surpassing 
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the pointy-topped, 853-foot Transamerica Pyramid. It is also 

the second-tallest west of the Mississippi, after Los Angeles’ 

1,100 feet Wilshire Grand Center. Mary Steff relishes her lofty 

perch, her eagle’s aerie. It defines her. She looks down on what 

she considers the inferior human race from her position of 

power, the mistress or dominatrix of all she surveys.  

Robin has been undertaking article writing and editing 

projects for Mary Steff for more than two years, and meets her 

expectations. Mary has high hopes. She has been grooming 

Robin carefully for a year, the writer unaware, calling for 

endless editing and rewrites. She has paid Robin enough to 

survive, giving sufficient work, with enough pay, timed at the 

last minute, to make it difficult for her freelance to attract other 

clients by offering available time. A clever trap. Mary has more 

than high hopes. She has specific intentions, based on their 

mutual interests outside the office. Her strategy is maturing 

nicely. As always, she is in control: kindly, but determined. 

Mary is also using Robin for book-editing—using, not 

paying. Because of Robin’s interests in BDSM, she persuaded 

her writer to tackle the editing, gratis, for her author Dr. 

William Wilkinson, of San Francisco State University, knowing 

his material is controversial. Mary’s inability to pay, for what 

she claims are budgetary reasons, is stressing her freelance 

further, playing strongly into her plans. She knows stress 

induces tension and anxiety, especially if her target has no 

control. If she is any judge, Robin must be near the breaking 

point. Her private, informal delaying tactics at Stanford, 

through her long relationship with the head of the Press office, 

guarantees it. In all, hers is a solid scheme. 

Mary’s search for potential candidates has occupied 

her, on and off, for several years. Most of them were physically 

unsuitable vs. her specific criteria: too tall, too short, too fat, too 
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thin, poorly coordinated, no acting training or experience, no 

motivation. Her perfect prospect: single, no significant 

attachments, slim, not tall, excellent body control, intelligent, 

artistic, with vivid erotic imagination, demonstrated tastes and 

capabilities in kink, and clear evidence of performing skills. A 

rare combination, she concedes. Robin checks all her boxes, 

unwittingly—precisely the right choice. 

She estimates imagination and kink proclivities from 

casual conversation, noting Robin’s repeated presence at the 

city’s edgier night-life spots to which she, herself, is drawn. 

They have seen each other there, exchanged words often, 

shared diversions, discreetly—their private secret. Many 

performers’ interests involve shape-shifting, gender-bending 

cosplay. Robin Jinnes is typical, but particularly skilled and 

imaginative, a trained and motivated actor. Mary has radical 

costume concepts. She must now apply the essential little push 

over the edge. Jinnes is her target. She believes she can score. 

Meantime, she must negotiate the latest MindCraft 

quarterly financials with her chairman. The task promises to be 

difficult. A bad day may end worse. Much, much worse.  

 

§ 

 

The day is starting badly for Dr. William Wilkinson. The draft 

of his new BDSM book, provocatively titled Private Play / Public 

Persecution, is being reviewed by his publisher, Mary Steff, and 

the freelance editor she has assigned, Robin Jinnes. Book 

positioning and voice are proving contentious. The publishing 

deadline is inflexible. Mary calls her author. 

“San Francisco is the world headquarters of deviant sex 

play, William, and you know it. The vanilla world considers 

such play cruel, perverted, unnatural, though we know it isn’t. 
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They’re becoming increasingly prudish. It’s partly political. 

Individual intimacy and eroticism are melting away, along 

with personal rights and freedoms—abortion, voting, birth 

control, gender display, sexual orientation and preference. As a 

society, we have out-of-control gun violence, police abuse, 

drug use and opioid deaths, and they criticize BDSM? Bizarre. 

“Your thesis will sell books, if we pursue it properly. 

We must show the world how to forgive, loosen up. Didn’t 

H.L. Mencken write about puritans living in constant fear that 

somewhere, someone is happy? Help the public understand. 

Explain BDSM in antiseptic terms, while tweaking the prurient 

interests. Listen to your editor. Don’t forget our schedule: six 

weeks to final.” 

“Mary, you know my reputation as a psychologist, 

historian and observer of modern mores. We’re permissive in 

San Francisco. But the general public thinks it may have gone 

too far. Might it be time to call for a more nuanced, moderate 

view, to—ahem—minimize the excesses? I think so. I’m 

humanizing it, making it mainstream, acceptable, harmless. I’ll 

meet your deadline.” 

“Judging or trying to stop it with words won’t work. 

The general public will never understand. Should we leave 

well enough alone? It’s a fraction of the world as we know it. 

What harm do they do with their consensual play? Not an 

unreasonable position, and you make the case well. Remember, 

though, at MindCraft we’re in business to sell books. Cynics 

call it pumping paper. Now we include digital media—

pumping 1s and 0s. Let the explanations fall where they may. 

The physical aspects should be a central theme.” 

“It’s far beyond physical, Mary, it’s psychological, an 

element vital to my thesis. You read my draft. I aired it out, 

suggesting moderation, taste, kindness. I’m calling for genuine 
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exchanges of intimacy, not narcissistic exploitation of urges, 

selfish itches demanding to be scratched. It’s my book’s thrust. 

I’ve spent two years on it. I’d like to see it succeed.” 

“Convince me. You’ve visited The D&S. We’re of one 

mind, I believe.” 

“We are, and it’s merely play—role play, many call it. 

I’m just a voyeur, a scientist studying his specimens. Many are 

interesting, beautiful, unique. A few are crude, crass, ugly.” 

Mart Steff sees her plan maturing satisfactorily. Time to 

make her move, she is certain. If only she can get past those 

financial results, not just the recent quarter. She recalls the 

previous quarters, the preceding years. She knows she faces 

unprecedented challenges. 

 

§ 

 

The day is starting badly for Janet Wilson. As a recording artist 

who does voice work in many media—voice-overs for 

documentaries, animation-film acting, radio and television 

commercials, podcasts and vlogs—she works in sound studios 

all over town. She is on a first-name basis with most of the 

city’s better audio engineers. 

She recognizes that her world of communications and 

marketing has been upended by the internet and social 

media—digital media engulfing and devouring the old, analog 

world. For anyone in business, her clients, this means staying 

ahead of the game, or dying. It demands, on her part, verified 

numbers, hard data, solid information, sound knowledge, 

eventual wisdom. 

As she explained to her ex-husband Chet: “I couldn’t 

have done my voice and writing work in podcasts and vlogs as 

recently as five or ten years ago. My ability to acquire crucial 
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sales and marketing metrics, and engage large audiences, 

enables my clients to succeed in increasingly complex global 

marketplaces—my formal pitch.” 

Her voice problem is always the clients. She sees them 

in the control room, behind the glass, as she stands in the 

anechoic studio, script on the lectern, microphone and pop 

filter in front of her, and listens to their comments over the 

intercom, between takes.  

She hopes only one client representative will be 

present, though the wrong one can be misery. More than one in 

the engineering/visitor space generates conflict, disagreement, 

bickering, in which she is the hapless audience. Sometimes 

they leave the intercom ‘live’ for her to hear, often they don’t. 

She recalls the true story of Colonel Sanders requiring fifty or 

more takes for one of his radio commercials, and the scorn 

with which Orson Welles tended to treat anyone who failed his 

standards for professional recording work—the writing, 

voicing, characterizations … anything. She has heard the 

bootleg recordings of both men, hitting and missing, awful and 

brilliant, circulated in the industry. 

This time it’s rapid, on-the-fly rewriting of a difficult 

commercial. What might seem acceptable on the page doesn’t 

work, when read aloud. The sentences are too long, requiring 

exacting breath control. The words are too complex, unsuitable 

for the audience. Then there is the hassle over the 

pronunciation of a word Janet knows well: Pulitzer. Why must 

they do it? she wonders. It’s not, she knows, ‘Pee-yoo-lit-zer.’ 

It’s ‘Pull-it-zer.’ The family says so. Yet many professionals, or 

so-called professionals, get it wrong. Whenever she hears Pee-

yoo-litzer, she grinds her teeth. 

“Uh, Janet—Ted Feinberg here, agency, for the client. 

You’re rushing it. Can you slow it down?” 
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“Mr. Feinberg, this is a thirty-second commercial. 

You’ve written a forty-second message. Forty into thirty won’t 

go, unless I speak faster than about two words per second, the 

industry average. We must match listeners’ attention spans, 

their comprehension.” 

“Are you trying to tell me how to write commercials, 

Janet? I’ve written hundreds.” 

“No, Mr. Feinberg, I’m not. But to fit your words into 

the available time I must talk more rapid-fire than I’d like, 

faster than is natural. Your audience won’t like it and won’t get 

the message, the persuasion. Could we shorten it a smidge? 

Just a suggestion. Digital editing can cut the inter-word pauses, 

but it’s tough to keep it sounding real. Dominic, there, can slice 

two or three seconds pretty easily; the other seven or eight will 

be much harder. Ask him.” 

“Wait.” How utterly charming this bastard is, thinks Janet. 

Peremptory monosyllables. Guaranteed to get my gracious, willing 

cooperation. She waits, while Feinberg and his client confer by 

phone. Ten minutes later the intercom hisses into life. Feinberg 

sounds angry, impatient—her fault, of course. 

“We have new copy for you. It’s being typed and 

Xeroxed. It’ll be another five minutes.” 

“Thank you, sir. Ready when you are.” How she adores 

this man, she decides. 

Then, the endless nitpicking: cool it a little, punch it up, 

slow it down, hit this, that or the other word harder, give us a 

beat … there. Janet decides she will have to become a vocal 

chameleon in some future life as a voice talent, adaptable 

instantly to the wishes of the people who pay her bills, ‘voice 

experts’ who thus must be served and respected. 

Well, served, anyway. Whatever the provocation, she 

always does her best, regardless. 
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Coming, later: a meeting with a new client, Mary Steff 

of MindCraft, in the Salesforce Tower in SoMa, a building she 

considers a vulgar, phallic architectural excrescence, a 

grotesque San Francisco skyline incongruity, a deodorant stick 

in concrete, steel, and glass, a monument to its namesake’s 

chairman and his overweening ego. The immediate MindCraft 

task: podcasts and vlogs on nephrology, or renal care. 

Research, marketing and writing, collaborating with a 

writer/editor she has not yet met, Robin Jinnes. 

She has done her essential homework before the 

meeting. She hopes Jinnes is professional, Steff a competent 

manager. She knows, from experience, she can never do better 

than the ability and execution of clients and colleagues, the 

attainment of mutual chemistry. 

Her problems are personal, harder to resolve. Her 

challenge is navigating a narrowly bourgeois world with her 

broader identity and interests, which she can show or admit 

only to others she knows to be trustworthy and tolerant, a 

tightrope act. She likes sexual variety, diversity, immediacy. 

She knows the straight and narrow is not for anyone who is 

‘different,’ an outlier. The world only wants to kill them, from 

misunderstanding, envy, or intolerance of anything beyond the 

norm. Affect a new pronoun? Why? Why reveal … anything? Let 

them guess. They’ll never know. 
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MINDCRAFT:  Moving Words 

 

“Stanford approved the article, finally,” Mary exults. “I’m not 

blaming you for the foot-dragging, but I had to call when you 

couldn’t move them. Same old story: my reluctant power play. 

Had to be done. Pictures complete, including cover. Time for 

your reward?” Mary and Robin sit in her office as San 

Francisco’s evening lights twinkle in the gloom. A magnificent 

sunset sky is unfolding over the city. She takes a fifth of 

Mortlach 20 single-malt Scotch from her credenza and pours 

each a finger in the cut crystal glasses she extracts from the 

bookshelf behind her. Clink, drink.  

“After being extruded through Stanford’s knothole of 

Press misery, it finally looks good.” Robin smiles away any 

implied criticism. “It felt like thumbscrews, or the rack.” An 

after-hours sip of Scotch as reward? Better than nothing. Be grateful 

for small mercies. 

Mary Steff smiles. “You’re fine, Robin. Sometimes these 

things get decided higher up. It happens to me, too, so don’t 

feel singled out. I’m on your side. I’m a writer and editor, too.” 

The phone interrupts them: the chairman’s office. 

Could Mary perhaps drop in before leaving for the day? 

Could? Perhaps? Drop in? It’s not a request, nor a suggestion. 

His selected time: 6:25. Not 6:26. Nor 6:24. Exit: 6:35, no later. 

 

§ 

 

The office of the chairman of MindCraft, in the Salesforce 

Tower penthouse, exudes understated luxury. Mary has 

entered through his bolt-hole, a discreet private entrance, 

separate from the reception area. Only a handful of the 

company’s top executives know of it, or may use it. Each has 
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an individually-coded electronic key, with private instructions 

on the carefully disguised access: an anonymous door painted 

in the corridor’s color and texture, devoid of external handles 

or locks. Inside the office, a false bookcase conceals the private 

entranceway to visitors unaware of it. The door opens for ten 

seconds, then closes and locks. 

Keyholders know no one may witness their arrival. If 

anyone else is in the hallway, highly unlikely, they must keep 

walking, not activate the key. The chairman demands 

punctuality, entry and exit. He schedules his time carefully. He 

knows who will visit, when, for how long. He watches his 

clock closely. Mary has been accorded precisely ten minutes. 

The room is decorated to the chairman’s tastes in muted 

greys and maroons. Deep-pile, wall-to-wall grey carpeting 

muffles sound, with indirect ceiling lighting and much dark, 

varnished wood, an oasis of calm in a frantic world. The 

chairman leans back and puts his hands behind his head, 

seemingly ruminating. Except he isn’t. His guns are loaded, 

safeties off. 

Mary must sit in the only available spot: a large, well-

worn armchair facing the desk, opposite the chairman, with 

cavernous seat cushion, in faded maroon leather with sagging 

underpinnings, into which she sinks deeply. She calls it his 

humiliation station. She would prefer the comfortable 

armchairs behind her, at the coffee table, but the chairman has 

chosen to sit at his desk, as usual. His silent, offensive index 

finger points at the armchair, to emphasize his seating 

instructions. Suddenly, she feels as if she is five years old. She 

stifles her rage. 

Mary recognizes him yet again as an adept gamesman. 

His desk and office chair are on a raised platform; his swivel 

chair elevates him further. A large, florid man with a full head 
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of carefully coifed grey hair, always clad in immaculate silk 

suits, he likes to dominate and intimidate his visitors. Behind 

him on the credenza, framing him, are two bright LED lamps. 

His face and body are silhouetted fuzzily against the light, his 

eyes unreadable. From where she sits, her own face, Mary 

realizes, is lit and revealed openly, despite her glasses with 

their tinted lenses: the chairman’s clever double ploy. This 

interaction will not be easy. Inquisition time. 

She contemplates the chairman’s reputation. His 

primary life task is saintly surveyor and supervisor of flawed 

mortals, so far beneath him. He has marked out his territory as 

the elevated and enshrined arbiter of morality. Part of his role 

is the relentless promoter and preacher of sexual propriety. 

Naturally, he is a non-smoker and non-drinker. He is known 

publicly as the puritanical lecturer and relentless scold on the 

subjects of moral decency and standards. Foul or abusive 

language is abhorrent to him. He has become well known as 

the public scourge of licentious, unruly San Francisco, with its 

limitless foibles and transgressive behavior.  

His audiences of devout Evangelicals lap him up, in 

social media, and in his live appearances at many of the largest 

religious locations and assemblies. Those gatherings include 

the megachurches in California, the Midwest and the South. 

His favorite mantra, expressed prayerfully on many occasions, 

in public addresses: “My brothers and sisters, we are all 

sinners.” He does not include himself in this generalization. 

Such sanctimony, she decides, must be his eventual downfall. 

She hopes to participate in the dénouement.  

He also, she knows, suffers from haphephobia, an 

intense, irrational fear of being touched. He never shakes 

hands, stands back from others, uses a hand sanitizer in his 

office every few minutes, invariably clutches a medicated wipe 
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in his left hand, to cleanse threatening germs. He carries fresh 

wipes in a discreet pouch hanging from his shoulder. She 

knows his anxiety can produce physical symptoms—nausea, 

vomiting or panic attacks—and takes care never to place 

herself too close to the man. 

She would not want to touch him, ever, under any 

circumstances, though provoking his discomfort appeals to 

her. Even at a distance of a few feet, as close as they ever get, 

she can detect the aroma of his hand sanitizer. The squirt bottle 

is always at hand, on his credenza, a source to which he 

returns repeatedly, in addition to his wipes.  

She flashes, incongruously, to Captain Queeg of the 

minesweeper USS Caine, portrayed memorably by the late, 

great Humphrey Bogart, since she had recently streamed The 

Caine Mutiny in HD format, out of historical curiosity, on her 

home-entertainment system. Those chrome-steel balls, clicked 

obsessively, hypnotically between the deranged captain’s 

fingers in the epochal film, were to Queeg, then, what the 

chairman’s hand sanitizer and wipes are to him, now. Fetishes. 

She, Mary Steff, knows about fetishes, her own and others’. 

“These quarterly results are unacceptable, Mary. You 

knew I’d ask. I’ll give you three months to turn it around. 

Maybe six months if you show good progress. As of now, your 

books aren’t selling well. Your magazine subscriptions are 

declining, along with your advertisers, as with most of the 

world’s print media. Your articles are scooped endlessly by 

online news reports and blogs. You know by now, and have 

for ages, without my having to tell you. Only your online 

podcasts, videos and website work seem to have potential, but 

don’t earn enough.” 

“I understand. The last quarter was an aberration. 

We’re on track.” 
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“I don’t think so. Look at this year’s first two quarters, 

before the recent one we just reported. All the indices are 

declining, our worst year in a decade. We, and most other 

CEOs worldwide, blamed the dreadful 2008 recession, and the 

following years of fiscal disappointment, on the global 

meltdown. We recovered, briefly, about five years. No longer.” 

Counterattack, Mary. Don’t let him get ahead of you, she 

tells herself. The best defense is always a good attack. She has 

plenty of weapons, or so she believes.  

“We have excellent books scheduled for Fall release, 

from our best authors. Our audio and video expansion plans 

are well along. We’re collaborating with the finest medical 

organizations in the business, in critical, fast-growing fields—

pharma, bariatrics, biotech, diabetes, nephrology, vaccines, 

geriatrics. I submitted our proposed work plan last month.”  

“Show me results, Mary. Do it, fast. You’re CEO. I give 

you six weeks to deliver a new plan I can believe in and 

approve. I don’t like to threaten you, and I won’t, but I could 

add ‘or else’ if I had a mind to say it. I want to spare you.” 

“Not threatening? I’m the most successful publisher 

and editor in the field, today. You can’t do better. I make no 

apologies for my past performance.” ‘Or else.’ ‘Spare me.’ What 

a flaming hypocrite, she thinks. She knows many, more precise 

epithets for the man. She pictures a specific, universal body 

part—he has one, as well as being one—a descriptor that 

would outrage him. I’m thinking the seven-letter, Anglo-Saxon 

version, not the Latin four letters. 

A silence ensues in which each considers the minds and 

the money, the salaries and the situations, the possibilities and 

the pitfalls. The chairman speaks, finally. An ultimatum. 

“Let’s try it the hard way. I’m in charge here, or was 

when I last checked. According to your contract, you’ll be due 
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a year’s salary if we release you, and a golden parachute, but 

I’m afraid you’d have to forego your unvested stock. You’ve 

done well in the past, and the industry can always use capable, 

effective publishing talent. We’d provide suitable publicity 

cover, so as not to embarrass you in any job search. For now, 

you have my support.” 

“Thank you for your, uh, vote of confidence.” ‘For 

now.’ More of his venomous doublespeak. She manages to sound 

sincere, except to a perceptive ear. All she can feel beneath her 

surface civility is anger. She built this company. She conjured 

up the corporate tag: Moving words. She created its core values 

and achievements. She met the payroll and delivered on the 

bottom line, quarter after quarter, year after year. But—as the 

saying has endured, for millennia—you’re only as good as 

your most recent performance. Meantime, she fears, this 

wretched old bastard is destroying me.  

She contemplates the business world’s exacting 

brutality: performance, results, the good old bottom line, 

always and ever. For actors, it’s the latest film, play or 

television series, the box office numbers, the ratings. For chefs 

and their restaurants, it’s the current works they are creating at 

stratospheric cost for critical palates, for customers who will 

abandon them in a heartbeat, or when the next gustatory fad or 

thrill emerges. For professional athletes of every stripe, the 

calibration is the score in last weekend’s event, the statistics, 

the wins, the records. For authors, it's the critical reception, the 

numbers, the awards, the film adaptations. 

For her, as with all executives, feeding the shareholders, 

quarter by quarter, is the prime directive. The reciprocal of the 

executive suite, she knows, is the windy street corner with tin 

cup, in line at the soup kitchen, the risky hypodermic or pill 

release from care, at least for a little while, or the flimsy tent on 
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the sidewalk, preyed on, vulnerable. The chairman is not 

finished with her. 

“There’s more, and you won’t like it. Though I hold the 

title of chairman, I’m not the authority figure you might 

imagine. I’m a servant, as you are. We serve our shareholders, 

quarter by quarter, year by year. They, and the board, reward 

or punish us, as they judge us.” 

“I know business realities, Mr. Chairman. Global, and 

timeless.” She speaks coldly, unaccustomed to being lectured 

on the nature of the real world by a mere man. One who, she 

knows, possesses immense wealth: his $71 million Bombardier 

Global Express 8000 executive jet with custom maroon-and-

grey paint, his $30 million Nob Hill manse, his $20 million 

Lake Tahoe spread, his Manhattan penthouse, his Los Angeles, 

Paris, London and Tokyo pieds-à-terre, his collections of 

classical and contemporary art, Chinese porcelain and rare 

books, his personal, classic Rolls-Royce Silver Cloud with 

custom paint and door crest. She cannot even imagine his stock 

portfolio. This man needs no sordid trade, except as a source of 

publicity and power, fuel for an insatiable ego, the imperative 

to manipulate others, the ownership of slaves.  

“Then I know you’ll understand when I tell you I’ve 

authorized austerity cuts, from the top down, applying to me 

and especially to you, our organization’s most obvious 

recipient of power, privilege and perks. We’re closing our 

Salesforce Tower offices and will move out shortly. Our new 

offices are further out in SoMa, being readied now. Humble 

digs in these difficult times—one story, no upper floors, no 

suites, no views. You may find it hard to adapt, at first—me, 

too, truth to tell. We’ll move in about six weeks.  

“Many executive perks are being discontinued: the 

limousine you love, lavish expensive accounts, first-class plane 
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tickets—from now on, it’s business class for us all. We’ve 

become lazy, content. I’m fixing the problem. Bonuses are 

frozen. There’ll be major staff cuts. I’ll sign off all expenditures 

above $5,000. All your projects will be reviewed, and marginal 

or questionable ones eliminated. The reality? In life we’re all on 

permanent probation, no exceptions.” ‘Business class for us all?’ 

Mary muses. ‘Us.’ He has his own private jet. 

He glances at his watch: “Time to go, Mary.” The 

dismissal infuriates her. He authorized the office move without 

consulting her. He is treating her like his servant, his mindless 

glove puppet. He is behaving as if he owns her. The reality, 

Mary muses, is that he does. But she has taken no vows, no 

loyalty oath. He made her, he believes. Now he is breaking her. 

She has always taken her rewards in exchange for the 

job description against which she is judged. As for her prized 

perk, the limousine, she will pay for it out of her own pocket. It 

relieves her of a wretched commute from her magnificent 

Oakland Hills home. It gives her time to tackle work, and to 

engage in essential business communications.  

He is aware of these facts of her life. She knows he 

knows. What the chairman is inflicting could be career-ending. 

She is being stripped of her authority and power, slammed to 

earth like a tackled football receiver, a slalom skier missing a 

gate, a gymnast failing a clean dismount, a surfer wiping out, a 

pinned wrestler, a boxer hitting the canvas, a car racer in the 

gravel trap, or trapped, burning to death. She pictures a 

referee, standing over her, counting her out: an umpire bearing 

the chairman’s features. 

The word ‘emasculated’ occurs to her, but it applies 

only to mere men, never to women rulers and leaders such as 

herself. Her power lies in the mind and heart, the vision and 

leadership, the imagination and dreams, not the ego and 
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phallus. If the chairman thinks he can reduce her to former 

ruler, he will soon learn his error.  

I will bring him down, someday, some way, she tells herself. 

It only requires critical thinking, and a plan. I will devise his 

comeuppance. She is learning to loathe him with feral intensity. 

She visualizes one of her medical-drawing reproductions on 

her office wall, the 16th-century Wound Man. It illustrates 

injuries a person might receive through war, accident, or 

disease: cuts and bruises from multiple weapons, rashes and 

pustules, thorn scratches, and the bites of venomous animals. 

She pictures the chairman’s body, similarly afflicted. 

She stands and leaves. Nothing to say. Six weeks. 
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SOUND JUDGMENT 

 

Mary has invited Robin to her office. She is late, giving Robin 

time to roam, to explore. The office ambience reflects Mary 

Steff’s personality and tastes: minimal decoration, no work 

items in view. Her desk is a glass rectangle with beveled edges, 

supported on chrome-steel legs. Behind the desk, a polished, 

stainless-steel credenza, on short chrome legs, presumably 

contains all Mary’s action items and files. Robin has seen the 

spectacular view from here, based on earlier meetings, but the 

framed drawings on the walls are worth studying in detail, 

until Mary arrives.  

The illustrations must be reproductions, Robin is sure. 

Originals would be valued in the millions. This display of 

imagination always stirs Robin when visiting Mary’s office, 

knowing both are fascinated by art in all forms and media, but 

especially drawing. Taking time to examine them stimulates 

Robin’s imagination. 

The images include Leonardo da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man, 

arms outstretched, in authentic sepia hue, a Dürer, pre-color 

van Gogh and Degas vignettes, Vesalius’ brain visualization, a 

staggering Schiele anatomical rendering, a snippet from J.M.W. 

Turner’s sketchbook before the great artist transformed his 

preliminary pencil draft into his characteristically brilliant, 

mystifying color, and one of Hiroshige’s woodblock prints 

from the array in Monet’s kitchen in Giverny. Robin is 

examining the last, the early-16th-century Wound Man, by Hans 

von Gersdorff, when Mary arrives. 

“Wound Man captures MindCraft’s medical priorities,” 

says Mary Steff, behind Robin. “I’ve been toying with using it 

as part of our graphic, in our magazines and books. Or perhaps 
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the Andreas Vesalius, from 1543. Both have been out of 

copyright for centuries.”  

 

                                       § 

 

The meeting involves Robin, with Mary’s new digital and voice 

talent, a young woman, Janet Wilson. Wilson, arriving shortly 

after Mary Steff, creates podcasts, videos and other digital 

media, for Los Angeles, Silicon Valley, San Francisco and 

Seattle clients, and does outstanding work, though Robin has 

not yet worked with her. They nod to each other, coolly.  

Mary enters, all business, her usual austere self: cold, 

unemotional, dressed to chill. She faces them across her desk, 

the imposing glass slab bearing only a single, long-stemmed, 

blood-red rose in a crystal bud vase, devoid of all other 

adornment. Mary has placed the vase in a precise geometric 

position, as is her custom, creating an equilateral triangle based 

on the desk corners, obeying her obsessive-compulsive 

impulse for order and control in every aspect of her life. Her 

tablet computer sits behind her on the credenza, face down, her 

only visible work element. 

Suspended from two steel columns above the desk is 

one of the most extraordinary illumination systems Robin has 

ever seen: a clear glass block eight feet long, two feet high and 

a foot thick, incorporating scatterings of hundreds of pinpoint 

white LEDs connected by tiny, near-invisible wires. It casts a 

broad, even light over the desk, and the individuals below. 

“I need a major digital push. Janet, your research, 

conceptual work and voice. Robin, your words. You’re a team. 

I’m relying on you to collaborate closely.” 

Janet opens her notebook computer. “I’ve reviewed 

your digital and social-media results. According to my media 
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metrics, your numbers are up in both podcasts and videocasts. 

They’re mostly low six figures in your principal work areas. 

We can grow them dramatically, I believe. For every measured, 

25,000-click audience you’re reaching, I want 250,000. For 

every 250,000, a million. You’re involved in eight or more 

mainstream medical activities, as I understand it. 

“How would you suggest we acquire and monetize 

your projected growth?” Mary focuses on the young woman, 

seeing intelligence and purpose in her eyes. Robin, to one side, 

adds nothing. 

“You must interface better within your engaged 

industries,” Wilson explains. “For every direct stakeholder in 

your principal audiences, five or ten exist in the interests of 

other organizations with whom you interact. Take nephrology. 

Giants dominate the field. You’re working with them. I suggest 

concentrating on industry leaders with 80% of the revenues, 

increasing your involvement dramatically. I recommend a 

similar posture in all your activity areas.” 

“How would you grow the attention and revenues?” 

“The stakeholder audience far exceeds the basic 

industry numbers and spokespeople—I mean hospitals, clinics, 

nursing homes; doctors, patients, patients’ families, nursing 

staff; equipment manufacturers, drug researchers and creators, 

drug-distribution channels. I’d estimate, rough guess, ten times 

as many stakeholders as patients. Adding the media, print and 

electronic, vital contributors, should multiply your message 

dramatically.  

“Numbers?” Janet applies herself to her keyboard with 

rapid strokes. “Today, in the U.S., half a million patients are on 

dialysis. Home dialysis is the big push. Over-all, neph is a $40 

billion U.S. market, dominated by Fresenius, Baxter and 

DaVita. You’re already working with them. We have potential 
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podcast and video audiences of five million, if we get it right. 

Plus the peripheral media, reflecting your publishing power.” 

“What will it take?” 

“I’ve outlined a preliminary game plan. We contact the 

communications directors of all those related organizations, 

and get them to support our podcasts and videocasts from 

their budgets. We’ll include them in our productions, and 

interview their people. They’ll get promotional linkages to 

stories. My target is to generate at least two million dollars in 

support from your program, just in neph.” 

“Sounds good. How many stories? How soon? When 

will I get your plan? I need it in less than six weeks.” 

“Six weeks should be more than enough. I can give you 

a specific concept, now, in nephrology.” Janet turns again to 

her notebook.  

“I suggest inventorying your programs to draw on, to 

meet the expectations of your hard-won audience, which has 

grown 142% in the last three years, pandemic and all.  

“I recommend starting with quick-turnaround, five-

minute programs, with a suggested working title NephWisdom. 

These teaser shows of yours would be based on interviews 

with newsmakers drawn from their organizations’ press 

releases. I’ll voice them. NephWisdom could alternate effectively 

with our full-length formats, typically for enterprises like 

World Nutrition, since diet is so important, the best featuring 

personalities like Drs. Charles Hansenberg and David Pace-

Manners. Distribution will be your growing social-media 

audience plus your traditional postings on Soundcloud audio 

syndication, which I believe will serve your largest audience of 

nephrologists.”  

“I’ll lean on Robin, here, to edit and produce your 

formal, written document and final proposal,” says Mary. “It 
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needn’t be long—seven, ten pages. It will focus on my target: 

our chairman. He’s a tough audience, too, but I’m sure he’ll 

approve of whatever we generate.”  

Mary is impressed by Janet’s advance work, becoming 

acquainted with the key elements. She is surprised and pleased 

at the young woman’s prescience, her understanding of the 

managerial prerogatives surrounding this initiative. She is a 

competent writer, based on the materials she has already 

produced. Mary wonders why she hasn’t used her before, but 

has relied on Robin Jinnes. She will, she decides, wean the 

project of Jinnes and put Wilson in sole charge. She has other, 

personal plans for Robin. It will take time, but it will be the 

correct solution. 

Robin leaves Steff’s office with a curious sensation of 

discovery. Janet Wilson is not just a talented professional, far 

more than just a pretty face. She is also sympatico and 

synergistic, and wears her talents lightly. She understands 

money and motivation, research and technology. Then, her 

voice: supple and skilled. Robin never considered the eyes as 

the windows of the soul. The voice must be, because, unlike 

the eyes, mere genetic physiology beyond the owner’s control, 

the voice is the owner’s lifelong creation and work. Robin has 

fallen for the voice, and with Janet herself. This cannot be 

happening, Robin thinks. Love at first sight, or sound, is bizarre, 

unthinkable. Except. 

Mary Steff knows of Janet’s skilled vocal talent, after 

listening to her podcast samples. Through the studio, she plans 

to have Wilson record highly personal material in five separate 

voices, work for which she, Mary, has specific application. It 

will take two hours and will cost Mary $1,000, including studio 

rental and engineer’s fees. Janet need not know the end use. 

The target: Robin Jinnes. 
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§ 

 

For Robin, having made no serious emotional or physical 

connections in San Francisco in five years, Janet seems like a 

potential companion with whom to share more than just work. 

Time to let the imagination play a little? Robin considers the 

City’s museums, theaters, galleries and music venues, and the 

wider environments, worth exploring—the wine country, the 

beaches, perhaps the Sierra. The idea of an intelligent 

companion beckons. Robin indulges in momentary fantasies of 

intimacy, and in wanting to hear more of her voice.  

Meantime, there is the immediate linking with Mary 

Steff’s interests in their night games, and the intricacies they 

promise. These games offer solace for a lonely soul, not to be 

denied. The conflict between two potential outcomes presents 

choices Robin must resolve. Are both possible? What moves 

Janet? Priorities will dictate the decision. Counting unhatched 

chickens is counterproductive, Robin knows. Years of hoping 

for imagined and desired acting and writing success prove the 

point. Magical thinking does not work. More years of longing 

for intimacy underscore the issue. 

Of course, there is the matter of Janet’s receptivity. A 

discreet invitation at a local South-of-Market bar for a glass of 

wine or a bite to eat, or both, after this meeting, might be a way 

to break the ice and enable them to become better acquainted. 

Robin’s speculation: A suggestion, going down in the elevator from 

the meeting in Steff’s office, right now, perhaps? Louie’s Bar on 

nearby Stevenson, a couple of minutes’ walk, should be about 

right. Low key, within budget reach.  

All this is foolish fantasy, Robin realizes. A pretty, 

charming and intelligent young woman will certainly have personal 

involvements. At least she isn’t wearing a ring. 
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§ 

 

Robin and Janet sit in the cozy environment of Louie’s and 

order simple food and drink. Robin, always teetering on 

financial insolvency, appreciates Janet’s modest requirements 

based on an impulsive invitation. The building itself has 

always charmed Robin, a tiny, three-story gem flanked by 

skyscrapers, deep in the SoMa entrails, the bar and grill on the 

ground floor. 

“Tell me about yourself,” suggests Robin. “I’m 

surprised we haven’t met before, since I’ve been freelancing for 

Mary for two years. You have a remarkable voice.” 

“Thanks, I appreciate the praise. This is my first 

MindCraft gig. Mary told me a little about you: a former actor, 

now a freelance writer. When an actor compliments another 

actor, it must be genuine. Usually we’re jealous, sniping, 

angling for advantage, upstaging each other. We’re not nice, 

professionally, though we claim camaraderie, the union of 

souls dedicated to art—such happy, insincere BS. We’re sharks. 

We must be, constantly moving ahead, to survive. Say it isn’t 

so? You can’t. You just seem … different. 

“I worked on the New York stage—rep, voice-overs, 

the usual scuffle. My specialty is accents. I do the popular ones: 

English, like RP, Cockney, North Country, plus Irish, Scots. 

And the domestic ones—Texas, Noo Yawk, Bahston, Cajun.”  

“Cajun? Uh?” 

“Louisiana-bayou swampspeak, a silly old routine: ‘Ah 

don’ care if you two tam my big and t’ree tam my heavy, Ah’m a-

gonna t’row your ass ’gainst da groun’.” She captures the 

inflections flawlessly. Robin’s laughing response is her reward. 

“Then, I caricature spoken English—’Strylian, French, 

Cherman, Italian, Dutch, Rossian, Spanish, South Ifrican, 
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Indian, Japanese, all politically incorrect. Yes, I know it’s 

supposed to be Australian, German, Russian, South African. 

But the intonations are fun to play with.” 

Robin finds her theatrical play entertaining. This Janet 

is a rare, charming find. Janet is not finished with her voice. 

“I can claw the theatrical wallpaper with the best, for 

the animation stuff—fish, birds, animals. I’d make voice my 

living, but it’s so competitive. At any given time, 95% of SAG-

AFTRA and Equity actors are unemployed—5% take 95% of 

the rewards. You?” 

“I have no astounding accomplishments. I can’t call 

myself an actor, though I longed to make it my career, my life. 

I worked in local rep, but couldn’t make a living. It’s no easier 

in freelance writing. I’m glad Mary Steff gives me gigs, mostly 

article writing, in the health field. I learned a little about the 

medical area working part time as a nurse’s aide, trying to 

make ends meet, here in one of the world’s most expensive 

cities. I’m a quick study. Our nephrology project is logical.” 

“Your family?” 

“None living. My parents died in a car crash, several 

years ago. If you get right down to it, I’m an orphan. But at my 

age that’s sappy. I’ve grown up, an adult. Now, I’m just me.” 

Janet reaches out to touch Robin’s hand, surprising 

herself with her spontaneity of warmth. While recognizing the 

tricks self-deception can play, emotion so often stronger than 

reason, she feels a powerful attraction for Robin, a sense that 

despite the apparent doubt and insecurity Robin would be 

worth getting to know better. Love at first sight? Absurd. Yet 

…. She stifles the thought, despising her own romantic 

sentimentality, her incessant urgings. She indulges such 

feelings too often for her own good. She has paid the price for 

this impulsiveness. But this time it’s … right. 
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Reciprocally, hope rises in Robin’s heart at Janet’s tone 

and attitude, conveying a giddy sense of possibility. But they 

face serious work for MindCraft. “We have six weeks of hard 

work ahead. We’ll have to meet pretty much daily, in person, 

by phone, or Zoom.” 

“My husband and I ….” 

Robin freezes, sensing sudden doom. The fantasy about 

establishing a relationship with Janet is fading before it can 

start. It was absurd to have imagined it.  

The next six weeks of joint work will be strictly 

business. Unrequited desire that cannot be spoken.  Janet 

casually omitted the vital ‘ex.’ 

Time to explore Mary’s proposition she has hinted at, 

subtly, if its true nature can be deduced. Maybe they revolve 

about their shared night games. But have they become more 

real to Robin, perhaps, than day reality? But they are just 

games, not a life.  

Robin needs a reason to live. 
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                                         JANET 

  

Janet Wilson leaves Louie’s conflicted. 

Why did she experience a sudden, strong emotional 

reaction to Robin Jinnes? Why is she feeling the need, urgently, 

to communicate her inner self to someone she doesn’t even 

know? Why the surge of sexual attraction, the need for linkage, 

exploration, intimacy? She struggles to comprehend the 

feelings engulfing her. Why did Robin freeze when she, Janet, 

mentioned her marriage, now over? Why, she wonders for the 

thousandth time, is emotion so often stronger than reason, the 

body demanding action the logical mind resists, counselling 

critical thinking, caution, discretion? Why is such candor so 

dangerous? Why is the lack of frankness so disappointing, so 

unfulfilling? What, after all, is the meaning of life? Bah, 

madness, she decides. 

Is it because I’m bisexual, polyamorous, concupiscent? she 

wonders. It destroyed her marriage. If she had been honest, 

told Chet early on, much misunderstanding and misery could 

have been avoided, for both of them. She wasted four years of 

both their lives. She tried to bury it, telling herself it was a 

minor aspect of her personality. Chet’s sterling qualities would 

suppress her sexual urgings, her interest in others that grew 

with time and kept intruding, often on the most inappropriate 

occasions. She recalls the time, the place, and the words 

describing their ending: sitting at the mirror, looking at herself, 

unable to face her husband. 

She saw a 30ish, capable woman: grey eyes, shoulder-

length, dark brown hair framing even features, modest 

makeup, trim figure. Her powers are her mind, and her voice.  

“Chet, I must level with you. We’ve shared so much, 

for so long, enjoyed our life together. We’re so compatible, in 
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mind and body. You’re a great partner. I love you, but you 

can’t accept me as I am. I’m gender blind. I like men, and 

women. I like sex with others, more than one at a time, often. I 

cannot be exclusive.”  

“I’m not blaming you. I’m exclusive. There’s only one 

person for me: a woman, you. You. You, alone.” 

“You’re kind, and loving, and forgiving, as always. But 

I know, in my heart, it’s all on me.” Devil in the flesh? she 

wonders.  No, I will not be a cliché. She is astounded at his calm. 

She still sees him often. They remain close friends. 

 

§ 

 

But those urges for others she cannot explain or resist? Man or 

woman? Okay. Both? Why not? Now, with Robin, for example. 

Is it absurd projection? she asks herself. She knows nothing of 

Robin’s inclinations. She has tried to understand herself. She 

has tried counselling but had to stop, unable to afford it. 

Instead, she researched, read, studied, going back in history, 

trying to comprehend her own sexuality.  

She discovered sex manuals have existed since 

antiquity. Back to Ovid in ancient Greece, Vatsyana’s Kama 

Sutra, the Ananga Ranga, The Perfumed Garden for the Soul’s 

Recreation. Then, in French—she was fluent—De la prostitution 

dans la ville de Paris, an 1830s study on 3,558 registered 

prostitutes in Paris, by Alexander Jean Baptiste Parent-

Duchatelet, published in 1837, a year after he died. This treatise 

was often described as the first work of modern sex research. 

Still she didn’t understand herself, feeling guilt and fear, 

longing for resolution. Masters and Johnson? No help. Her 

local librarian became a friend who helped with her research, 

professional assistance without judgment. 
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She dug deeper. She had to know and understand 

herself and her sexuality. She discovered modern, scientific 

study of human sexual behavior, beginning in the 19th century 

with Heinrich Kaan. Michel Foucault had described his 

book Psychopathia Sexualis as marking “the date of birth, or in 

any case the date of the emergence of sexuality and sexual 

aberration in the psychiatric field.” 

She resists ‘aberration,’ a cruel and loaded word, 

pejorative, judgmental. She is an average human who happens 

just to like multiple others, of any gender. Liking is mind to 

mind, heart to heart, more than just body to body, or so she 

likes to think. Any soul may like any other, surely? But for her, 

she must admit to her secret self, it is in the body, not the mind. 

She fancies men for their physical strength, power, and 

potency, their risk-taking, their apparently genetic imprinting 

of command and control, taking charge, problem-solving, 

rapid, concise decision-making, though decision-making 

comes naturally to her.  

She desires women for their soft, tender touch, the 

aromas of their skin and hair, their sensitivity, their verbal 

legerdemain, their generous minds, their kindness, their gentle 

ways, their innate ability to nourish, to care, to give and to 

receive—how, as a woman, she likes to be.  

What’s wrong with my view? she asks herself. Can’t one 

person combine these attributes and make the perfect partner, two in 

one? It seems they can, at least in fiction. In her research, she 

stumbles across MacDonald Harris’ amazing novel Herma, 

which describes such a person: a hermaphrodite with the 

attributes, intellects, appetites, emotions and sensitivity of both 

genders, in a single, intelligent individual worthy of respect 

and affection. 

She re-reads the review that led her to the book: “With 
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Herma, MacDonald Harris tackles the Jungian mystery of the 

animus and anima, the longing for completion by men and 

women through meeting their soul mates, their ‘other halves.’ 

Herma is a budding opera singer, Fred Hite her agent. 

Integrating the names reveals the book’s mystery: 

hermaphrodite. Herma and Fred are one. 

“Herma is transformed into Fred and back in the 

Jungian mirror. Harris explores the worlds of opera (Herma’s 

avocation) and flying (Fred’s) at moving and instructive levels 

of insight and authenticity. The two yearn for each other, 

heartbreakingly, yet know they can never meet. Here is an 

implicit examination of the transgender phenomenon, which 

the world in general is only slowly coming to understand and 

accept. Yet Harris’ treatment of this difficult subject is subtle 

and sympathetic. No reader, of any age, could be offended.” 

Janet is not trans or intersex. She does not wish to be 

altered, chemically or physically: she likes being a woman. She 

defers to others, or takes command, which she sees as 

situational ethics. It has nothing to do with gender, in her view. 

She presents herself as she feels: unambiguously feminine. She 

likes fashion and frippery, but doesn’t mind popular, 

androgynous anonymity in dress or presentation. She knows 

men and women are lookist, making instant judgments based 

on what they are seeing and assume, however wrong those 

assessments. She appreciates and respects cultural norms in 

social and business situations. She can play their game, 

whatever it may be.  

She is riveted by Harris’ book, and learns from it. She 

wishes she could meet its protagonist(s). 

“Harris’ revelations of turn-of-the-20th-century Orange 

County, south of Los Angeles, introduce us to the young 

Herma and her idyllic life. We see her learning to sing, first in 
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church, then in opera, brilliantly, and with an extraordinary 

gift for vocal mimicry. 

“The introduction of opera’s historical greats, such as 

Enrico Caruso, is executed with whimsical charm. Herma sails 

along with elegance and grace, the essence of femininity, and 

ends up with a dessert named after her she conceives: Fraise 

Herma (the metaphor for Peach Melba and Chicken Tetrazzini is 

no coincidence and the author executes this conceit with great 

skill). In describing 1906 San Francisco and Caruso’s 

historically correct presence there, Harris captures the 

earthquake in terms rarely matched in fiction or reportage. 

Herma, rendered homeless by the quake, meets the wealthy, 

elegant and fastidious Mr. Ming (here we learn about Chinese 

ceramics) and is nothing less than … enchanting—Mr. Ming 

proposes marriage, but we know it can never be. When, later in 

Paris, she meets and attracts Marcel Proust, we acquire insights 

into the French author’s environment and lifestyle that will 

captivate the reader. Harris’ erudition shines. 

“Fred, on the other hand, is a rebellious, libidinous 

young man, not only with an eye for the ladies, but with 

expensive and dangerous habits, such as flying, in an era when 

aviation survival was always doubtful—financed by his 

‘client’s’ artistic successes, for which he negotiates with flair. 

He wins an airplane race over San Francisco Bay, involving 

tragedy and ending ignominiously for him. But his flight 

training enables him later to fly in France—including circling 

the then-new Eiffel Tower—and to join the Lafayette Escadrille, 

the American WWI combat squadron that achieved a great 

reputation. All the historical details are securely in place. The 

dénouement is tragic but powerful.”  

Janet reached the end of the book, in tears. But fiction, 

however powerful, is not her solution, and she knows it. She 
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will never meet Herma, in life. Or Fred Hite. She wishes they 

could have met each other. 

Sexology, she discovered, continuing her research, was 

coined in the United States by Elizabeth Osgood Goodrich 

Willard in 1867. Almost simultaneously, homophile activists, 

not yet identifying as sexologists, were responding to shifts in 

Europe’s national borders, a crisis that brought into conflict 

sexually liberal laws and ones criminalizing behaviors, such as 

homosexual activity, varying from country to country. Yet she 

knows sex is everywhere. If not for sex, there would be no 

more people. She enjoys sex. She is good at it. 

She absorbed Havelock Ellis and Alfred Kinsey until 

her mind reeled. She came to Chet, finally prepared to rest and 

sleep, to find him ready for sex. She cooperated, gave him 

attention and affection, while multiple images invaded her 

mind. She feels as if she is suspended over an abyss, 

dominated by her own unbidden emotional drives, the hungry 

demon devouring her.  

She cherished her marriage’s many joys while chafing 

at its conflicts and confines. She senses the heterosexual world 

judging her, castigating her, labelling her other, even if—

meeting her, looking at her—they cannot gauge her inner self, 

her true nature. She does not reveal it in any identifiable way: 

no labels or uniforms in dress, hairstyle or speech. They cannot 

assess or pigeonhole her, any more than they can intuit she is 

left-handed, and a good cook. 

Similarly, she detests the way the lesbian community 

implicitly despises her appreciation for the male of the species. 

She is not one of the critics. She likes men. They’re clever, she 

finds. They’re interesting, fun. Some are strong, as she is, 

testing her physically in enjoyable ways. Nothing, to her, is 
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quite like an erect penis, deftly presented to her at the 

appropriate moment, in just the right way.  

Dissolving her marriage at least ended the tension and 

stress that consumed her over an endless four years with her 

husband. She doubts she can ever find a life companion. 

Occasional affairs, male and female, of varying intensity and 

joint pleasure? Perhaps. Long-term satisfaction? Unlikely. But 

then there is … Robin. 

If only, she thinks, there was a way to get this sex monkey, 

this hungry monster, off my back. It consumes all that is sweet, kind, 

loving and intimate in me, replacing those qualities with empty, 

urgent compulsion. 

Now she faces six weeks of concentrated professional 

effort, working closely with a person to whom she feels intense 

emotional and physical attraction. I will do it, she decides, say 

nothing, provoke nothing. She will cauterize her feelings, stick to 

the work. Their exchanges will be strictly professional. But she 

cannot escape the emotions engulfing her. She confronts her 

life’s ironies: professional power and purpose, emotional 

conflict and confusion. 
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                                EDITING BLUES 

 

William Wilkinson and Robin Jinnes meet in the former’s San 

Francisco State office to work out the editing issues with the 

book. Their prior acquaintance has been only by email and 

telephone, an exchange of credentials. They need to know each 

other better, in person. Editors and writers are intellectually 

symbiotic, both know, requiring essential mind links, respect 

and trust. Robin has read Wilkinson’s final draft, end to end, 

and likes everything about it. 

“As I think my publisher Mary Steff explained to you, 

this is my first adventure into the larger world of general-

interest writing. I’m a psychologist and historian, the basis for 

my classes here. My earlier books have been published in 

relatively small numbers by the academic presses, including 

MindCraft. Mary thinks my work has wider potential, why she 

gave me a generous advance. I’m excited about this book, and 

so is she.” 

“Yes, she made it clear. I’m honored to edit you.” 

“What are your first impressions? The title?”  

Robin leans back, an unthreatening posture. “Private 

Play / Public Persecution is a provocative title. What do you 

want to say? Who do you want to say it to? I’m not clear, yet.” 

“I want to humanize BDSM, to have a large, general 

audience understand it’s just another manifestation of human 

urges. It’s play, sport. It may not be your or my cup of tea, but 

it’s valid self-expression deserving understanding and respect. 

We shouldn’t judge others’ proclivities. These are people, not 

freaks. Media portrayals are cruel and judgmental, especially 

beyond, say, San Francisco, Los Angeles, New York, Paris and 

London, where much of this is lived.” 
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“Why do all those blue-noses portray it as disgusting, 

evil, depraved?” 

“They’re afraid. They think it’s extreme. They prefer 

safe, predictable, boring lives. But the edges are where we 

humans live most fully, seeing it as a game, amusement, 

challenge. It’s everywhere: skydiving, solo climbing, cliff 

diving, sport motorcycling, base jumping, street luge, cave 

diving, wingsuit flying, aerobatics, hang gliding, even surfing, 

which I like to do. The reward exceeds the risk. At the limit, it’s 

beyond play—it can kill, in a heartbeat. BDSM is tame by 

comparison. It’s consensual, willing, trusting, a joint decision. 

Harm is rare.” 

“I don’t know enough about it, though I’ve been 

curious for a long time.” Robin carefully avoids mentioning 

personal involvement. 

“Let me lecture you.” Wilkinson chuckles, shakes his 

head, self-deprecating. “We professors are hopelessly didactic. 

Bear with me, please.  

“BDSM is about erotic practices, role-playing,” he 

explains. “Bondage, dominance, sadism, masochism—the 

initials. Most of the regular players are typically non-

conformists, gender fluid—cross-dressers, body-modification 

practitioners, animal role-players, rubber and leather fetishists. 

They’re mostly sensible and sane. Many are highly intelligent. 

They stress informed consent, power exchange. Trust 

undergirds their games. Along with the play, emotional bonds 

often develop.”  

He awaits Robin’s rebuttal. None comes. Robin is 

clearly sympathetic, open-hearted.  

“I like the title and endorse the concept,” says the 

editor. “It’s provocative, unthreatening. I’d call it tolerant, and 

illuminating and kind, caring. It builds connection, promotes 
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understanding and respect. Mary knows me from previous 

work with her, mostly medical articles. But it needs a subtitle, a 

bridge, an explanation, an entry point. I must give thought to it 

as we proceed. Something like ‘Don’t let BDSM scare you’—

just an idea, top of mind, not real words. We’ll need something 

strong and credible, not dangerous or threatening.” 

“What’s your editing plan, going forward? I’m relying 

on you.” Like any author, Wilkinson cannot suppress his 

uncertainty. Have I got it remotely right? 

“First, the usual line-edit—grammar, syntax, spelling, 

vocabulary. Tedious but essential. I’m sure you’ve edited your 

own drafts, carefully, probably a dozen or more times in the 

challenging or controversial passages, but you’d be amazed 

what a second set of eyes can find. As writers, we see what we 

expect and want to see in our own work. Editors often don’t 

know what we’re trying to say. They help us say it better. 

“I may ask you for expansion and clarification. 

Remember, much of the routine editing task is advisory—

suggestions, recommendations. You needn’t accept any of my 

work. I’m not writing your book. I don’t want to meddle with 

your ‘voice.’ I respect it, as any good editor must.” 

“Let’s start with the line editing. Then?” 

“You may need structural help. It’s more challenging, 

both for editor and author, as I’m sure you know from your 

earlier work. Many potential issues may come up: sequence, 

chronology, emphasis, paragraph or chapter breaks or titles. 

Material may need expansion, or is overwritten. Obvious holes 

may need filling. We consider logical incongruities, 

foreshadowing, agreement failures, linkages across sections. 

Perhaps you need more, serious references—cited sources are 

credibility tools. This applies in general-audience books, not 
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just scientific or academic ones. A second set of eyes, a 

dispassionate brain, finds issues authors may not catch.  

“Writers are too close to their work—a generalization, 

and all generalizations are false. The paradox always amuses 

me, and makes me think. I still must honor your goals as a 

researcher, a man of letters. I hope you’ll fight for what you 

believe, and what you’ve written. 

“Mary’s goal is to produce a book that will attain 

maximum sales for MindCraft and redound to your benefit 

and reputation, and her bottom line. Her deadline is brutally 

short. This is business.” 

“Makes sense to me, though like most authors I worry 

about what you might do to my baby. My speech-to-text 

software stumbles, too. Endless corrections.” 

“Doctor Wilkinson, I’m on your side. I’m not the 

enemy. I’ll never be. I’ve learned a lot going through your draft 

with a first, quick read. You have great ideas and an important 

subject deserving serious, informed examination and 

discussion.” 

“I get it. I was afraid I was too far out, an apologist in 

an area of public disapproval. I like your sympatico attitude. 

Mary wouldn’t have asked you to tackle the work if she didn’t 

believe in your editing and writing skills. I trust her. I trust 

you, too.”  

“It’s an exercise in threading the needle of public taste 

and current culture. We’ve come a long way over, say, the last 

twenty-five years, but there’s still a deep puritanical element in 

the population, a nostalgia for the 1950s, that will reject your 

thesis and criticize your conclusions. My editing will suggest 

ways to address this moral conundrum. 

“I’ve always believed nothing, however difficult, can’t 

be considered, discussed, and written about acceptably by 
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intelligent people if we use discretion and good taste. Your 

readers must be intelligent, to buy the book. Similarly, lack of 

elegance and discrimination can wreck the most innocent and 

reasonable material. You don’t have a problem.” 

“Thank you, Robin. I’m greatly encouraged by your 

analysis. I’m confident of a great outcome.”  

 

§ 

 

“Ms. Steff, I have the chairman on the line. He says it’s urgent.” 

Mary reaches for the phone, recalling with slight 

anxiety the recent stressful meeting with the man, wondering 

what new horrors might have arisen. 

“What may I do for you, Mr. Chairman?”   

“It has come to my attention one of the books you 

propose to publish comes from the work of a San Francisco 

State University professor, Dr. William Wilkinson, a 

psychologist and historian.” 

“Correct. We have great hopes for it. It’s in final editing 

as we speak.” 

“Cancel it. It’s vile, disgusting, perverted. MindCraft 

will never have its name associated with such filth. I’m 

shocked at your judgment in approving it. Outraged. What 

could you have been thinking?” 

“Mr. Chairman, it deals sympathetically with a 

controversial cultural and public-morality issue. We anticipate 

excellent sales. Our pre-publication marketing push has lined 

up reviewers with great reputations, in major national media, 

including radio and television interviews. I need hardly tell 

you how powerful and effective those media circuits can be. 

They’re typically closed to all but the names. We have a winner 

here. I believe in the author, and in the book.” 
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“I will not permit it. Cancel it, immediately. Don’t try to 

argue with me. MSBB, or whatever it is. Effrontery.” 

“BDSM, Mr. Chairman.” 

“I don’t want to know, Ms. Steff. I’ve already heard 

more than enough.” 

“You realize E.L. James’ three books in this area have 

sold fifteen million copies, revenues in the tens of millions at 

retail? They’ve been made into three films, grossing almost a 

billion and a half dollars in global box office, though she writes 

worse than a grade-school dropout: ‘I rolled my eyes at 

myself’—verbatim, one example of scores, hundreds. Our 

Professor Wilkinson is a fine writer who has created several  

psychological books for us of a more academic nature. We 

have all rights to his new book—print, film, digital, electronic. 

It’ll be a big winner.” 

“He’s trying to make a flower out of a weed. It won’t 

work. I will not tolerate it.” 

“He’s building a bridge between James’ simplistic soft 

porn and more complex realities. James scratched a popular 

itch, badly, with appalling writing. We’re guiding, teaching, 

sympathizing. Big difference. Our market research says we’ll 

sell five million books, minimum, for discounted distribution 

revenues of at least twenty-five million dollars, and bottom-

line net near ten, at our margins. Intraflix is developing a 

serious documentary, well advanced.” 

No point in trying to argue with this man, Mary decides.  

She makes a final attempt: “You want results, as rapidly 

as possible. You want revenues and profits. You’ve said so, 

and put my job on the line as the measure of how well I’m 

doing. Yet now you’re taking away my tools for delivering 

those numbers.” 
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“I repeat: cancel it. MindCraft’s prestige, standing and 

reputation are on the line. Our core values. Our ethical and 

moral standards. Our professional lives. I don’t know why I 

didn’t stop this dreadful, misbegotten thing long ago.” 

“Yes, Mr. Chairman.” 

Mary puts down the phone. The chairman is definitely 

out to destroy her. She must, she tells herself, find a way to 

fight back. If she can, she will destroy him. 

She will not tell Wilkinson or Jinnes about the book’s 

cancellation, yet. Let them finish their tasks. She will find 

another way to get it published. She has industry contacts. 

They will know what to do. 

Meantime, she has decided to get serious about an area 

of her life outside MindCraft: her BDSM play, her passionate 

hobby for many years. She has a plan. It will be expensive, but 

worth every penny. She will proceed with her scheme to move 

it into her personal mainstream, and monetize it, a top priority, 

through her knowledge of an existing but unproduced 

screenplay, Ordeal by Fire. What she needs, now, is a shortcut 

into a reputable talent agency. A wormhole. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

                                        Possessed                            Julia Wood                                                                                                         

__________________________________________________ 

 46 

                                    WORMHOLE 

 

Mary Steff contemplates possibilities. For now, she will accept 

and tackle the realities of the chairman, her work, and her 

professional future. She has those issues under control. She 

will spend quality time on her interesting, entertaining hobby. 

She has all the essential elements. 

She has come to know a Los Angeles artist, Larry 

Rogers, who has been making waves, and a career, in film 

special-effects and makeup. She met him at a Los Angeles 

gathering honoring the F/X specialist Rick Baker, with whom 

she became acquainted earlier in connection with a book about 

his work. The two-volume Rick Baker: Metamorphosis ended up 

spectacular, or better, published eventually by Titan Books in 

the UK, with 1,600 superb photographs. 

As a student and apprentice of the great man, Rogers 

has learned his trade well. Baker, in turn, was an assistant to 

the pioneer Dick Smith, who in his modest studios created 

many of the industry’s most memorable marvels. Baker took 

the F/X high ground, and the accolades, with the first-ever 

Oscar for makeup, for 1981 work on the 1981 film An American 

Werewolf in London.  

In their careers, covering decades, Smith and Baker, 

along with other great, earlier contributors such as Bud 

Westmore and Don Post, captivated worldwide audiences of 

millions with their artistry—usually without sufficient credit. 

Most of those audiences were unaware of the extraordinary 

artistic contributions of these makeup pioneers, their mastery 

of an arcane art, but this is often the fate of brilliant specialists 

in many professional areas.  

Rogers is following in their footsteps, admitting 

reluctantly that special-effects work is moving increasingly 
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from physical prostheses and makeup to digital CGI 

manipulation. Larry has no particular interest in computing, 

while understanding and acknowledging its influence. He likes 

to work with his hands. He does not consider controlling a 

computer to be hand work. 

Rogers is swimming against a fast-moving technology 

stream. He realizes the industry believes films, soon, will 

feature famous dead actors resurrected authentically in 

computers, to star in blockbuster box-office winners. Ethics? 

Irrelevant, where billions in revenues are at stake. There will be 

no losers, industry leaders are certain.  

The winners will include the studios and their 

shareholders, the dead actors’ estates, the theater chains, the 

television and online streaming channels, and the burgeoning 

population of young technology specialists who can create, 

rapidly, through their increasingly powerful computers, 

essentially any visible effect the capable writers, directors, 

production designers or cinematographers can conceive. Huge 

audiences worldwide, who slaver over celebrities, especially 

over actors, will buy. Car-chase, crash-bang and bloody-fight 

advocates will drool. The decision makers’ and financial 

supporters’ only concern will be the bottom line. Art? 

Originality? Who cares? 

Mary’s personal interests are complex, human, and 

adhere to goals of fantasized years in kink and BDSM. She 

participated earlier in specific work and unusual events that 

pointed the way for her, creation in which Larry Rogers made 

unique contributions. The work stimulated her imagination 

and generated the complex fetish concepts she now considers 

central to her life.  

Her route has been circuitous, but she has followed the 

path, and its multiple signposts, with rapt attention. She wants, 
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urgently, to turn her fantastical longings into physical reality, 

to create a human android or gynoid, to possess and control, 

willing to obey her every whim. She wants Larry Rogers to 

create beautiful special effects, to be worn by a person she 

owns. And she wants to use Rogers’ direct contacts with the 

major talent agencies and studios, to monetize the result. She 

will have to take him into her confidence, but she believes the 

possibilities will engage him. 

Years earlier, Mary Steff learned of a young Texas 

woman, from Kemah, outside Houston on Galveston Bay, who 

suffered devastating, near fatal burns to her head and face in a 

beauty-shop fire. She was using a flammable chemical on a 

customer’s hair, while smoking, initiating a blaze that engulfed 

her, mercifully not the client.  

Through a secretive women’s charitable organization of 

which she is a leading member, Helping the Helpless, Steff 

funded Larry Rogers’ finest work: beautiful prostheses that 

concealed the young Texan’s disfigurement, and enabled her to 

regain an external life, in which, ironically, she could not 

abandon her smoking habit. A British writer, learning of this 

tragedy, wrote a screenplay describing it: Ordeal by Fire. Like 

tens of thousands of others, it was never produced. 

Steff visited Rogers and disclosed her organization’s 

financial support, insisting that he never tell the beneficiary. 

Now, years later, she wants Rogers to create similar, beautiful 

special effects for a person she selects. She envisions a series of 

exotic creatures, human androids, that will enact her extreme 

fetish fantasies, and share her BDSM games. She is certain she 

has found the perfect, willing candidate to realize her ideas, to 

become her exotic plaything, her property.  

She has only to weave her web and watch her selected 

subject enter, willingly, so she and her obedient servant, her 
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human toy, can explore its furthest imaginings in unique and 

beautiful ways, to satisfy them both. In the process, she 

believes, she can create a new screenplay and associated TV-

series concept far beyond Ordeal by Fire, in much more 

interesting and engaging ways. She will monetize her hobby, 

in return for the lavish expenditures she plans. 

Her eventual creation, her possession, will prove her 

fantasy’s validity. She will engage the help of a major talent 

agency, to launch the film and television projects. Through 

Larry Rogers, she is convinced, she will acquire the essential 

contacts and potential influence. The only way to expedite the 

process, realistically, is to transmit her concept through a back 

channel into the office of the right man in the optimal 

organization. Unless properly introduced, Mary knows, her 

goal is unreachable. Knowing the appropriate person 

positioned to take effective action, she is convinced, is ninety 

per cent of the solution to, essentially, any problem. To her, 

this applies to play as well as work. Unintroduced, even the 

most brilliant are doomed, languishing among the myriad 

magnificent flowers blushing unseen and unappreciated. 

Larry Rogers is her backchannel. In additional to his 

professional skills, without which Mary cannot attain her 

fantastical dream, he personifies the vital wormhole. 

Her target possession is Robin Jinnes. Robin is qualified 

in every way. 
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THE VELVET TRAP 

 

Mary has chosen Quince and its Seasonal Tasting Menu for 

Robin’s reward dinner. Beyond its three Michelin stars, one of 

only three such restaurants in San Francisco, it offers 

unmatched privacy and quiet, costly culinary theater, ideal for 

the delicate discussion she intends. She sees herself on this 

occasion as a psychological neurosurgeon.   

They meet at the restaurant, on Pacific Avenue in the 

heart of North Beach. Entering the foyer, they are embraced by 

one of the world’s most exclusive and luxurious spaces: 

elegance, accompanied by a near-religious, silent calm. They 

are seated immediately, in a marvelously conceived room of 

dark wood and dazzling tablecloths, and proceed to enjoy an 

incomparable meal, matching any such cuisine in the world. 

Those powerful Michelin stars are not secured easily or 

quickly, always subject to withdrawal.  

When Mary made the Quince reservation for them, 

Robin researched it online, discovering the per-person, multi-

course tasting dinner costs an eye-watering, budget-busting 

$360, with optional, $295 wine pairing. Not for mere mortals, 

the entire place has been funded, designed, engineered and 

presented for Masters of the Universe, in a region replete with 

them. In Mary Steff’s case, Robin decides, that would be 

Mistresses of the Universe, or perhaps Dominatrices. 

The food and wine items are new to Robin, though they 

seem like Mary’s daily fare, to hear her extoll their virtues. 

They start with a Billecart-Salmon brut rosé champagne, to go 

with seasonal asparagus reformed into novelty. A Domaine 

Roulot white Burgundy accompanies the oysters. An exquisite 

Cabernet Sauvignon, served with the Colotte de Boeuf entrée, is 

from the boutique Corison Napa Valley winery. After a series 
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of other courses, some at the level of amuse bouche, they 

conclude with Riesling Eiswein to accompany the dessert, an 

English Sherry Trifle, featuring Boston Bual sherry, elevated to 

stratospheric interest by the pastry chef. Every dish has been 

presented as if it were a work of art. Destroying art objects, by 

consuming them, affronts Robin, unaccustomed to haute 

cuisine. Maybe they should be framed, and hung? But … yum. 

Reward for the Stanford resolution? It seems so, though 

the freelancing fee was minimal. In context, this repast seems 

beyond extravagant. Robin estimates this $655 meal per 

person, before tax and tip—$1,310 for the two—as representing 

months of groceries, calculating a final bill around $2,000, 

perhaps more, after the preparers and servers are tipped. This 

far exceeds the article-writing fee. 

As they dine, they discuss art, since it fascinates them 

both in its many forms. They exchange interests and tastes in 

an easy way, transcending business conversations in the office. 

After surveying Mary’s office wall earlier, in those brief 

moments before Mary entered, Robin knows her focus is 

drawing, also one of Robin’s principal preoccupations.  

As for these discussions on matters of art, neither has 

encountered the other in such a polished social environment as 

Quince. Their comments are casual, light, bantering, a meeting 

of supposedly equal minds, remote from usual office formality. 

There, Mary is the client, in charge, Robin her faithful and 

dutiful servant, personal interactions minimal. Here, at Quince, 

they are … friends, or at least a convincing simulation each 

accepts as socially appropriate. 

Though Mary knows Quince well, Robin remains awed 

throughout the meal by the ambience, the menu, the service—

intimidated, but trying not to show it. The calm is shattered 

briefly by the sight of three Silicon Valley parvenus drinking a 
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stratospherically priced Dom Perignon champagne from the 

shoe of a ‘lady’ in their dining group, a grossly unsanitary 

undertaking, wholly inappropriate for the setting. As dinner 

ends, Mary begins to broach the twin subjects she has been 

planning to raise, approaching them circumspectly. She starts 

with the personal. 

“What else do you like to do after hours, other than the 

‘scene’ where we share interests?” 

“I’ve wanted to explore the museum, art and theatrical 

spaces here. The Legion of Honor, the de Young, the Asian Art 

Museum, the Museum of Modern Art. And the myriad 

galleries. I’ve longed to go to the theater here, to ACT, and The 

Marsh, and other rep companies. I worked as an actor, here in 

the city. I have acquaintances who are still working. I love 

music, all kinds. Ballet, too—SF Ballet, Smuin, ODC, Oberlin. 

Frankly—I hate to admit it—I don’t have the resources.  

“I’ve hoped to visit Muir Woods, the wine country, 

Monterey and Carmel, but I have no car. And, of course, the 

other tourist activities: I want to walk across the Golden Gate 

Bridge, see Fisherman’s Wharf, the Exploratorium, the Ferry 

Building and its Farmers’ Market. I’m here, but I haven’t done 

these things. I often wonder if I ever will. 

“I’m a romantic. Silly, I know. I picture a row boat on 

Stow Lake in Golden Gate Park, lazy, trailing my fingers in the 

water, a companion looking into my eyes, doing the rowing, 

murmuring sweet nothings, or sweeter somethings. But I have 

no companion, just business contacts. Like you, Mary. I’m not 

complaining. It is what it is.”  

“We’re not here to discuss business, Robin, though I 

must. I love your interest in art, especially drawing. I treasure 

my original Hiroshige woodblock print, which you saw on my 

wall. I got it in London, at Sotheby’s, from a great collection. I 
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can’t justify its cost, though it has increased in value. The rest 

are reproductions. This dinner is my reward for your work on 

the Stanford project. It was difficult, and frustrating for you, I 

know. I thought it’d never end. But it all worked out.”  

“I was so relieved. You pushed it over the finish line 

when I wasn’t able to move the group in Palo Alto. I thought of 

quitting, but I couldn’t leave you in the lurch.” 

“In the business area, I have bad news I must give you. 

I’d like to dispense with it, quickly, and move on to potentially 

good news.” Mary looks across at her writer, concerned about 

adverse reaction.  

“What bad news could spoil this lovely evening? Your 

generosity is beyond kind. I thought the sip of Scotch, earlier, 

might be the reward you promised. This is over the top.” 

“You’re worth it.” 

“No, I’m not. I’m just a failed actor and writer, a skinny 

little runt—my parents used the name on me up to the day 

they were killed in a car accident.”  

“I’m so sorry to hear about your loss. It must have been 

devastating.”  

“Don’t be sorry. Candidly, it was no loss. We didn’t get 

along. I was an only child, too artistic. I let them down, didn’t 

meet their expectations.” 

“They sound demanding. Aren’t parents supposed to 

love unconditionally?”  

“All they ever wanted was a jock—baseball, basketball, 

soccer, lacrosse, starting in grade school: physical achievement. 

I managed gymnastics, kinda-sorta. They called me runt, with 

what they derided as delusions of adequacy—in art, acting, 

writing. I hate to admit it, but I’ve failed at all three. I 

disappointed my dead parents, too, even if I didn’t like them 

much. Unconditional love? Not in my case.” 
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“Runt? You’re around five-six or five-seven. Average. 

Perhaps a bit skinny at—what?—one twenty, maybe less.” 

Mary realizes Robin’s early years and upbringing must be the 

cause of devastating lack of confidence, leading to repeated 

failure. Then she castigates herself for indulging in such 

simplistic psychology. People are more complex, she tells herself. 

What one sees is often nothing like what one gets. Assumptions are 

often dead wrong, mere projection. The realization affects tonight’s 

dinner, and her intended game plan, she knows. I mustn’t 

project. This may be a fool’s errand. 

“I don’t eat much. My dinner, tonight, is months’ worth 

of my groceries.” 

“Perhaps we should fatten you up a bit, but you look 

fine.” Mary laughs. She snaps her fingers to the waiter and 

asks for an after-dinner drink. Robin pauses while she states 

her wishes: a 1929 Madeira Robin saw on Quince’s website, at 

$195 the glass, and declines Mary’s offer. 

“My parents did me a favor, perhaps to get rid of me, 

or they got tired of my whining about acting: they sent me to 

Juilliard after N.Y.U. I took mime on the side, at the American 

Mime Theatre. I remember my Juilliard work in movement and 

spatial awareness, the need to control the body flawlessly, to 

be focused and attentive. I loved acting. I wanted to make it 

my career, my life.” 

“Acting’s a wonderful art and skill I deeply respect. 

Your body proportions sound ideal, to me—a physical 

Goldilocks. You’re lucky.” Mary is secretly elated at Robin’s 

theatrical training background, and acting enthusiasm. Those 

dimensions and proportions could not be more right. Maybe 

this thing is possible? 

“Let’s not explore physical statistics. Give me the bad 

news, up front.” 
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“I can’t sugar-coat it. I must discontinue our working 

relationship, once the Wilkinson book is edited and the Wilson 

planning proposal is complete, any day now.” 

“I should’ve suspected. I’ve been terrified. Another 

career gone.” Robin’s face displays misery. “I failed you. The 

delays over the Stanford story were the final nail in my coffin.” 

“Wrong. It’s not you, it’s our budget problem. I can’t 

hide the truth. The quarterly results are in the public record. 

My chairman wants better numbers. I’ve had to cut back 

everywhere. He says, correctly, our print work is declining. 

The internet is killing us. I should’ve known and corrected 

course, years ago. Now comes the reckoning.” 

Robin digests the appalling news. Mary has been the 

last remaining source of regular income. By paring expenses to 

the bone, down to a single, cockroach-infested room in the 

Tenderloin with filthy bathroom down the hall, and nightly, 

noisy street violence as backdrop, survival has been possible. 

Staying alive? Barely. Robin has been living for months in 

constant fear. Among the other residents are sketchy characters 

of dubious behavior and intentions, out of deepest Dickens: 

savage street criminals, hideous prostitutes, sexual predators. 

Terrifying. What now? Disaster looms. 

“How about potentially good news, then?” 

“I’ve thought about what we discussed earlier, our 

obsessive night games, our private sharing. It’s why I asked 

you to edit Wilkinson’s book. Your understanding of the 

subject, your enthusiasm, plus your editing, deliver. But I’ll say 

this: in context, I like to consider the unthinkable, discuss the 

unspeakable and try things that don’t harm anyone, including 

myself. Life’s interesting on the dangerous edges. The safe 

center is … boring.” 

“Professor Wilkinson’s book is teaching me a lot.” 
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“I read a study in The Journal of Sexual Medicine—I wish 

we published that rag—saying BDSM is emotionally healthier 

than the vanilla world: better communication, fewer neuroses, 

improved exchange of interests and needs. You and I were 

lucky. We just … found each other, in anonymous kink, not 

realizing we were already acquainted.” 

“We were lucky. But you’re much more experienced. I 

just like simple, cheap cosplay. I’m not deeply into BDSM, 

though some of it’s amusing to watch. I’d like to try it more.” 

“BDSM is about tension—tension of the mind, the 

senses. It’s about power, risk and trust. What can we do? What 

games can we play? How close to the edge do we dare to go? 

How can we use our kinky imaginations to create amusing, 

silly, dangerous or beautiful games, ideas and activities? Our 

appetites and fetishes drive what we do, how we amuse 

ourselves. I have fetishes I haven’t even used yet. My drugless 

high, no apologies. The word ‘fetish’ is so loaded. It just means 

something we like, intellectually, emotionally or physically.”  

“I never thought about it that way. I saw it as personal 

theater, expressing unusual or original ideas, display and 

gender-bending, with acting and costume.” 

“You haven’t read Valerie Steele. I can fix that.” Mary 

reaches into her valise and extracts a gift-wrapped package. 

“For you, signed by the author. It’s from my library, and 

valuable, so take care of it. I guessed you’d like it. I’ll help you 

more with BDSM, too.”  

Robin removes the wrapping and holds the book: 

Fetish: Fashion, Sex and Power. The jacket blurb explains it. 

Robin reads it aloud:  

“‘Kinky boots, corsets, second-skin rubber and leather, 

body piercing, everything from a fetishist's dream is on fashion 

runways. Some consider much fetish fashion exploitative and 
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misogynistic, others say it’s a more positive Amazonian 

statement—couture Catwoman. But the connection between 

fashion and fetishism goes beyond couture. For fifty years, 

sexual fetishism has invaded popular culture. Earlier, Emma 

Peel, heroine of the ’60s TV show The Avengers, wore a black-

leather catsuit based on a fetish costume. Street-style looks 

increasingly show fetishism’s influence’.” 

Robin is intrigued. Kinky boots? A great show title, 

perhaps? Steele’s legacy? 

“‘Steele is to fetish dressing what Anne Rice is to 

vampires,’—Christa Worthington wrote in Elle magazine—‘the 

intellectual interpreter of wishes beyond our ken.’ ‘Steele 

claims fetishism shows how human sexuality isn’t just doing 

what comes naturally; fantasy plays an important role. She 

answers such questions as: Why is black the sexiest color? Is 

smoking erotic? How does exaggerated body shape arouse us? 

What is it about extreme footwear?’” 

Robin sets the book down. “This is a treasure. I can 

hardly wait to get into it. Just the blurb is fascinating. It 

validates everything you and I believe, and like to play with.” 

“My pleasure. I mean it: my delight at your positive 

reaction. Let’s discuss a possible solution for you, potential 

good news, since I’ve had to release you as a contractor. I’m 

moving into dangerous territory here. If you’re shocked, say 

so, and I’ll back off.”  

“I can’t imagine being shocked. You’re the soul of 

sophistication and sensitivity, whom I greatly respect and 

admire. I haven’t suggested it before. I’m saying it now. 

Respect. Admire. I don’t say it because you’ve been pretty 

much my sole livelihood for two years. I mean it. Since I’m no 

longer in your work space at MindCraft, it isn’t insincere ass-

kissing, if I may be candid.” 
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Mary takes a deep breath and sips her Madeira. This is 

her moment. Now or never. How she hopes, oh, how she 

hopes, it is now. She looks Robin in the eye, a look returned 

with rapt attention, along with dilated pupils Mary detects. 

She has Robin’s attention. 

“For as long as I can recall, I’ve wanted to possess a 

person, well, the facsimile of a person—a creature that will 

depend on me for everything, do as I ask, obey my every 

command, commit to pleasing me, trust me—a domestic pet. 

It’ll seem authentically human, not an android, though it’ll 

look slightly like one; its behavior will be entirely human, but 

it’ll be an object, a doll, formerly a person. I’ll be able do 

whatever I like with it, while respecting and protecting it. I’ll 

care for its every need; it will reciprocate. It will be my 

personal property, my plaything, my toy. It will accept and 

enjoy its life, as several unique characters. Your body 

dimensions and acting training make you my ideal candidate.” 

There, thinks Mary, I’ve said it. 

The silence is tangible. The busboy, hovering in the 

background, senses the need for discretion, to give his guests 

privacy. He backs away and does not re-fill the water glasses, 

as seemed necessary.  

“Whoever agrees to become my property won’t have to 

work, ever again. Everything will be provided, in comfort and 

security. My Oakland Hills home is luxurious and private. It’s 

the crux of the perfect deal: the exchange of value. Both win, 

proprietor and property.” 

Robin takes a deep breath and looks away, then turns 

back to Mary. “That’s a lot to digest. I don’t know how to 

answer. It sounds like a high dive into … into what? Warm 

water? A sponge in a bucket? A mountain of feathers? Or face 

first onto concrete.” 
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“No need to answer here and now. It’s okay to back off. 

It’s a lot to ask. But if you consider it, I’d want to make it 

formal, with a written, signed agreement.” 

“Wouldn’t AI or robotics work better for you? They’re 

already being promoted.” 

“Years away, staggeringly expensive, lacking realistic 

mobility, emotion, spontaneity, character. Clever machines. It 

must be a person, for all I have in mind. Remember one word I 

used: trust. When you can trust a person with your life, you 

enter the magical, mystical world of true mind-heart 

connection. It’s beautiful, part of my passion: the exchange of 

trust between me and my, well, my possession. Men and 

women live for it, long for it, and have for millennia. It’s rarely 

attained, but when it is ….” She leaves the dream hanging in 

air. “When you get down to it, it’s a form of love. Could a 

costly AI robot of necessarily limited function work properly? 

It’s inconceivable, technological delusion. Only a human can 

do it all. I’m certain of it.” 

She takes a deep breath. Am I exposing too much of 

myself? she wonders. 

“I’m asking you to be owned, gently but firmly: no 

responsibilities, all your needs met, not having to plan or 

manage your life, nor pay or worry about anything, ever again. 

You’d become an object, a creature—never making decisions, 

obeying my whims, but personifying and delivering magic. It 

might be hard to imagine at first, but you’ll soon see it as the 

only way to live safely. 

“You’ll be owned by a caring person, and become a 

series of beautiful, desirable entities across a range of 

ethnicities. You’ll live out your acting interests, to the limit. In 

exchange, you accept and obey. I might sometimes tell you to 

do things you might, internally, dislike, but you may not 
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disobey. You’ll be … possessed. You’ll also be … treasured, 

cherished, adored.” 

Robin thinks about what Mary has expressed, candidly 

and sincerely. The prospect of an impossibly difficult future as 

a writer, the potential of putting it all in the past, not having to 

worry about survival, is intriguing … and terrifying. Mere 

hours ago, Robin was contemplating suicide, even before Mary 

disclosed the end of their working relationship. Now she is 

extending an offer of unprecedented generosity. And 

fundamental fear. 

“What sort of agreement? I’d have to see it. Your 

proposition is scary but has definite appeal, especially after 

your bad news. I’ve been in a terrible place lately.” 

“I have a draft, with your name on it. I hoped you 

might consider it. I even invented a name for my creature.” I 

took hours over this. Did I get it right? She reaches into her valise 

and extracts a single sheet of paper. She holds it in her hand, as 

if trying to decide whether or not to pass it across the table. 

“I’ve thought it through. It took me quite a long time to 

work it out, and get it all down. I must have gone through a 

dozen, a score of drafts, and I’ve always prided myself on my 

writing skills. 

“The provisions are precise. As publisher and editor of 

medical and psychological books and magazines, I’ve learned 

about power and responsibility, how to find and reward talent, 

get results, build a business, live by my word. I relish the 

power. I accept its responsibilities. I’m in control. I always 

succeed. That’s how it has to be.” 

She finally passes the agreement across the table, 

looking for Robin’s reactions. Robin reads it carefully, re-reads 

it, and sets it down. 
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_______________________________ 
 

BINDING AGREEMENT 

 

“I, Delight, make these irrevocable vows of 

my own free will and accept them in every way, 

described or implicit. 

“I agree to be possessed by Mary Steff. She 

controls everything: what I like, think, feel, do; 

and how, when, with whom I do it. I have no other 

thoughts, opinions, feelings or actions. 

“I agree to erase all past relationships 

except my owner, and never to attempt subsequent 

re-engagement with past contacts. 

“I agree to remain costumed, in character, 

present and available to my owner as she directs 

me, in the form she wishes, wearing whatever she 

tells me to wear, for as long as she wishes, 

subject only to physical emergency for which she 

provides an appropriate signal. 

“I agree to accept, promptly, every command, 

never to disagree or show reluctance, knowing my 

owner wants only my wellbeing. 

“I agree to follow the instructions of anyone 

to whom my owner may delegate my control, under 

this this agreement’s identical conditions, in all 

respects, and agree to walk, stand, sit, move and 

gesture precisely as instructed, in character, at 

all times. 

“I agree never to speak, or try to speak. I 

agree to be silenced by my owner in any way she 

wishes. I agree to any technology my owner may use 

on me to present my speech and I agree to any and 

all content such speech may involve. 

“I agree never to write anything but praise, 

respect and love for my owner. 

“I agree to be restrained at any time, in any 

way my owner wishes. 
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“I agree to wear a cigar continuously when 

permitted socially, outside, never to touch it 

except to remove ash at my owner’s direction. I 

agree to chain follow-on cigars carefully and 

effectively, as directed, under prevailing social 

constraints or laws. 

“I agree to be named and remain my owner’s 

‘Delight,’ and to accept being tattooed with the 

name, or her name, anywhere on me, any way she 

desires. 

“I agree to abide by all the terms in this 

agreement in every particular, without exception, 

unless released by my owner.” 

“Mary Steff agrees to cherish, protect, and 

provide for Delight in every respect.” 

 

_______________________________________ 

(Delight, formerly Robin Jinnes)   

   

(date)__________________________________  

 

_______________________________________ 

(Mary Steff, owner of Delight) 

 

(date)__________________________________ 

 

_______________________________________ 
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                          CAPTIVE? 

 

“If I understand you, as the agreement describes, you want to 

own a person, as a fetish object. A pet. A marionette, without 

strings. It’s nothing short of being a helpless captive.”  

“Not if you agree, willingly. Captives are unwilling. It’s 

just a contract. As for being a captive, consider fulfilment-

warehouse work—say, for Amazon, until robots disenfranchise 

them. Or doing stoop field labor. Street sweeper. Hotel maid. 

Garbage collector. Hellish, dead-end, physically destructive 

jobs taken from necessity. Sure, they can quit … and starve, 

with their dependents. Many, even with roofs over their heads, 

constantly fear failing and falling, ending up destitute, 

unhoused, starving, without medical care, unable to care for 

their families. They’re nameless, faceless. We live in a world of 

gross inequality, and no one seems to care, or do anything 

about it. Politics is a dead end, solving nothing, ruled by power 

and money, dividing and destroying this nation, a once-great 

democracy, a world paragon whose demise I mourn. 

“As for helpless, it’s nothing like what I intend. My 

creature will live a lovely life of daily artistic freedom. I expect 

imagination and skilled acting: you—Delight, or whoever I 

name—facing amazing adventures, creating complete lives 

from my rough outlines—back story, motivations, tastes, 

opinions, activities, attitudes, wants, needs. My promise will 

match yours: a sharing of equals, each respecting the other, 

both determined to fulfill their commitment.  

“Vows have been exchanged for millennia. Sadly, not 

all endure. Marriage promises are perhaps the most common. 

Half fall apart. Religious pledges of poverty, chastity, 

obedience, and silence are lifelong. You won’t suffer poverty, 

chastity is obsolete and irrelevant. Obedience? Silence? Yes, 
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they apply—just forms of discipline, control. I like to give it. 

You like to receive it, as we both know. We’ve shown each 

other, often, in our games at The D&S. Voilà: supply and 

demand. No, I mean command and obey. They’re reciprocal.”  

“It’s a stretch, but it’s possible. As I said, I’m willing to 

consider it.” 

“You won’t regret it. The world runs on fetishes, things 

we like and believe in. The corporate world spends billions to 

promote them. They call it ‘brand marketing.’ They show, we 

trigger: Mercedes’ three-pointed star, conveying status, power 

and wealth, Nike’s swoosh that makes us sports stars, Apple’s 

technology-cult fruit, the Golden Arches that nourish us, IBM’s 

analytical genius, Amazon’s A-to-Z arrow, Google, Coca-Cola, 

Netflix’ N, Starbucks’ siren, Shell’s seashell, TV channels that 

inform and entertain. An endless list. Thousands. Relentless.  

“They spend their fetish billions—dollars, pounds, 

Euros, yen, yuan—on … on everything. On logos, products, 

buildings, vehicles, packaging, race cars, uniforms, clothing, 

billboards, letterhead, business cards, ads, jingles. They 

smother the world, and the customers. They play ‘smash-

mouth fetishism.’ We do it at MindCraft. It delivers.  

“That’s business.”  

“True. But for individuals, fetishes are personal, and 

powerful—houses, money, classic cars, jets, art, first editions, 

physical games and hobbies, or … sex. Fetishes brought us 

together: your cosplay, our BDSM, art, costume, and classic 

couture. They match and mesh for us, here and now. 

“My captive will be the invisible energy inside my 

fetishes. I say ‘do this,’ and my beautiful creature does it. It 

feeds my fetish fantasies, and adds its own; I keep it happy, 

beautiful, carefree. It’ll be your freedom: daily, daytime 

opportunity to read, write, draw, research, study, explore your 
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artistic interests, in my huge collection. You share weekend 

and nighttime freedom to enact dangerous games, or innocent, 

fun time with a playful, caring companion: me.  

“Captivity is as modern as today. Think of it this way: 

rich, powerful men dominate the women they want to possess, 

and repress their employees. For them, it’s about power, not 

giving or sharing. A trophy wife or girlfriend is a chattel. She 

must get it right, serve his expectations, needs and fetishes, or 

she’s fired, traded in for a newer, more compliant model. 

Employees at any level are instantly replaceable. This is 

different. My exotic device is willing, ready, able. It needs me 

as much as I want it.” 

Robin pauses, pensive. Mary cannot read significant 

reactions or likely response.  

“Delight, on the signature line? What does it mean?” 

“Simple. My toy delights me. I delight it. Mutual 

benefit, the incentive on both sides to make it work as perfectly 

as possible. Since Robin won’t exist any longer, by legal name 

change, Delight will sign the agreement. We trust each other. It 

does its utmost, I do my best.”  

“Ah yes, reciprocity, or that awful cliché: win-win.” 

Delight is the right name. Mary is sure. She likes the 

word, as verb and noun, relevant in both senses. It delights her, 

and itself, as she explained. It will be a walking, moving 

delight to admire, to be stimulated by, in all its mysterious, 

edgy personas she envisages. Decadent, dangerous, and, in the 

case of Mary’s creation … dependent. Owned. Possessed. 

“Let’s review, Robin. For nearly two years, we’ve had a 

good writing and editing relationship and interesting night-

time diversions. We’ve learned to play together, well.” 

“True. I revisit my acting and cosplay hobbies, we share 

San Francisco kink. Shape shifting’s a kick. I recall the night at 
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The D&S when we found each other. Memorable: you, playful, 

determined dominatrix, me your volunteer female plaything, 

loving your discipline. You didn’t even recognize me until I 

told you it was me. Your Empress Magnifica persona is 

fabulous: ‘Central Casting, send me the definitive dominatrix.’ 

You nail it. I’m impressed.”  

“Thanks. I hoped you’d like it.” Mary cannot restrain a 

smile, a sense of accomplishment. 

“For me, cosplay is a kinda out-of-body experience, but 

fun. I destroyed myself with it, financially—costumes, events, 

travel, to LA, Seattle, San Diego. Did I surprise you? Please 

you? Turn you on? My intention—I’m not sure how to say this, 

politely—was for you wet your panties. Or anyone else’s 

aroused by my kinky, gender-bending presentations.” 

“Mindgasms? Without touching? Oh yes. You did it to 

me, several times. They’re real, partly what the agreement is 

about. I want a full-time female plaything to share regular 

evening and weekend adventures, in the clubs, on the street, at 

home, not just club one-offs that often don’t work. You’d be 

perfect. It’d take striking costumes. I’ll have them made. Shape 

shifting taken to new heights. Radical, beautiful, sensual, 

powerful, entirely original.” 

“What would it involve? I’m afraid I’m boringly 

cisgender. I’ve performed many roles—young, old, straight, 

gay, male, female. Women portray men—Cate Blanchett as Bob 

Dylan in I’m not there. Men play women, convincingly, think 

Dustin Hoffman, Tootsie, or Jared Leto as Rayon in Dallas 

Buyers’ Club. Straight actors depict gays: Matt Damon and 

Michael Douglas in Behind the Candelabra. Gay actors show 

straight, Neil Patrick Harris, or Rock Hudson, two of many. 

Young as old, men as men, women as women? Those kinds of  

portrayals are not an acting stretch. It’s performing. I couldn’t 



 

 

                                        Possessed                            Julia Wood                                                                                                         

__________________________________________________ 

 67 

afford serious cosplay on my freelance earnings. I over-spent, 

often to the point of financial disaster.” 

“We’ll need Hollywood F/X and stunning costumes. 

Killer chicks, exotic-erotic, far out. You up for it? Remember, 

it’d all be on me—nothing out of your pocket, ever. Straight 

and cisgender are fine, irrelevant. Human bodies are flexible, 

interchangeable, right? We’ll be creating surfaces, personas. As 

you say: acting. The occupant is the motive force, the energy, 

the imagination.” 

“It sounds amusing. Acting is its own reward. Done 

well, it’s exhilarating. The self … vanishes. Done badly, it’s 

embarrassing. What would it take?” 

“I want to push it to the limit. To start, a series of truly 

lifelike female masks, good enough for the street, lots of wild 

hair, a killer ballerina manicure, a properly shaped, skin-tight 

silicone suit, and corset, to create a crazy body, dangerous 

heels, zany bling, a nasty cigar. If you’re up for it, you’ll 

become my own live, private toy, a delectable gynoid—female 

android—but fully mobile and functional, perfect for night 

games and street adventure, far beyond AI or robotics.” 

“I starved to death in acting, and in freelance writing 

and editing. What’s your plan?” 

“I give you a Los Angeles plane ticket. You go to the 

F/X studio. You return here for the rest of it: measurements, 

costumes, training, practice. Then you transform, create, every 

move calculated, controlled. Professional, not superficial parlor 

play. You’ll revel in it.” 

Mary is stunned by Robin’s initial, favorable response: 

considering the proposition, seriously. Possible acceptance 

looms large in her mind. Robin is still asking questions, 

focused on the agreement. 

“All right, but cigar-smoking? Must I?” 
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“Essential. Pushy, edgy, arrogant. Also vulgar, crude, 

phallic, and role-reversing—ladies never touch them. But they 

protect pretty lips from amorous predators.” 

“I loathe smoking. It’s disgusting, and it’s unhealthy. 

Everyone knows it.”  

“Yes. That’s why I’ve never smoked and Delight will 

never smoke indoors. But it’s sexy, one of my fetishes, why it 

will smoke whenever it’s outside. I want to watch Delight do it, 

all the time, with panatelas—long, slim, sensual. Delight will 

end up enjoying it, making it a habit.”  

“But the smell. Ugh.”  

“Closed nostrils. Delight must wear a cigar full time, 

outdoors, for effect.” 

“Me, if we proceed, right? Must I? Are you sure?” 

“I insist. You’ll get used to it. It’s just play, that’s all it 

is. You’ll love its effect on spectators—you’ll anger and 

intimidate them. They’ll see you breathe, glow in the dark, on 

the street. Outrageous, provocative, defiant … dangerous. I 

know you like risk-taking—we both do. Anyway, Delight’s 

cigars will be herbal, not tobacco. No nicotine, and non-

addictive, though they’ll look authentic. A UK firm produces 

them for film and television.  

“I find cigar smoking sexy, a powerful fetish—to watch. 

Pantie-wetting. Mindgasmic. In these circumstances, my 

fetishes must be served. I’ll explain how you’ll do it, in detail, 

to please me. Soon Delight will feel something missing without 

one between its lips.” 

“Well, then, I suppose I must smoke, though I think it’s 

dangerous—to me. But if I sign the agreement, I’ll take the risk.  

“And mute?” What’s wrong with my voice, my acting 

training? Robin wonders. 

“I must script and create Delight’s voice. I’ll explain.” 
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“But the special effects? I know a little about costume, 

but not much about F/X.” 

“I learned about it, superficially. They cast your face 

and head to create a ‘female’ mold, then a male, or positive, 

casting, and make a thin latex ‘take’ of your features. They 

make more positives, and use modeling clay to create new, 

external features—Caucasian, Chinese, Black, Latina, young, 

old, whatever. Ethnicity is exaggerated slightly—for the 

Chinese, eyes and cheekbones; for the Black, full lips and 

upturned nose. Lifelike, not extreme. Slight caricature, 

inoffensive. You’ll love them, maybe have a favorite. I may 

have a favorite, too.  

“They make latex takes of those new features, align 

them with your originals, fill the void with latex, cure it, apply 

glass eyes, permanent makeup, eyebrows, eyelashes. The 

resulting heads fit tightly and precisely on the inside, and 

present perfectly on the outside. On the street, you’d accept 

them as people.” 

“How are they entered and closed?” 

“A zipper, or lacing, down the back. I want lacing—

you’ll see why.” 

“How do you know about all this?” Robin is engaged, 

strongly. Mary’s hopes endure. 

“Years of interest. I met Rick Baker in Los Angeles—he 

won the initial best-makeup Oscar for his work on An American 

Werewolf in London, his first award of seven, from eleven 

nominations. One of his students, Larry Rogers, works in 

physical F/X and has his own studio. Prostheses are still 

useful, though CGI—computer generated imagery—is taking 

over, to the detriment of the physical artistry.” 

“Is he any good?” 
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“He’s better than good. He’s the best. Consider a 

similar, real-life project he did. A young woman in Texas was 

burned in a beauty-shop fire. He enabled her to return to 

public life by creating a full prosthetic head to cover her 

horrific injuries. The inside is molded to her burned features, 

the outside is beautiful, as she was. He gave me a photo, and 

video. I have ways to work from that history with my 

creatures, while monetizing the concept.” 

“Amazing. Burns are terrible, I’ve heard. Unspeakable 

pain that never stops.” 

“Some Brit or other wrote a screenplay about the Texas 

accident and its aftermath: Ordeal by Fire. It was never 

produced, but they say 100,000 screenplays are moldering in 

Hollywood’s vaults, so it’s no surprise. The writer had no 

contacts, no connections. Without them, it’s hopeless. Like 

book writing: long odds, little chance of success. Larry gave me 

a copy the author sent him, and it included photos. The young 

woman became beautiful again. Though her throat was 

burned, so she couldn’t speak, they recorded a voice track of 

statements and responses selectable from a wrist device she 

wore, spoken via a data-storage module driving binaural 

speakers, in her bra.” 

“Amazing. If I understand you, you have a better 

screenplay idea based on a current event, with a contemporary 

character. How would it play out?”  

“You’ve read my mind. My fictional subject is a street-

attack victim, cut around the face and neck, vocal cords 

damaged, saved—like the young Texan, years ago—by a 

brilliant F/X artist. That’s why we’ll program the synthetic 

voice. Larry’s contribution wasn’t properly honored in the 

original screenplay, or in news reports, but it’s powerful and 

important. My saved ‘victim,’ featured, will star in a 
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memorable film. We’ll be able to show what we say is the 

actual person, too. The promotional opportunities are endless. 

Better yet, the whole idea is based on a true story, beloved of 

the entertainment industry, though it’s often a canard. In our 

case, it’s fact.”  

“It makes me more confident about going down there. 

But star? Me? I don’t think so. I’m not sure I can satisfy the 

behavioral side, when it’s all put together. I mean, night games 

are just play, aren’t they? I despise grotesque drag-queen stuff, 

portrayed by men and women in gross makeup and tacky 

costumes—freaks, clowns, parody females, jokes in bad taste. 

Insulting to women.” 

“True of some of them, not all. A few are interesting 

and talented. I want subtlety, legitimacy, street cred, not cheap, 

tawdry sleaze. My creatures will raise eyebrows and penises, 

not stimulate outrage or arrest. Drag queens can only operate 

safely on stage or TV. Their creations are female caricatures. 

Their makeup takes hours, and only lasts minutes. My 

beautiful creatures will be able to go anywhere, in public, for 

long periods, authentically, without arousing concerns, 

including the street, in daylight. Rogers has the skills to give 

them flawless, human authenticity.”  

“I’m with you. Women deserve respect and equality, 

not mockery and contempt. You sound serious.” 

“I am. Dead serious. I want to create something original 

and beautiful. Whole individuals, characters to cherish, to be 

proud of, to show off to the right audiences at the right time. 

For me to possess.” 

“May I see the photo your F/X specialist gave you? Do 

you have it here?” 

“Not coincidentally, I do.” Mary reaches into her valise, 

and hands the photo to Robin. 
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“She’s beautiful. On the street, I’d see a live person’s 

face. A real human.” 

“That’s how talented my special-effects artist is. He’s 

simply brilliant.”  

“Your idea of edge play is intriguing. We both like it. 

I’m looking forward to seeing how it goes.” 

“Much work remains, Robin. I want Delight to be 

perfect. It can be, in several forms.” 

On a sudden impulse, Robin reaches across the table 

and takes Mary’s hand. “I’ve read your agreement, and 

thought about it. I’ll sign it.” Mary tries to control her 

enthusiasm, to seem nonchalant, even skeptical. Robin’s rapid 

acceptance is more than she dreamed. 

“How can you be so sure? No negotiation?” 

“No negotiation. You couldn’t know, but you’re saving 

my life, literally. It may be difficult, but I’m willing to try. I’ll 

accept the name change. I need a win. Put another way, I need 

a life. It’ll be an acting adventure. In a way, I’m betting my life 

I can succeed at this.”  

“You can. You’ll be perfect. I’m sure of it. I’ll be there to 

help you, moment to moment. Let’s meet at my house 

Saturday morning to finalize the details. I’ll bring the 

agreement for you to sign, and have it framed to hang in your 

room at my house.”  

She studies Robin, there in the comfort of Quince, and 

permits herself an impending feeling of triumph. Ideal 

dimensions, a slim, trim ectomorph. Acting training at 

Juilliard. Body control. Mime experience. Willing to obey. 

Motivated. Mary exults. My candidate has it all. 

“Delight will be free of care. It will live in the moment, 

dreaming of joy and performance, free to consider all kinds of 

art, in acting, drawing and writing, in being unique, beautiful, 
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unusual, real. My home contains art, music, book and film 

collections offering a lifetime of study and appreciation for 

you, as Delight. Everything you’ve wanted, all your life.” 

Robin gazes back at her: “So little to lose. So much to 

gain. See you Saturday.” 

“Good. When you come, I’ll brief you on self-erasure.” 

“On what?” 

“Eliminating Robin Jinnes completely—phone, internet, 

everything, including the name change. Soon Robin Jinnes, full 

of fear and doubt, will no longer exist. Delight will be 

confident, successful. You need do nothing more. Once a 

person dies, or is reported officially dead, everything about the 

person, referring to them, connected to their past, vanishes. 

The living-off-the-grid concept is unnecessary. I’ll give you 

detailed instructions. As soon as those last two projects are 

done, you’ll move to my home. 

“I will change your name, legally, to Delight. It can be 

done online, in minutes, for thirty dollars. People might think 

Robin Jinnes still exists, but it will all be in their minds.” 

Robin stirs uneasily. ‘Eliminating.’ It sounds so final, so 

complete, so irreversible. But, then, so would suicide be, close 

to realization as recently as earlier in the day, today, sitting 

disconsolate in the Tenderloin pit, unable to visualize any 

escape, any potential future. Hobson’s choice? Isn’t that what they 

call it? Yes. I must take it, not leave it. Or is it Sophie’s choice, 

between two unbearable options. Mary’s is … bearable. 

As Mary sees it, her agreement is as good as signed, 

sealed and delivered. And, she ruminates, she may be able to 

arrange erasure without action by Robin. It will involve contact 

with her old friend and BDSM operative, Joel. Yes, she decides, 

it will be the way to go.  
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Meantime, she can monetize the entire concept. Since 

she will invest heavily in her project, this will defray her 

expenses. She knows Larry Rogers has a close relationship 

with a top executive at a major Los Angeles talent agency, 

Intergalactic Talent Management. She and Rogers discussed it, 

briefly, as an offhand comment, idle chat. Rogers offered his 

introductions if Mary should ever need them, reflecting his 

gratitude to her for funding the earlier project. 

A phone call, two trips Robin must take to Los Angeles, 

is all it will take. For Mary Steff, Delight and its other forms are 

as good as launched. Time to initiate her screenplay concept. 
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                                ITM 

 

Mary Steff is scheduled to meet Sol Goldstein, a senior agent at 

ITM—Intergalactic Talent Management—at The Mondrian, 

8440 Sunset Boulevard in West Hollywood. The hotel sits at the 

fashionable end of Sunset Boulevard, in the heart of the fabled 

Strip, next door to The House of Blues. The white, thirteen-

story building is framed by thirty-foot, walnut-simulated doors 

on the sidewalk, dominating the front entrance. Vertical letters 

on the tower display the name. The place is the epitome of 

understated luxury.   

Mary’s limousine driver from LAX swings in deftly 

behind the hedge isolating the hotel from the street, up to the 

glass entry doors. To her, the place always seems more like an 

elegantly architected private home than a functional hotel.  

The lobby meets her expectations, appreciated on her 

every visit: wide-open space, decorated like an art gallery, with 

high ceilings, diaphanous curtains, hardwood floors, sculpted-

wood and metal-framed furniture trimmed in beige leather, 

indirect lighting, no commercial trappings, discreet staff. Sol 

Goldstein, introduced to her by Larry Rogers, is waiting for her 

in the sleek rooftop Skybar.  

Sol Goldstein is in his element, and of it. He stands, to 

greet Mary: tall, slim, sporting a dark blue blazer, club tie, tan 

slacks. His hair is sleeked back, greying at the temples. He is 

wearing rimless glasses, behind which purposeful eyes look at 

her with direct attention. His handshake is cool, firm, brief. 

After initial small talk, and the ordering of coffee, Goldstein 

starts into serious discussion. 

“Well, Ms. Steff, you seem somehow to have discovered 

our wormhole." 

"Wormhole? I’m not sure I understand you.”  
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“You cleverly found a direct link into my office, and 

fast-tracked the system. A wormhole is an imaginary, direct 

connection between distant places in the universe, based on 

Einstein’s informed speculation. One of my colleagues gave me 

the scientific definition, an effective antidote to our industry’s 

hopelessly sluggish execution. We must accelerate what we do. 

It’s a matter of cash flow, and it’s not trivial. 

“Making film or TV projects often takes years. It works, 

or doesn’t work, like this: an aspiring writer, or an established 

one, writes a great book or creates a screenplay, teleplay or 

series, a good one. It helps to be Stephen King, Aaron Sorkin, 

or David E. Kelley. Sometimes the idea comes from an actor 

with great box-office, say, or a producer or director with a 

record of money-making product. Consider the Toms—Hanks 

or Cruise. Spielberg. Scorsese. The doors and billfolds open, as 

if by magic. It’s still a slog, a long game. Projects take months, 

often years, from gestation to completion. 

“The beginner manages, after years of trying, to get 

agent representation. The established writer is already an 

insider, but it makes little difference, unless you’re a name. The 

work joins the queue: agents offer thousands of scripts, 

hundreds could be accepted for research and considered for 

development, scores may be developed—a long, costly process. 

Of the dozens produced, a mere handful might succeed. For 

everyone involved, especially the investors and the studios, it’s 

a crapshoot. They bet the few blockbusters will pay for the 

losers or poor performers. False steps are career killers.” 

“Risky business. My publishing work is no different.” 

Mary smiles ruefully. Goldstein is not telling her anything she 

doesn’t already know. 

“The odds are grim. The process takes forever, unless 

you find a shortcut, as you’ve done. You know—common 
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knowledge in the business—100,000 or more unproduced 

screenplays are disintegrating in studio vaults around town. 

Acid paper. Tell me more about your project, in your own 

words. I’ve scanned the elevator pitch.” 

“Let me explain the origins, a true story. Some years 

ago a young Texas woman’s face and head were badly burned 

in a beauty shop fire, her vocal cords damaged irreparably. She 

was essentially recreated, returned to her original beauty, 

through the artistry of a special-effects genius you know: Larry 

Rogers. Through him, our new idea reached your desk. I read 

the screenplay about the original tragedy, and found current 

resonance I’ll explain. Not surprisingly, the screenplay wasn’t 

produced; it was filed and forgotten among those 100,000. 

“Cut to today, and the extraordinary coincidence. 

Delight is a wild child from Marfa, in West Texas, who ran 

away and hitchhiked to Dallas. She despises social norms, does 

whatever she wants—willful, bratty. In Dallas, working as a 

barista, she dated a Black man. A gang of white supremacists 

attacked, raped and disfigured her—cut her throat, slashed her 

face. She was tossed in a ditch, left for dead, found, and saved. 

The gang killed the man who had dated her. The authorities 

hushed it up—never publicly reported. One gang member is 

the son of a politician with clout. This is Texas, remember—

medieval, or worse. Read the papers. Watch TV. 

“Like the burn victim, Delight has been recreated as 

beautiful, through a prosthesis Larry Rogers created, here in 

North Hollywood. It’s a tragic, desperate story.”  

“How did you get involved?” 

“My charitable group helped the original burn victim. 

It was the right thing to do. More recently, I helped the poor 

girl who was raped and cut. I even took her in.” 

“Charitable group?” 
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“Ours is called Helping the Helpless—HH for short. 

Many reputable corporations and organizations, in the United 

States, but also in many Western nations, have established 

charitable activities. I’m sure ITM has such a group. You, too, 

probably, as an individual. My involvement is individual, as 

well as with HH. 

“HH does its work in private, in the U.S., and around 

the world. We find lost causes and hopeless cases no one else 

cares about, and invest our resources into fixing the problem.” 

“How does it work? Tell me about it.”  

"I can’t, Mr. Goldstein. We work in strict secrecy. We 

have about thirty HH partners, in major U.S. cities, and in a 

few locations abroad. We’re close friends of many years, all 

women. You might know a few, though they won’t discuss it, 

or admit to belonging.  

“Membership in HH is a million bucks, our minimum. 

We replenish, as needed. We accept new members, rarely, on 

personal recommendation and introduction, and unanimous 

approval—I don’t think we’ve added a new partner in four or 

five years, but three are under consideration.” 

“What sort of projects do you undertake?” 

“I can describe mine, not others’ work. Some years back 

we funded those special effects to recreate the burn victim’s 

face and head, so she could resume a public life. Larry Rogers 

did the work, and he introduced the two of us—I met him 

through Rick Baker.  

“A Médecin sans Frontières doctor in Syria recently 

contacted an HH partner of mine, in Paris. He told her about a 

young concert violinist whose left hand was severely injured in 

a Russian air strike on civilian targets in Aleppo. Such sweet 

people. My Parisienne friend called me. I had the young Syrian 

flown to San Francisco, to a hand surgeon, who did a perfect 
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repair. I put the girl up at my house. It couldn’t wait for HH 

consensus, so I funded the work.” 

“Remarkable. You’re a generous and caring person.” 

“Thank you. In life, as I see it, we’re all here for each 

other. Now, about HH: in our normal operations, we dispense 

funds for specific beneficiaries after we take a secret vote on 

the most appropriate candidates. We have a dozen or more 

prospects at any given time, and fund two or three. My most 

recent project was voted on and approved. It’s what brought 

us here today.” 

“You astound me. Explain, please.” 

“As I mentioned, the young woman was attacked and 

raped by a gang, cut up severely—including damaging her 

vocal cords—and left for dead in a ditch. She was found and 

saved, by some miracle. Our mutual friend, Larry Rogers, is 

creating special effects to recreate her beauty, funded by HH. 

She—well, her character, and her experience—is the subject of 

the film I’m proposing.”  

“I see. It makes sense. In all, your work with Helping the 

Helpless is laudable.” 

“It’s logical. We live in an age of extreme inequity. 

Huge populations worldwide are on the brink with respect to 

food, housing, clothing, jobs, and healthcare, living paycheck 

to paycheck, little savings, too often close to homeless, while a 

tiny few prosper, evade taxes skillfully, dash about in private 

jets, build megayachts and megamansions, and play their 

space hobbies. Suely unrequited tragedy deserves respect and 

attention, doesn’t it? It’s what we do.”  

“It’s still heroic. Why haven’t I heard of HH?” 

“We operate in secret, anonymously. It’s how we want 

it. Our beneficiaries never know who helped them. The young 

lady I took in, Delight, doesn’t know we funded her rescue and 
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recovery. Our partners are all deeply spiritual. Our work is 

based on religious teaching.”  

“Religious teaching?” 

“Our inspiration comes from the New Testament, 

Matthew 6:4: ‘Give your gifts in private, and your Father, who 

sees what you do in secret, will reward you.’ Though you and I 

are both Jewish, we know the New Testament.” She holds 

unblinking eye contact with Goldstein, to demonstrate her 

focused attention, and demand his. 

“Tell me more about your story. We can proceed, if I 

think it has potential. I can guarantee nothing, you understand. 

It’ll have to endure the studio grind. I watch projects that 

interest me, as yours does, and give them priority. We can 

drive it, with the essential elements. In the end, it’s about 

stories, money and talent.” 

“It has what it takes to succeed: sex and violence, 

racism and bigotry, beauty and ugliness, insider influence and 

abuse, degradation and salvation. It’s why I took Delight into 

my home, adopted her, the daughter I could never bear. It’s 

based on a true story, a hook that will please the market-

research and greenlight panels. The working title is Rebirth: 

From tragedy to triumph. Titles are fungible, but it’s a start. It 

may even satisfy the editors.” 

“True story? What does that mean anymore? Someone 

truly wrote a story? Or people in a story seem as if they might 

be from true life?” He utters a short, barking laugh. 

“What a cynic you are, Mr. Goldstein.” She chuckles, to 

blunt the edge of her comment. “You must think the general 

public are rubes. They’re society’s bedrock, regardless of 

power and position, or the lack. We may consider them 

ordinary, but they drive our economy.” Mary speaks lightly, so 

as not to offend, but her meaning is clear.  
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“Lincoln allegedly said: ‘The Lord must love common 

people. He made so many of them,’ didn’t he? In your 

business, and mine, they’re ticket-buyers in the seats or 

eyeballs on the screen or page—the customers, the consumers, 

the audiences. Without them, we starve.” 

“I’ll pass this to a staff agent. I’m thinking Jack Badell. 

He has a taste for the edgier aspects of your project. He’ll pick 

the appropriate screenwriter. Between us, we know the rest. 

Just understand one thing: it’ll be a long game.” 

Mary Steff has created an imaginary world with, for 

her, potentially rich rewards. More importantly, it validates 

her playful concept of tension and its resolution, as 

personified, or objectified, in her Delight and its derivatives, 

the core elements of her activities and tastes.  

She has budgeted six figures to create her elaborate 

fantasy, but expects to multiply her investment handsomely 

when ITM sells her screenplay concept to the vital backers. She 

holds controlling interest in the intellectual property, though it 

is entirely fictional. She will sell the rights, her financial goal.  

She will leak to Sol Goldstein, casually, selected Helping 

the Helpless projects, ideal as a TV series. Hollywood’s writers 

will appraise the hopeless cases redeemed by HH’s noble 

women, who will nevertheless remain anonymous. The series 

will encompass years, many episodes. Tears will flow in many 

homes. As Goldstein explained, this will be a long game. She 

needn’t even suggest the series. He’ll get it. She’ll own the 

intellectual property, and more, with excellent revenue 

potential. Her unique access, alone, is pivotal. She might even 

become the showrunner. Her days at MindCraft seem 

numbered, based on the chairman’s behavior. 

Let the screenplay and TV-series chips fall where they may, 

she thinks. She will follow the fictional trail wherever it leads. 
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Meantime, Delight will be at her disposal, intensely real … to 

her, not costly AI or robotics that wouldn’t work, anyway. 

Larry Rogers has agreed to undertake the essential F/X work, 

in strictest confidence. The games she has pictured so long are 

becoming reality.  

She considers reality flexible. It will be, she decides, for 

her and her Delight, what she thinks it should be: erotic, 

provocative, dangerous, and human at its core. But the human, 

her private property, will never reappear. 
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SIGNATURE  

 

Mary Steff’s Snake Road house in the Oakland Hills stuns 

Robin: hypermodern, steel and glass, sleek and polished, much 

in the style of Mary’s office. The kitchen looks more like a 

hospital surgery than a domestic space. Glass walls enable 

clear views from the primary interior rooms to the large, slate-

paved, walled patio with three-tier fountain and stone table, 

with chairs, a serene oasis of privacy. No adjacent house or 

property looks down into it.  

Mary serves coffee from a French press in the living 

room on this sunny morning. In the coffee table’s geometric 

center: a fresh, perfectly proportioned, long-stemmed, red rose 

stands in a tall bud vase. The house cat, a handsome Scottish 

Fold, wanders in and rubs Robin’s leg, looks up for attention. 

Robin reaches down to scratch behind those distinctive ears. 

Two new friends.  

“I’m so glad you’re here, Robin. Our dinner was quite 

extraordinary. But I must be sure you’re committed to what 

I’m asking, before you sign.” 

“I’m ready. How should we proceed?” 

“I want to talk about your background, your approach 

to what we’ll be attempting. What I’m asking is radical, life-

changing—for both of us. We must be sure.” 

“I agree. What would you like to know? 

“I don’t know enough about you. I must know how you 

came to be here, now.” 

“The truth? After dinner, I walked back to my stinking 

Tenderloin room, and fell back on the bed in a fetal ball. What 

could I be thinking? How could I be so crazy as to sign away 

my life in an open-ended agreement like yours? It’s, well, it’s 

crazy. You expect me to move out of my dump and move into 



 

 

                                        Possessed                            Julia Wood                                                                                                         

__________________________________________________ 

 84 

this paradise. But it would be irreversible. How insane is this 

rabbit hole? 

“I kept wondering, and speculating. Did your dinner 

stimulate my decision? Was it the wine?—I’m an inexperienced 

drinker. I don’t like to seem ungrateful, but could it be … a 

bribe? Could I disengage, now, before anything significant 

starts? With so much wrong in my life, can I continue self-

employment? Why am I failing, again? How can I get a regular 

job? Can I succeed here, with you, anyway?” 

“Hard questions. There’s more, Robin. It’s tough for 

you. I sense it.” 

“Yes, it is. In the days and hours before our dinner, 

candidly, I was suicidal. I was at the end of my rope. I was 

close to homeless. I spent absurdly on my cosplay hobby. I 

could see no professional future.” 

“We have hope, together. You can succeed, Robin. The 

past is gone, finished. No regrets, no looking back. You have a 

brilliant destiny.” 

“Easy for you to say. You’re tough, a winner.” 

“You may find this hard to believe, but tough doesn’t 

come naturally to me. I have to show it, all the time, to succeed 

at MindCraft.” 

“My inadequacy and failure go back to my Palo Alto 

days, my life as an only child, an unwanted one. I never 

belonged there. 

“Large people make a person feel small. My parents 

were tall, big-boned, athletic, successful. My father was an 

executive with a Silicon Valley tech company with a brilliant 

career. My mother worked at a senior level in IT, social media. 

When I arrived on the scene—small, small-boned—I was the 

disappointment of their lives. They never wanted or accepted 

me. I don’t think they ever loved me.” 
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Robin walks to the patio door, looking out, seeking 

understanding, self-knowledge. Mary remains silent, giving 

her visitor space. Robin returns and sits. 

“Being around bigger, stronger people is humiliating. 

My schoolteachers saw me as intelligent and curious, but I was 

always among the smaller class members. Bigger students 

bullied me. Bullying was supposedly not tolerated, but the 

faculty looked away: ‘It’s part of life. Suck it up. It toughens 

you.’ Yeah, as they say, right. 

“My parents could never accept my physical stature, 

my disinterest in sports or other physical activities. They tried 

to get me into athletics—baseball, basketball, soccer, lacrosse. I 

did running, and gymnastics, and showed body-control skills. 

Still they called me runt.” 

“We discussed it at dinner. Such cruel, dismissive labels 

should be beneath loving parents. You’re average. But around 

big, successful relatives and schoolmates ….” 

“Exactly. I was artistic. I loved art, drama, acting, 

dance, literature. My parents’ solution was to get rid of me, 

send me to New York after high school, to attend New York 

University, staying with an aunt in Queens. They didn’t want 

to pay for me to stay in the residence halls.  

“I took a major in art history, a minor in drama. Could 

this lead to a career? Could I endure the commute for four 

years? Could my aunt and I get along? I asked myself these 

questions, and many others, all the way from California, and 

every day from then on.”  

“How did it go?”  

“My aunt wasn’t happy. I think my parents had soured 

her on me. The commute to N.Y.U. was hell: an hour—walk, 

bus, subway. She lived in outer, outer Queens. Getting back at 

night was the worst, especially after long classes. I was scared 
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of being mugged. Some days the commute was awful. I was 

late to class maybe once or twice a week. 

“My art-history courses involved the history and 

criticism of the arts in major world cultures. I loved it. I studied 

art objects, and learned the vocabulary—scholarship, teaching, 

museums, galleries, conservation, art criticism, publishing. I 

learned to enjoy drawing, and those illustrations in your office 

are marvelous, inspiring, every one of them.  

“I leaned to publishing, involving study in writing and 
editing. I knew how hard it’d be to make a career in art. Most 
of the students understood this, but they loved art. I don’t 
blame them.”   

At N.Y.U.’s Tisch School of the Arts, for my minor, they 

prepared me for a career in the performing arts—conservatory 

and academic stuff, training in acting, directing, musical 

performance, production, design, stage management. In-studio 

training included theater studies, as well as collaborating in 

productions and rehearsal projects. 

“I loved it. I learned a lot. It got me into rep, when I 

came back here.” 

“You learned well. You got your MFA.” 

“Yes. After N.Y.U. I went to Juilliard for a year. Then 

my parents were killed in a head-on collision up on Skyline, 

west of Silicon Valley, going to their favorite Alice’s Restaurant, 

the biker joint. My aunt found it an excuse to throw me out. It 

seems my parents had been giving her money for my room 

and board. Juilliard was done, but it was memorable. I learned 

a lot. I don’t miss my parents. They never accepted me. I could 

never meet their expectations. They left me nothing, but I 

didn’t expect anything.” 

“So you came home here, to San Francisco, and tried 

acting, then freelance writing, right? 
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“Yes, and failed at both. I can’t get over it.” 

“Want to talk about it?” 

“The rep was great. I did six, seven or more different, 

difficult roles in two years, across a spectrum of character and 

behavior. The shows were artistic success, but the company 

couldn’t make money and disbanded. Theater’s precarious. 

They paid starvation wages. I, and the other actors, did all the 

grunt work. I was shattered when the company failed. 

“The freelancing started well, but the internet has 

flooded the field with sketchy writers who dive for the bottom 

in performance and pay. I couldn’t stand out or get reliable, 

long-term clients. I’d spent time as a nurse’s aide at S.F. 

General to make ends meet, when I was in rep. I’m a quick 

study. You saw my medical background and hired me. Good 

gigs, but not enough.” 

“Failure’s relative. You did excellent work. You never 

failed me. Then we encountered each other, at The D&S, after 

you’d started doing projects for me. And here we are. You, 

now, with a new career.” 

“I’m terrified. I want to do what you ask. The concept is 

amazing, far out, fantastic—literally a fantasy. But it’s such a 

serious step. It’s so—how should I put it?—it’s so … final.” 

“I get it. My contribution won’t be trivial. I’m looking 

for magic, something original and beautiful. Together we can 

create remarkable characters, not on the stage but in life. You 

get to study and learn in comfort and security, in your areas of 

art interest, all care abandoned, a life of safety and ease. And 

then you’ll get to play with me, not just in private but out in 

the world, abandonedly. That’s my commitment.”  

“Mine, too, if I agree, and commit, and sign.” 

“Agreements only work with total dedication. Partial or 

half-hearted won’t work, Robin. It’s all or nothing.” 
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“I understand, Mary.” 

Robin walks onto the patio, lost in thought. Mary waits 

patiently, hopefully, fearfully, wondering if all this preparation 

and effort has been wasted. Meantime, Robin’s two MindCraft 

work projects are nearly completed: the Wilkinson BDSM book 

editing and the Wilson report. After fifteen minutes, which 

seem interminable to Mary, Robin returns. 

“Mary, I accept. I’ll do my best. But … I’m scared.” 

Mary reaches out, smiles, and takes Robin’s hand. “So 

am I. People think I’m some sort of gorgon. It’s a front. In 

business, only the strong survive. It’s a male, contact sport. I 

can play the game, toe to toe with the men, so I do. When you 

get down to it, I’m just like you: human.”  

 

§ 

 

Mary has the one-page agreement ready, printed on a vellum 

of the highest quality, and a pen. Alongside, she has placed a 

simple, 12” X 15” black frame, with glass, mask and backing, to 

accept the signed page. Robin reviews it again, takes up the 

pen, and signs: Delight. 

“I talked to Larry Rogers. He asked for one thing before 

you go. It’s a bit extreme, but he explained why. He’d like you 

to shave your head.” Mary wants to get past this potential 

game- stopper as quickly and easily as possible. Robin seems 

unfazed. And the agreement is signed. 

“If it’s essential. Hair is vanity. Mine isn’t much for 

style, just head covering. But why?” 

“Two reasons,” she explains. “Larry’s prosthetic heads 

must fit perfectly, he explains, or they’d make you hot, worn 

for any significant time. Secure fit conducts body heat. Hair 

would insulate it. We want perfection, and comfort, right.” 
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“Yes, we do. There’s something about hair I’ve never 

understood. Why must Muslim women hide it on the grounds 

of it being sexually provocative. Hair is natural, human. Men 

have hair, too. So isn’t the coverup on the men, their reaction?” 

“You’re preaching to the choir, my dear. You’ll shave, 

then? And keep your head shaven?” 

“‘In for a penny’—the old expression? When do I go?” 

“Wednesday morning, SFO to Burbank. Shave Monday 

or Tuesday.” 

“I will. Under their hair everyone is bald. Just as under 

their clothes everyone is naked—except for prudes, who think 

nakedness or having a body is sinful. And we must suffer for 

our art. I reminded myself for two wretched years, attempting 

an acting career, then for another two, screwing up freelance 

writing. I must have been an idiot to attempt either.” 

“You’re no idiot. Your new career will be much better, I 

promise. I’ll have the tix sent to your Tenderloin address, from 

your work contract.”  

“It’s a dump, all I can afford. Remember the realities of 

freelance writing: slow death in small rooms. Or acting, too—

shitty day jobs that sap the soul. We’re the world’s drudges. 

Supply and demand is all it is: too many artists chasing too few 

opportunities.”  

“We’ll make it well, sweetie. Fast life in big rooms. 

High adventure, dangerous fun. You must understand this: I’ll 

cherish my creatures, my pets. They’ll share my bed—

closeness, warmth, affection.” Robin has signed the agreement. 

Soon Mary’s fetish fantasies will be realized. She takes Robin’s 

hand, a gesture of intimacy. 

“Two other things you must start immediately. Corset 

training and walking in extreme high heels. Both will be 

essential in Delight’s life, two of my essential triggers.” 
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She takes Robin’s hand and slides a gold signet ring, 

bearing her name, onto Robin’s right pinkie. “Never remove 

this,” she says. “It connects our souls.” 

 

§ 

 

The shaving is harder than Robin expected, after removing the 

basic hair, first with scissors, then with electric clippers. The 

lather feels hot to the scalp. Robin rubs it deep, to hold the 

short hairs erect and aid the shaving. First, remove the hair 

down to the skin in smooth strokes, then distribute fresh lather 

and traverse the scalp repeatedly, until no vestige of hair 

remains, not even eyebrows. 

Robin rinses off the bald dome, dries it, and feels a chill 

breeze as arm and hand movements stir the air. The newly 

bald head, touched tentatively, feels smooth and slightly 

warm, as if contacting someone else’s skin, a stranger’s.  

Robin looks in the mirror, reluctantly, and faces a 

hairless reflection. Only the eyes are familiar. Where recently 

there had been shape and comfortably familiar identity to the 

hairline, the eyebrows, now there is blankness, anonymity. It is 

deeply disturbing, a test for ambivalence about the entire 

project. In for a penny, still? Too late to reverse course? Yes, 

Robin acknowledges, it is too late. The past is prolog, the future 

beckons. But where will it lead? 

It will lead to a North Hollywood studio, near Burbank 

airport. Mary’s friend, Larry Rogers, will undertake the 

tedious, full-head casting, and will create the essential F/X 

appliances, Mary explains. He will pay special attention to the 

ears, for unstated reasons. He will also make mouth castings, 

as for dentistry. Mary must have something in mind, Robin 

decides, but dismisses the thought.  
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                      LARRY ROGERS 

 

Robin Jinnes steps out of the taxi from Burbank airport and 

enters Larry Rogers’ studio, in a nondescript industrial 

building in a dismal North Hollywood alley, and stands at the 

receptionist’s desk feeling awkward and scared. The girl at the 

front desk shuffles papers desultorily: correspondence, 

invoices, studio stills, the usual flyers and junk mail. She pops 

gum, and Robin waits for the bubble. The noise is gratingly 

unpleasant. From the top of her frizzy mop to the bottom of 

her clunky Doc Martens she is the picture of a turned-off brat 

in loose denim. 

Robin pegs her at twenty-four, going on seven or less. 

How to imagine a conversation with her? It does not come into 

focus. What companion would interest or be interested in this 

specimen of humanity. Let’s see: he’s about the same age, lives 

in the San Fernando Valley, owns a camper van decked out 

with stereo and bed, takes Hustler and associated porn for 

intellectual reading, and absorbs Pornhub for evening 

diversion. He drives a delivery van for an auto-parts house, or 

works in a bar. He spends dirt-bike weekends in the Mojave 

Desert with this little desert flower, both bombed out of their 

gourds on weed or other ‘controlled’ substance. The pair 

spreads a range of infectious STDs from festering loins to a 

wide, unappreciative public. Made for each other, symbiosis at 

its most revolting. She does not react to Robin’s arrival. 

Robin is about to give up and leave when a tall, thin 

figure emerges: Larry Rogers. The man, tall and skinny, 50ish, 

extends a friendly hand, a warm smile. He is wearing a gray, 

open-necked shirt, matching trousers, no belt, bare feet shod in 

antique moccasins daubed with plaster of Paris. Robin 

recognizes a genuine greeting. 
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“Robin Jinnes! Glad you could come.” Robin feels 

welcome, glad to have stayed, not retreated to the airport to fly 

home. The lobby photos are familiar: a ghoulish number 

from Alien, unidentifiable sci-fi monsters, American Horror Story 

stuff, a raft of Star Trek and Star Wars space people, a mounted, 

framed female clown mask of highly original design with a 

dedication Robin has no time to read. 

“Come into my so-called office. Has the girl got you 

coffee yet? Don’t stand there looking foolish.” He smiles at 

Robin, nods to the receptionist, who looks up without 

changing expression, a blink apparently her acknowledgment 

of Rogers’ coffee query. 

“Howdja-likeya-cawfee?” Amazing, thinks Robin. It 

speaks. I wish it didn’t, with that voice. Crows sound better. 

“Black, please.” Robin prefers the usual additives but, 

wary of the girl’s likely incompetence, smiles at her insincerely 

and follows Larry Rogers into his office/studio.  

Rogers waves Robin into his studio chair, an old, worn-

out dentist’s number with rusted adjusting handles, splattered 

with plaster of Paris, not reupholstered in forever, obviously 

where his subjects sit for casting work. He takes the only other 

available spot, a rickety stool. 

“A temp,” Rogers explains. “Don’t mind her. The 

agency sent her, an outfit I won’t be using again. My regular 

assistant is out sick. Relax. Get comfortable.” 

Much of Rogers’ work, as Mary has explained, is for the 

major film and television studios, with commercials as fill-ins: 

straight fees, few residuals, hardly acknowledged or 

appreciated outside the tiny special-effects fraternity—the 

descendants of the Westmores, Factors, Smiths, Bakers, and 

Posts who pioneered the makeup and transformations of 

classic film and television history. The latest computers and 
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computer graphics—for imagery, camera control, simulated 

metamorphoses, stunts, actor aging or regressing—are taking 

the high ground. Original F/X work, based on artistry, 

physical materials and manual skills, is dying, unappreciated. 

“It’s great to meet you, Mr. Rogers. Mary Steff told me 

about your work, and about your mentor Rick Baker. I’m 

fascinated. She says you’re one of the last holdouts in physical 

special effects, a master of your craft. She also says you’re on 

the endangered-species list.” 

“Larry, please. Only a cop giving me a ticket gets to call 

me Mr. Rogers. As for Rick, he’s a great man, a close friend. He 

taught me all I know. My career rests on his broad shoulders. 

Mary should’ve told you I’m a card-carrying dinosaur in the 

effects business. OK, endangered.” His self-deprecating charm 

draws Robin in, comfortably, easily. He stands, after coffee has 

been consumed, and starts to work. 

He drapes a barber’s protective cape over Robin’s 

shoulders, exposing the head and neck. Next, he secures a thin, 

tight latex skull cap over Robin's bald head, holding the front, 

back and sides tight, with adhesive tape. He takes a stiff, 

square plastic sheet, fifteen inches on the side, and cuts out the 

head cross-section vertically, in front of the ears. Judged by 

eye, it is a near-perfect outline of Robin’s cranium and neck. It 

stands three or four inches out from around the head and neck, 

on all sides, a front-to-back separator. 

Larry affixes the divider with tape attached to the front 

side. He coats the back of Robin's skull-capped head and bare 

neck, first with dental mold material—a quick-drying, flexible 

gray substance—then a hot, heavy, two-inch layer of plaster of 

Paris down the neck to the shoulders. 

Once the plaster has dried and hardened, which takes 

about thirty minutes, he removes the separator and smears the 
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exposed plaster surface with a thin coating of Vaseline as a 

parting agent. He seals Robin in, slowly and carefully, covering 

the front half of the head with the same dental material, then 

plaster, straws in the nostrils for breathing. Now they must 

wait for it to dry and cool. 

Robin feels relaxed, at peace, not compelled to do 

anything, not even to think. Dozing feels about right. Rogers 

offers an encouraging pat on the shoulder. At last Robin feels 

an impact under the right ear, the sense of a chisel, then under 

the left ear, finally at the top. The plaster splits and Larry lifts 

the front away, carefully, then the rear, and aligns them 

carefully. He secures the halves with stout rubber bands, then 

cord, and mounts the white lump in a wood frame, neck 

opening facing upward. 

“Now we’ve got an accurate female mold of your head 

and neck, we make a male master.” Robin watches him pour 

fresh plaster into the head mold, fill it, scrape off the excess, go 

into the kitchen next to the studio to rinse his hands. His 

manner is relaxed and assured. 

“Gotta wait till it sets—an hour, maybe longer, a solid 

chunk in exothermic reaction,” he explains. “I’ll make more 

males, later, on which I’ll create the final, exterior features of 

the first five heads Mary wants, and subsequent ones. I’ll use 

Italian modeling clay, then make latex takes of the inner and 

outer, align them, fill the void with foam latex, for a perfect fit. 

Let’s get the fine-grain dental and ear castings Mary asked for. 

You won’t like this detail stuff much. It’s tedious.”  

Rogers delves into casting minutiae: how he must 

achieve tight tolerances, he explains—microinches, requiring a 

series of further plaster castings ranging from boring to 

uncomfortable. Robin takes it all in, patiently, considering the 

future involvement. 
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“Mary’s needs are specific, and difficult,” says Rogers. 

“She wants lifelike authenticity in the final appliances. Apart 

from immobility, anyone seeing the individual will think 

they’re looking at a real live person, and I can do it. In most 

film and TV work, this isn’t important. Our effects are seen 

only briefly, sometimes for just a few seconds, on movie or TV 

screens that block detailed viewing and understanding. The 

audience has already suspended its disbelief, willingly. Or 

they’re aliens, only the eyes revealing the actor—space people 

you’ve seen on TV endlessly—Klingons, Cardassians, Ferengi, 

Vulcans. Weird humanoids, like Kim Kardashian.” 

“Mary Steff scares me. And her plan for me. She’s, well, 

she’s a tough customer.” 

“I disagree. I met her several years ago. She funded a 

worthwhile project, privately, out of love. Under her damn-

the-torpedoes executive veneer, getting results at all costs, 

she’s a gentle, generous soul. Trust me. I won’t waste my time 

with life’s assholes. Too many of ’em.” 

“I’ll take your word for it, Larry. She still has, um, a 

persuasive way about her.” 

“True. And she’s succeeded in her publishing career. 

But let me explain more about how my stuff works in the 

unreal world, the routine business of making film and 

television, or—as they call it—product. 

“The audience knows and accept our illusions. Camera 

work often does it, like the fake mask-wearing you’ve likely 

seen in Mission Impossible. Though application may take hours 

to create on a living person—tedious for the actors—it’s 

removed right after the shoot, not more than, say, a few hours. 

Next day, we do it all over again. But the credible authenticity 

Mary wants must mimic nature precisely: she insists on real 

people, acceptable in public. 
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“The physical issues are critical. Mary wants you to 

wear my lovely creations for extended periods—overnight, 

weekends. Much tougher. Take the eyes. She wants the eyes to 

be fixed lenses. We rub our eyes often, in daily living, but in 

these creations it’ll be impossible. Also, the eye breathes, and 

fogs a lens unless carefully ventilated. I’ve devised effective, 

undetectable air circulation to avoid this problem. You’ll 

accommodate easily. You’re not claustrophobic, as I could tell 

when we cast your head. Some people freak out. 

“Consider the lips. Mine will be part of rigid features, 

not changing expression, but the lips must be flexible enough 

to exercise lip pressure and conform. I’ll make the sections 

thinner, or combine silicone with latex, a tricky blend. Mary 

says her characters will smoke cigars—vile, filthy habit—so 

they need lip flexibility. She claims it’s for theatrical effect. I 

say it’s her oral fixation. Don’t tell her I said so. No offense, of 

course. The nostrils will be sealed, so you won’t smell them. 

“One thing you’ll appreciate. The final finish, the 

makeup, is permanent. If you don’t abuse it, you’ll never need 

to fiddle with it or touch it up. Women spend half their lives 

fixing their makeup. I could solve all their problems in a day, if 

they’d only listen.” He chuckles lightly. 

“All this effort—for a big fee, I admit—won’t get public 

recognition. I had hopes for the original screenplay, Ordeal by 

Fire, after I helped the poor burned kid from Texas, funded by 

Helping the Helpless. Mary won’t discuss it. She asked me never 

to reveal my funding source to the victim. I never did, and I 

never will. It’s strictly private, like this stuff. I signed an NDA. 

 “One thing I’ll guarantee: you’ll be the most beautiful, 

desirable Caucasian, Chinese, Black, Latina and teenager on 

the block, unless I’ve lost my touch. Gorgeous, glamorous, 

insanely sexy. Not a 10, an 11. You’ll be irresistible. Your 
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beauty, in all your five forms, will be a powerful commodity, 

nothing short of a weapon.”  

“Weapon?” 

“Yes, to attract, and intimidate. We humans are lookist 

by nature—we judge others by how they appear. I mustn’t 

complain about lack of public praise: art is its own reward. 

Mary respects and admires art. You’ve seen her drawings, I’m 

sure. I’ll make her proud. You’ll like the results, too. They 

might see the light of day in a production. Don’t bet on it. Just 

relax, and be beautiful.”  

He takes meticulous dental and ear moldings. Robin 

decides not to think about what those moldings may mean in 

the completed costume and sits patiently, marveling at Larry 

Rogers’ calm, purposeful attitude, his patience, his attention to 

every last detail.  

Larry Rogers is stunned at Robin’s stoicism. It has been 

grueling work, yet his visitor hasn’t complained. After all the 

over-temperamental, under-talented male and female airheads 

he has worked with over the years, Robin is a refreshing 

change. A pro. Character, that’s it, Rogers decides. What’s it 

called? He struggles to remember: ‘Grace under pressure.’ Yes. 

Robin exhibits character, without doubt. 

Rogers turns to the casting in the wooden frame. With 

its full load of plaster, inside the original molds, it is heavy—

thirty pounds or so. He lifts it up onto the table. 

“Ready to see what you look like as, as a bust?” 

“A bust. I get your double meaning, wise guy. This 

should be different.” Robin grins as Rogers pulls the frame 

apart and takes up the chisel. He taps around the mold at the 

dividing line and sets the final, finished mold on the table, on 

its base. Robin crouches, seeing the three-dimensional face, 

head and neck representation. Even with the head a smooth, 
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hairless dome, they offer precise definition. Unaccustomed, 

three-dimensional self-recognition seems strange. 

"I’ll have you back here for final fittings, in a couple 

weeks, to make sure we’ve got it right. Mary has those five 

heads in mind, and she says she wants more later, but once the 

first is done there’ll be no problems, no more casting ordeals. I 

can make final adjustments. 

“Feature-modeling for the final looks takes time. Mary 

wants not merely a straight-ahead Caucasian woman, the first, 

but a Chinese, a Black, a Latina and a teenager, with distinctive 

personalities. I must get those characters right. Mary wants 

show-stoppers. So do I.” 

 

§ 

 

Robin’s return for the final head fitting produces an unforeseen 

experience. By turns mystifying and terrifying, it creates the 

most mind-wrenching sensations imaginable.  

It’s only a costume, Robin says, inside, as if a mantra. 

Only a costume. I can handle this. I am not claustrophobic. It’s … 

only … a … costume.  

Robin recalls, back in rep, creating performances as 

men or women of all ages and behaviors, in character and 

costume, a chameleon interacting with other actors in scripted 

and prescribed roles, lines learned word-perfect and rehearsed, 

blocked and timed impeccably. The mission was to create and 

execute the role from the acting imagination and skills, digging 

deep within, while obeying the director’s wishes.  

This new experience turns out to be quite different. 

Now, Robin realizes, remaining in costume as Mary has 

dictated, for hours, overnight, then for two, three or four days 

and nights, will be stressful. Not a brief portrayal, it will be … 
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a becoming, sustained in character, without letup, for extended 

periods. Then there will be intensive training for walking, 

gestures, movement and body shape, as Mary has outlined. 

The future beckons, misty and unpredictable. 

I’m still me inside. It can’t affect me. I’m centered. I’m 

myself. Nothing can touch my interior. This is just another role. 

Perhaps this self-assurance will help. Then, looking down into 

the molding, taking up the first head and easing it into place, 

Larry Rogers working the back lacing, Robin starts to 

understand: the brave mantra from the past won’t work. It’s 

not just another role. 

It isn’t only a costume. The ‘me’ inside Robin had felt 

confident about, the sense of self, control, confidence, acting 

identities, seem to shrink, shrivel, disappear. Robin’s self, 

persona, is vanishing, like water down a drain or into sand. 

Where, before, seeing and touching natural features, looking 

into a mirror at familiar eyes, reading known expressions, 

measuring reality, all are now gone, nonexistent. Years of 

looking at those comfortable reflections, presenting oneself as 

oneself, are as nothing: the eternal mystery of the mask. 

Now Robin looks into the mirror. Whoever a known, 

identifiable person had been has … gone. The prosthesis’ eyes 

and head have excised person and personality, assumed 

authority over body and mind. Quickly Robin gestures to 

Larry and urgently helps him release the lacing and pull the 

head forward, away.  

“You all right?” Larry Rogers studies Robin’s reflection, 

standing back, looking into Robin’s human eyes reflected in 

the mirror, not the glass eyes of moments earlier. 

“No, Larry. No, I hate to say it, but I’m not.” Robin 

speaks softly, ruminating. “I never thought it would be like 

this. It’s schizophrenic. I thought I could control it all, an actor 
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who couldn’t be surprised, only challenged. Theater’s just 

theater. Only it’s not, here, not now, not anymore. 

“Other roles I played ranged from bizarre to interesting 

to loathsome to worthy. I could laugh inwardly at what I was 

portraying, what people saw in my performance. I was often so 

far from being myself it didn’t matter. Stage acting. I studied, 

rehearsed, did it. This, this proposed series of exotic female 

androids makes me feel—how can I say it?—strange. I feel lost, 

abandoned, as if I’ve gone away, as if I’m … dying.” Robin 

looks down, to avoid Larry’s eyes, but is looking into the 

interior of the head, soon to become a prison, and looks up 

again in a panic. 

The loss of control is terrifying.  

“Please, Larry, I don’t know how to ask, but give me a 

hug. Tell me I’ll be okay. I thought I was strong. I’m not. I 

don’t have friends to turn to. You’re my lifeline here. You’ve 

done this often. You know what you’re doing.” 

Larry Rogers had realized from the start that it might 

be like this for Robin. It was different for every actor, in his 

experience. He had created too many radical transformations 

not to know the mask’s mystical power. He had seen its effect 

on otherwise sensible men and women, watched them struggle 

in the twilight zone between themselves and their costumed 

roles. Often the seemingly strongest were the most vulnerable. 

The method actors’ insistence on remaining in character for 

long periods, notably Daniel Day-Lewis in recent memory, 

initially baffled him, but he learned in the end to defer to 

others’ professional wishes. Sometimes this sort of focused 

concentration, this immersion in character, was essential, he 

realized. The wrench from real life to theatrical portrayal and 

back, again and again, day after day, was too much to endure. 

The in-and-out mind switch was simply beyond tolerating. 
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He puts his hands on Robin’s shoulders, giving 

empathy, without the pity he knows would be irrelevant and 

destructive. He focuses intently. 

“We’re changing you so radically you’ll be lost, trying 

to hold onto something that isn’t you anymore. You won’t be 

able to escape the roles. The better I do my work the harder it 

will be for you, until it could rip you apart emotionally. You 

must abandon yourself to those roles, immerse yourself in 

them, as Mary describes them. You know how. It’s the core of 

Stanislavski’s ‘method’.” 

“Are you sure? I don’t remember acting being like this. 

I didn’t attempt method. The New York acting teacher Stella 

Adler once said Stanislaviski caused permanent psychological 

damage to students.” 

“Going back to my other jobs, animal, humanoid, and 

surreal, over the years, no one will expect it to be ‘you’ inside. 

Not me, not Mary, not anyone who sees you in any of the 

heads I’ll create. They’ll expect to get what they see, in every 

way. Role submersion.” 

“I’m scared, Larry. It’s, it’s inhuman. I don’t think I can 

accept, easily. Maybe never.” 

“You can’t, instantly. You’ve learned how to portray 

awful, hell-on-wheels people in stage roles, wicked, evil 

characters with the morals of dissolute creeps, or alley cats, or 

psychopathic criminals—cruel, mad, or with completely 

different backgrounds and values from yours. You’ve used 

language, from scripts, alien to your nature, to how you think 

and talk and feel in private, socially. I’m sure you made the 

roles your own. It’s … acting.” 

“But I had human character, dialog, history, motivation 

to work with. I had to abandon my own feelings, not judge the 

character, then buy the role. If not, I was no actor. I could not 
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countenance failure. I never had to involve my internal self 

with the characters. Or so I believed.” 

 “You’ve said it better than I could. This is just another 

role. Play it.” 

“This is different. You and Mary want me to accept 

becoming a gynoid, but I only know about being human. How 

do female androids think and feel? After study and practice, I 

can simulate movements and sounds convincingly. In the past 

I had dramatic structure, equipment, activity, dialog, character 

and motivation, a director and other actors, to stimulate action, 

sustain my mind, my will. Here, there’s nothing. A void. I’m 

weightless, falling, no parachute.” 

Robin frowns. “God, Larry, I think I’m losing my mind. 

I’m being asked to abandon my reason. I won’t be able to 

remove the costume easily or quickly. I’ll be essentially 

helpless, imprisoned.” Robin sits back, eyes closed, resisting 

the urge to weep. 

“Robin.” He speaks softly, with conviction. He cradles 

Robins’ cheeks between both hands, turns the chin to him, 

nudges the eyes open, gently. His spontaneity, his compassion 

and, yes, his own personal caring, his reflexive reaction, shocks 

Larry himself, as if something outside him was directing his 

response to someone needing help. 

“Robin, to handle these roles you’ll have to become 

Mary’s creatures, committed to being them, all the way inside. 

Unlike your past work, on the stage or being filmed, where 

you could come out of it in a few minutes or hours, you won’t 

be able to. Remember what Mary said? Not hours, but days, 

continuously. She has her reasons. No argument. She says she 

can take the Ordeal by Fire screenplay and update it with a 

striking new concept in which her new character, Delight, as 
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created by me, can star. I’ll do it for her. For you. You’re crucial 

to her plan. Your characters are her driving force. 

“Accept it. Give in to it. Try.” He lowers his hands. 

“I didn’t realize what would be expected. I thought it’d 

be boring, uncomfortable. This is not what I imagined. I never 

thought about how it would be, deep down.” 

“You understand. Now you must be brave. You have 

Mary’s character notes. These are people, not androids. The 

android or gynoid is just the visible surface. You, the actor, 

drive the characters from within. Her notes are clear, the 

foundation for your alternate realities. Delight is complicated, 

engaging, fascinating, in all five forms. Others have met acting 

and performing challenges that were just as difficult. You have 

the skill and courage.  

“I believe in you. Mary believes in you. Time for you to 

believe in you.” 

Silence. The timeless, inexplicable mysteries of acting 

and theater are exposed, for Robin Jinnes and Larry Rogers, to 

wonder at and speculate about in their own ways. No chance 

of rational explanation. No way to communicate the hidden, 

unknowable center, any more than audiences can explain why 

or how an actor enters their consciousness, their minds, their 

hearts, their souls, with a word, a look or a movement of 

artless power that sears the soul.  

Both know, with nothing more needing to be said, that 

Robin will do it as well as possible. Robin lifts the head and 

pulls it back into place, senses the sealed nostrils, feels its 

personality, Delight, as Rogers secures the lacing, top to 

bottom, tighter and more securely, a final, gentle pat on the top 

of the head. In the end, it is done. Larry Rogers’ exquisite 

creation, Delight, formerly Robin Jinnes, sits at the mirror in 

the North Hollywood studio and studies its reflection.  
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               WILLIAM WILKINSON 

 

William Wilkinson, Ph.D., tenured professor of psychology at 

San Francisco State University, looks out of the window of his 

modest office, in the Ethnic Studies and Psychology Building, 

on the campus off 19th street, in San Francisco’s Park Merced 

district, and considers his work. His current concern is to make 

necessary changes and additions to three graduate courses in 

his psychology curriculum: The Development of Femaleness and 

Maleness. PSY436, Variations in Human Sexuality, PSY450, and 

Psychology of Human Sexual Behavior, PSY456. These courses are 

themes and references in his new book: Private Play / Public 

Persecution, on BDSM, in final editing by Robin Jinnes at the 

behest of the publisher, MindCraft’s Mary Steff.  

This, his first venture into book work for general 

audiences, should establish him on the national stage as a 

powerful contributor. His publisher’s marketing team has 

already organized a national book tour, reviews in leading 

online and print media, and appearances on national radio and 

television, based on the book’s early promise. Market research 

has projected excellent sales, as well as likely translations into 

French, Spanish and German. His earlier books have been 

academic, primarily for narrow, professional readership, and 

attained only modest numbers. This new book will put it over 

the top for him.  

As he thinks about his book, he also considers his 

institution. He must at all costs bring honor, not dishonor, to 

the institution he serves. His colleagues, as well as his 

audience, will be watching and judging. The book will give San 

Francisco State University credit and status, he believes. The 

University has been good to him, in more than twenty years of 

work. He must be good to it. 
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Founded in 1899, with 27,000 students, S.F.S.U. does 

not rank with the elite institutes of learning in the United 

States, let alone the world. Wilkinson knows it. Yet it has 

illustrious alumni: the actor Annette Bening, the author Anne 

Rice, the comedian Dana Carvey, the singer Johnny Mathis, the 

actor Jeffrey Tambor. It is a long list. Its academic reputation 

and accomplishments are respectable. Wilkinson likes the 

place. He loves his wife, his children, work, his students, his 

patients. This is the life he has always wanted. 

The weather is clear, though many days in this, the 

western edge of San Francisco, especially in summer, are often 

fog-shrouded. Looking west across Lake Merced, he can see 

the ocean, where he would rather be. Surf’s up. It beckons him, 

as always. Surfing has consumed him, from boyhood. If he 

could have made a living as a surfer, he would have attempted 

it. But academic life has consumed him. He admits, in his 

secret soul, that for him surfing is only a hobby, though a 

passionate and all-consuming one. I was good, he tells himself. I 

am still good. I have a lot more surfing in me. 

The annual Mavericks surfing competition is coming; 

he will compete. As a seasoned surfer of long experience, he 

knows Mavericks exhibits dangerous waves, breaking off Pillar 

Point beach, in Half Moon Bay, at Princeton-by-the-Sea, twenty 

miles south. Wilkinson knows the fast and furious right-hand 

waves; on epic days, a rare left-hander appears. 

Mavericks is also shark-infested, often foggy, a cold-

water spot that tests advanced surfers’ skills. When it’s on, 

Mavericks instills high anxiety, fear, lack of confidence, and 

bone-deep chill into those who dare to defy it, even the most 

experienced and brave. It has the reputation for being one of 

the deadliest wave areas on earth, where courageous surfers 

risk their bodies for the drops of their lives. But the monster 
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waves here also deliver a hollow and heavy barrel, producing 

long-lasting memories to those fortunate to escape its casual 

cruelty. For them, the next time beckons. Then, the next. 

The beast comes to life when huge swells come out of 

deep Pacific water, usually in the presence of strong westerly 

winds, and spring or king tides. These waves collide with the 

submerged rocky ledge a few hundred yards ahead of 

treacherous rocks that protect the local lagoon. As the wave 

feels the reef, it rises and forms a tall, A-frame peak up to forty 

feet high, and higher, with a thick lip. In exchange for 

magnificent surfboard thrills, Mavericks produces deep fear, 

even in the world’s most capable and courageous surfers. 

Some of those surfers have not survived. Wilkinson 

knows this. He will go, anyway. 

All this consumes Professor Wilkinson’s mind. He 

wrenches his thoughts back to the present, to the wife and 

three children he holds dear. He has curricula to fix, students 

to advise, patients to see and help. He considers the book he is 

completing. The editing should make it the powerful 

communication he and his publisher, Mary Steff, intend. He 

rejects the feeling of unease, telling him all is not well at 

MindCraft. He has read the company’s most recent quarterly 

report, and feels fear for his project. 

He rests the stump of his left arm on the edge of his 

desk, the prosthetic hand sitting on the filing cabinet beside 

him. His arm stops between the elbow and where the wrist 

would be, if he had one. He feels again the sense of still 

owning the hand. Today he is having problems with insistent 

pain in a hand no longer there. He has removed his prosthesis. 

This does not help. 

He knows this phantom-limb phenomenon well. Each 

time he looks at the severed stump of his left arm, he recalls 
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how it happened, how he came upon the accident. The car had 

hit a light pole, flipped, starting to burn. He had been on the 

spot—right place, right time—moments later, walking home to 

Ingleside from his work day.  

While he saved the driver trapped in the burning car, 

next to the campus, the twisted hinges had held the 

passenger’s door upright, for a while, the car on its left side. 

The door gave way suddenly and fell violently on his forearm. 

The initial impact had battered and bent the door edge into a 

ragged guillotine, a meat cleaver whose momentum and force 

he could not have suspected, as he dragged the unconscious 

woman driver from under the airbag, after disconnecting her 

seat belt, struggling in an intense race with heat and flame. The 

impact and its damage baffled him. He thought human bones 

were stronger. 

He recalls seeing his severed hand from the corner of 

his eye, as it fell, knowing he had to leave it or suffer death by 

burning. Moments later, waves of unimaginable pain attacked, 

rendering him dizzy and faint, but not before he laid the 

woman down on the grass, under the trees, next to 19th. He 

saw the blood gush, and reached to stop it. All he had was 

hand pressure, the grip of his right fist on the bleeding stump. 

His entire body had been inside the car moments before, as he 

wrestled the helpless woman out, to safety. At least it was not 

his essential right hand. 

Wilkinson escaped burning. His eyebrows and hair 

were singed, but not severely. Moments after his escape, the 

wrecked car erupted in a ball of flame as the gas tank 

exploded. The EMTs in the ambulance provided initial 

treatment for his severed hand, stanching the flow of arterial 

blood, applying a tourniquet, noting his initial symptoms of 

shock, drenched in his own blood, radioing to San Francisco 
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General Hospital to advise of an imminent emergency-room 

arrival. Then they turned their attention to the injured driver. 

A police car whisked him to the ER, siren blaring. He 

did not give his name to the ambulance paramedics, the police-

car driver or the ER staff. He remained conscious, barely. All 

he could think about, dazed and confused, was he would be 

late for dinner and would miss his older son’s basketball game. 

How could he tell his family about all this? How explain the 

bloody clothes, the scorched face and hair? The missing hand? 

He managed by some miracle to avoid being identified 

or having his name used in newspaper reports, though local 

television featured the blazing car at the intersection of 19th and 

Holloway Avenue. To this day, only his wife knows the details, 

and his involvement. At his fervent request, she has never 

disclosed them. The mystery hero remains unidentified. 

Wilkinson found a newspaper photo of the car, taken at the 

moment it erupted in a ball of fire, and put it in an unmarked 

file in his cabinet. 
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                          TRAINING 

 

Robin must leave the Tenderloin, and go to Mary’s house. In 

these early days, before the move, a transition period, Robin 

still retains a superficial identity. The book-editing project with 

Professor Wilkinson and the digital-planning report with Janet 

Wilson are finished. Robin has disconnected, without the need 

for explanation.   

           When the move to Snake Road is complete, Robin’s 

identity will be erased. Mary will see only Delight and its 

derivatives, evenings, nights and weekends. Robin will not 

need the pathetically small wardrobe of jackets, jeans, pants, 

tee shirts, sweaters, socks, loafers and sneakers, and the few 

more formal items, rarely worn. They would not belong in any 

future existence, anyway. A sweatshirt and sweatpants will 

suffice. Robin will not remove anything, just walk out. 

With Robin back in San Francisco from Burbank, Mary 

Steff has priorities: precise body measurements at Mary’s local 

costumer/couturier, Dani Elden, of Sensational Stitches, 

preceding the clothing designs she will underwrite, taking 

Delight’s body suit and Dark Garden corset into consideration. 

Dani will need time to fabricate the initial garments, then more 

time for the other designs Mary envisages, eventually to create 

a bulging wardrobe of dazzling diversity. She has explained to 

Dani how Delight must go the edge of provocation, of social 

outrage, in some of the characters’ attire. Dani approaches the 

task with relish. She lives for cultural transgression. 

Robin must learn eventually how to assemble the 

external presentation unaided—theater, merely, but genuinely 

fascinating, and fun. It will be a welcome distraction from the 

realities of a shattered freelance writer/editor career, an 

occupation that is now history. Now: acting, but in life, for 
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sustained periods, not briefly or safely on stage. Robin studies 

the preliminary character notes Mary has provided, annotating 

them, considering how to portray the roles, to enhance them 

with playful imagination. What seemed alien, initially, is now 

intriguing, engaging, creative.  

Intensive body modification, walking and deportment 

practice are next on the agenda. For Robin, it is a fresh start in a 

new line of work, a unique acting career. Total immersion, 

dedication, transformation. 

 

§ 

 

Corset work comes first. Mary gives Robin what she calls a 

trainer, a commercial product she obtains from a local source. 

Custom corsets from Dark Garden, designed and produced to 

the eventual, desired body shape and dimensions, will become 

Delight’s permanent, 24/7 wear. She explains to Robin how the 

training will involve progress from a current 28” waist 

measurement to the necessary 24”. The entire wardrobe will be 

cut to the final 42-24-40 measurements, for which all the 

apparel will be devised and made. Those dimensions will 

include a generous bust created with a gelatinous silicone 

simulating an authentic, human weight and feel. 

The trainer must be worn all day, every day, laced 

loosely at first, then tighter every week. This, Mary explains, 

will adjust Robin’s internal organs slowly, comfortably, 

systematically, inch by inch, without causing injury or pain. 

She provides an informal weekly chart jotted on her signature 

notepad, showing weekly progress over a six-week period to 

be followed and checked for her to verify. Robin, who has 

never seen the notepad before, admires Mary’s signature 

graphic: a long-stemmed rose, stalk extending from top to 
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bottom on the left side, blood-red rosebud at the top. No name. 

None is needed. 

“You’ll wear the trainer continuously, day and night, so 

wear something loose when you go out. No one will know 

what’s underneath, and casual clothes are SOP these days—

sweatshirt, jeans, sneakers. These days, formal attire is the 

exception. One of my friends says he hasn’t worn a necktie in 

months. He likes unbuttoned shirts, or turtlenecks. Women I 

know haven’t worn a skirt in years. I know I haven’t. And 

you’ll wear your trainer continually, from here on out, then 

your custom corsets.” 

Robin’s padded and corseted 42-24-40 body pushes the 

extreme. Learning to lace the corset behind the back, top down 

and bottom up, to the center where it is knotted, challenges 

Robin’s patience and skill, finally becoming easy practice after 

weeks of body training. Obeying instructions, Robin tightens it 

slowly, day by day. Soon it becomes normal daily wear. 

Mary has also specified those stunning fake ballerina 

manicures, featuring sets of acrylic talons of radical length that 

impair manual dexterity, secured with a powerful adhesive. 

Their hues are based on character selection and lip color. Mary 

assigns crimson to the Caucasian, burgundy to the Chinese, 

shocking purple to the Black, coral to the Latina presentation, 

and electric pink to the teenager, matching the lip color of each 

prosthetic head, with its permanent makeup. Robin, applying 

nail polish to the multiple nail sets in the correct shade, is 

astounded by the details, but is starting to enjoy the game, as 

Mary had hoped.  

 Mary approaches the walking issue similarly: start 

modestly with minimum stress and escalate slowly, taking 

moderate steps, placing one foot directly ahead of the other. 

She cites online videos of correct runway walking technique 
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that provide essential guidance, to watch on the living-room 

flat screen, for daily study to accompany endless practice. 

Robin is starting to understand: walking, seemingly so simple 

and habitual, acquired since childhood, can be specialized and 

optimized for specific intent, in this case ultra-feminine. Time 

at Juilliard had not fully explored the issue. Here and now, it is 

central to the process. 

Mary provides a wide, cloth belt worn mid-thigh, to 

restrain the gait, to reduce the stride. This also helps with foot 

placement. The first heels Robin must learn to manage are 

easy, typical daily custom wear for office workers worldwide. 

Two weeks are required walking on moderate three-inch heels, 

transitioning to four inches for the next two weeks, ending 

with five-inch stilettos, to be invariable, constant daily wear. 

All the shoes and boots are from the great Parisian designer 

Christian Louboutin, with his signature red soles, a shade 

matching Mary’s rosebuds. Robin finds their elegant lines 

pleasing, wearable art, Louboutin’s genius. 

Necessary time must be spent practicing on this 

unaccustomed footwear until it’s second nature: those extreme, 

red-soled pumps and boots with five-inch stiletto heels. For the 

walking training, Mary requires one-hour practice stints, twice 

every morning and twice every afternoon. Using her 

surveillance cameras inside and out, operable from her 

computer or cell phone, she can watch from her office, to 

ensure Robin is working hard, progressing. Practice, practice, 

practice, she insists. 

Mary finds unlikely humor in this aspect of the 

training. “Think of it as being like one of my icons, Dolly 

Parton. I idolize her. She never goes out without heels. She 

lives in them. Probably wears them to bed.” 
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Those five-inch heels are an initial challenge. Robin 

almost invariably wears sneakers or loafers. Escalating heel 

height generates alien, stressful feelings in posture and 

balance. Louboutin’s pumps feature arch support and compel a 

shortened gait and heightened body awareness, for graceful, 

confident movement. Louboutin’s pumps are so well 

engineered, Mary assures Robin, that they become comfortable 

quickly. So it comes to pass: Juilliard’s movement and body-

awareness training, reprised. 

Slowly, Robin’s fears of breaking an ankle, or falling, 

recede. Mastery of a new skill takes over, and pride, an I-can-

do-this-thing sense of accomplishment in an arcane art. This 

accompanies determination to show Mary how well it can be 

performed, how seductively, as Louboutin himself intended. 

Practice proceeds from straight-ahead walking. Start, stop; sit, 

stand; slow, fast; pirouette, pivot—poised, part of the 

personality. Work the entire body: the fingers, hands, arms, 

head, hips, and posterior. Pose precisely. Focus, control, on 

sky-high, spindly stilettos, enabling the wearer to exude élan. 

Robin is becoming a dancer, determined to master the sensual 

choreography, to the tiniest detail. 

Eventually, Robin’s attitude becomes why-did-I-think-

this-would-be-hard? Now: performance in full costume. The 

house cat, a rescue orange tabby, Mary’s Scottish Fold she calls 

Snuggles, stalks relentlessly, welcoming Robin’s daytime 

companionship, desiring further acquaintance. A lap, ear rubs, 

kibble, milk, water, from Robin? Done. Leg rubs while Robin 

walks? Lap nestling? Raucous purring? Snuggles’ pleasure. 

“Snuggles seems to have bonded with you,” says Mary, 

laughing, “and Snuggles is picky, but smart, like most Scottish 

Folds. You have a friend for life. Now I have not one, but two, 

rescue pets.” 
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Delight’s initial costume pushes propriety—closer to 

street walker than matron, though acceptable street wear, just. 

Mary’s concept, quick and easy to commission and execute, 

involves an all-black outfit: turtleneck, tight leather mini, just 

above the knee, with suggestive front zipper, wide leather belt 

laced in back, matching collar laced behind the head, 

essentially a neck corset, that promotes an erect head posture. 

Belt and collar feature matching lion’s heads, rings in their 

mouths. Black leather bands are buckled above each elbow of 

the turtleneck, with clips on the inside, to attach to metal loops 

on the belt, one on each side, to restrain the arms.  

Then those stunning pumps and boots: killer chick, as 

Mary specifies. Mary brings the first of the five finished F/X 

prosthetic heads: the Caucasian. The Chinese, Black, Latina 

and teenager will follow, plus a growing selection of clothes 

and accessories Mary envisages. Many must be commissioned, 

custom tailored. The teenager will be permitted flats. “Don’t 

get used to flats. Delight likes heels, the higher the better,” 

Mary explains. “Height is power.” 

“I’m having the best time planning your wardrobe. 

Much of the preliminary stuff won’t be difficult—dresses, 

blouses, skirts, tops, belts. I’ll go all out, to fill the closet. My 

initial stuff is suitable for our night games as well as the street: 

black, leather, belt, collar. I’ll keep adding. But with your killer 

silicone-suit body, and corset, it’ll all be custom. Delight’s a 

slick chick. 

“I’ll have jeans and pants made, too. I can get loose 

sweaters off the rack. Wigs are coming, to suit the characters. 

Delight’s first is flaming red tresses, a demure black pageboy, 

then ash blonde, then more, the Chinese’s a towering chignon, 

the Black’s a mane of curls, and an afro, the Mexican a ditzy 
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blonde. Each will have three, four or more wigs, from tasteful 

to tacky. 

“My teenager will wear a simple ponytail, a nice long 

one. I’m calling it ‘Mindy.’ Little Mindy will do daily house 

and garden work, and help with grocery shopping. It will walk 

behind me in the store or outdoor market, check my list, push 

the cart, load and unload the car. Time outside the house will 

be a pleasant break for it. 

“Mindy is my innocent ingenue: fun, flighty, fidgety, 

sometimes a little naughty. Teenagers just like to play around. I 

have video cartoons, games, VR, and music for it. Those others 

are haughty, naughty, edgy, pushy, maybe a bit evil. With 

luck, they’ll piss off the vanillas, if those spectators can even 

guess what they’re seeing.  

“Never forget: habits create character, and character 

determines destiny. Delight’s habits are joyful, beautiful, sexy. 

Its destiny is to become my perfect possession, in all its five 

forms. Delight’s characters will consume you, irreversibly.” 
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                       COMPLETION 

 

Now Robin has taken residence in Mary Steff’s spare bedroom 

on Snake Road, it’s time to make it all real, bring it together. 

Mary wants her completed creature, ready to perform. With 

Robin wearing the first costume, fully assembled except for the 

head and wig, all is ready. Robin does not suffer from 

claustrophobia, but knows the first formal performance will 

not be easy.  

Robin swallows anxiously, pulling the Caucasian head 

in place, lacing it securely, down to the last-but-one lacing 

holes as instructed by Mary, a perfect fit over a freshly-shaved, 

bald head. As both know, Mary will never see Robin again, in 

her house, or anywhere. Robin has ceased to exist. Mary will 

dictate which of her creatures she wishes to see, day to day. 

More than a mere latex mask, the head extends to the 

shoulders. The over-all structure is stiff, but lip flexibility 

enables compression, to enable holding the cigars tightly. The 

features are exquisite, especially the eyes and lips. The lips’ 

slightly upturned edges convey warmth, amusement, 

desirability, accessibility. Larry Rogers has done beautiful, 

meticulous work. 

Mary clicks a small padlock into the bottom holes as 

she finishes the tight lacing. “No way out, now, Delight. You’ll 

be locked in, always. Remember, I own your key, on my neck 

chain. I unlock you every morning as I leave. You click 

yourself closed as you prepare for my evening return. I check 

it, my ritual. You cannot escape my embrace. It’s what you 

want. You’ll come to like it. I’m sure of it.”  

She zips up the turtleneck, laces the leather collar in 

place, and pats Delight’s bald rubber dome. She takes the wig 

in hand, the red mane, and attaches it securely, six steel pins 
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around the periphery, and adjusts the curls with brush and 

comb. Delight can feel the weight. The permanent makeup is 

flawless, provocatively sensual—lush lashes, exotic eyelids, 

highlighted cheekbones, glossy crimson lips. On the street, for 

money? Perhaps. On the runway? Definitely. In life, out in the 

world, as a genuine human? Yes, with its motionless green 

glass eyes covered by shades. 

Mary leads her creature to her full-length mirror for it 

to see what it has become. Urged by Mary, it struts and preens, 

wiggles and shimmies, swivels to left and right, poses with 

head and hands, body and feet, heels and nails choreographed 

and mastered. From behind the big, fixed glass eyes, the 

hidden wearer contemplates a new identity, a stunning 

transformation, a profound unreality, new habits to become 

permanently ingrained. Robin has vanished. I’m Delight, now, it 

says to itself. I’ve come alive, all the way inside. I can do this. 

Mary walks around her creation, looking it up and 

down, appraising it. A critical gaze. It must be perfect, she 

believes. She is investing heavily in her long-imagined fetish 

fantasies. They must be correct.  

“Look at you, you gorgeous creature. Touch your 

cheeks with those crimson nails, long and lethal. Look into 

your eyes, framed so perfectly by those amazing lashes. Run 

your hands over your body. Feel your big, beautiful breasts, 

your tiny, corseted waist, your full hips. Sense the slithery, 

sensual slide of your hose between your thighs, feel the weight 

of the wild red mane, the arch of your feet on those heels. You 

are my killer chick. Your strut should make today’s runway 

models look like cripples, wimps. Never forget this: I’ll inspect 

and judge you, every time, in every form you take. You are 

now in my finishing school, and you must get it right. I expect 

perfection, in appearance and performance.” 
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Mary takes Delight’s hand, leads it onto the patio, and 

sits it at the table. She reaches into her purse, takes out a 

panatela. “I said I’d tell you how you will smoke, to please me. 

I’ll explain, now, in detail. This will become habitual with you. 

Will. Flawless execution, no excuses. 

“Think of it like this. Your cigar is your own personal, 

private erection, part of your mind and body, a beautiful 

phallus you wear proudly, as often as you can, for me to see.” 

She holds it up and shows it to Delight. It nods. It takes the 

panatela in its fingers. 

“You will smoke two ways: nice and nasty. I stick it to 

you, either way, and you will submit to it. Unless I ask for nice, 

I want to see nasty. 

“Nice is beautiful, elegant, ladylike. Start with your 

cigar between the fingers of your right hand. Insert it between 

your lips and close them tightly, poise it to display your 

manicure, steady the fingers of the person offering you a light, 

with your left hand, and inhale deeply. Remove it briefly, hold 

it up next to your lips, hold your inhale as long as you can, 

turn away, and plume out smoke, slowly. Rinse and repeat. 

Attitude: beautiful, elegant, ladylike. 

“Nasty? Nasty is vulgar, cheap, crude, sassy. If I’m not 

there to stick it in, as I prefer, you must. Don’t poise it. Lower 

your hand. Don’t steady the hand with the flame. Hands on 

hips, chin up. Accept my flame, wear your cigar, breathe it, 

don’t touch it, walk away, turn back, toss your head. Think of 

yourself now as a successful street whore. You mean business. 

Attitude: vulgar, cheap, crude, sassy.  

“Either way, nice or nasty, after about fifteen or twenty 

breaths, remove it to pat off ash, exhale prettily, then resume, 

without missing a single inhale. Keep practicing. Seduce me, 

thrill me, with every breath. In and out. In and out. Your fierce 
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phallus, my dangerous delight—as worn proudly by my 

precious possession.  

Mary forces the cigar between Delight’s lips, and flares 

her lighter. She holds its hands tightly, and after about two 

minutes it becomes calm, anxious body movements quieted. 

“Relax. Give it time. I’m here for you. I’ll release your 

hands, now. Breathe normally. Don’t touch. Everything is fine, 

natural. You like it. You want it. You need it.” The tension 

finally leaves Delight’s body and it relaxes, sits, hands in lap. 

Mary smiles, satisfied. 

“Now, take up your routines, nice and nasty. Soon it 

will be second nature to you. You would feel naked without it. 

It defines you.” Delight nods, and practices for twenty 

minutes. Mary goes inside, then returns. 

“You can do it. You’ll practice daily, repeatedly, until 

it’s natural, reflexive. You’ll wear a cigar whenever you’re 

outside. There’s a full-length mirror inside, by the door, so you 

can study yourself. Take lots of time there. Breathe it. Become 

it, as it becomes you. Make it part of you. Show me. Take an 

hour, now. Take two. I’ll watch you play. Practice makes 

perfect. Enjoy. Later we might go out, try you at The D&S as 

my night-game toy. If not tonight, maybe it will be tomorrow, 

my precious pet.”  

The creature stands, reaches out to Mary with a cat-

clawing gesture, crimson talons extended, lifts its chin, inhales 

on its cigar, turns and walks away, confident on its heels. A 

wiggle of the backside, which makes Mary smile. Then it 

returns to Mary and stands, hand on jutting hip, saucily, 

wearing its cigar arrogantly, with attitude, chin up, nasty … for 

sale. Delight is starting to function. I can do this, it says to itself. 

I must please my Mary. 
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“You’ll need to chain a fresh panatela when the one 

you’re smoking is done. Think of it as ballet for cigar, nails and 

lips. Inhale deeply, remove it with your left hand, take the 

fresh cigar with your right, insert it between your lips, press 

the old cigar to the new, inhale hard. Voilà! After two or three 

inhales, the new one will be lit. Dispose of the old one in an 

ashtray, or crush it with your toe. Make the actions slow, 

deliberate, delicate. Subtle, sexy ballet.” 

Delight lifts its chin, cigar rampant, and gestures 

obscenely, middle finger upraised. Well, Mary admits, she 

wants gestures. Is her creature acquiring serious attitude, as 

directed? Is it celebrating a penis it wishes it had, middle finger 

falling slowly, joining the other fingers to create a fist. Power? 

Achievement? Detumescence? Is Delight showing contempt for 

an unavailable appendage? Envy? Its body language is 

indecipherable. But it is still wearing its vulgar, phallic cigar. 

Outward sign of inner desire? Mary cannot tell. 

Mary watches it from her living room for an hour as it 

jiggles and struts, with exaggerated hip movements, leaving its 

cigar untouched, chaining fresh ones, as directed. Even at this 

early stage, Delight is becoming confident, assured. Mary is 

pleased. She steps outside and approaches Delight. It stands 

and faces her, attentive, head in querying posture. Mary 

smiles, appraising her magnificent new creation. 

“I’ll clip your elbows, now. As we both know, you like 

to be restrained. You won’t be able to reach up, to handle your 

cigar. I’ll do it for you. Come when I beckon. I’ll pat off your 

ash, and process your next chained cigar.” She attaches 

Delight’s elbow straps to the metal loops on its belt. Delight 

tries, but can only reach up to its abundant bosom. It flails its 

hands, mock frustration, shakes its head, tosses its red mane. 
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“Perfect. Continue exercising.” Delight turns, takes a 

few steps, and turns back. What, Mary wonders, is it thinking? 

The gorgeous, slightly smiling face and immobile, green glass 

eyes convey … nothing. It nods. It is delighted, Mary decides. So 

am I. It likes its restraints. Delight sashays across the patio, 

snapping its fingers, hands extended in display. It stops. Pivot. 

Pose. Chin up. Inhale. How could unreality become so wonderfully 

real? it asks itself. At last, I am in control, powerful, desirable, 

wanted, perhaps even loved? 

Mary will have Delight’s name tattooed on top of its 

right hand for anyone to see who wonders about its name. 

Above the name: a heart, showing an arrow with ‘Mary’ on its 

shaft, penetrating the heart. The lettering of her own name may 

be small but its impact will be personal, profound, permanent. 

Two hearts beating as one. On top of its left hand: a pair of 

inviting red lips.  

 

§ 

 

Mary is compulsive about detailed planning and execution, a 

career habit. She knows much of Delight’s preparation will 

take time, particularly the wardrobe. But her permanent 

houseguest is here.  

“Robin Jinnes no longer exists. Give me your phone, ID, 

credit cards, and social-security card. Leave your room, and 

everything in it. Walk away. Goodbye, Robin; hallo, Delight. 

I’m changing your name, online, legally. It costs $30 and can be 

done in minutes.”  

Mary knows the system will obliterate Robin. She need 

not destroy the phone, though she will. She always likes 

insurance. Electronic erasure of Robin Jinnes will be tedious 

and time consuming, but much of the eradication will be 
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bureaucratic. Robin must be declared officially dead. She 

consults her tablet. She picks up her phone and dials, code-

switching instantly.  

 

§ 

 

“Joel, you big, black, beautiful bastard, I need a body.”  

“Happy to oblige, ma’am. When, where, alive or dead. 

Gender? Ethnicity? We give curb-side service.” 

“Any time over the next three, four days. Tenderloin 

alley—dead, of course. Cauc.” 

“No problem. My S.F.P.D. buddies get two, three a 

night, sometimes more. Drugs, shootings, stabbings, beatings, 

old age. The usual. Any prefs?” 

“Must be drugs—fentanyl, tranq. No physical harm. 

Medium size, slim, any age or gender.” 

“Consider it done.” 

“Make sure we can ID it—billfold, phone, credit cards, 

SS. You know the routine.” 

“Whoa. Stop right there. No can do, Mary. Ain’t gonna 

happen. The S.F.P.D.’s customers are the dregs, close to 

anonymous—homeless, runaways, out-of-state scum. They pile 

them up like cordwood. Most of them have no ID. If they have, 

it’s gone in sixty seconds. Their street buddies take ’em, and 

use ’em, quickly.” 

“You don’t understand. I have the ID. I’ll give it all to 

you. It must be found on the body, brought in with it, and 

reported, so they’ll know who it was. Or who we say it was.” 

“Then gimme what you got. My boys will call it in and 

stay with it, so no thieving SOB can strip it. They plant the ID 

as the ambulance arrives, my curb-side service. And, hey, what 

do I get? What’s the quid-pro-fuckin’-quo?” 
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“A date with the hottest Black chick in California. Or 

maybe anywhere.” 

“Promise?” 

“Promise.” 

Mary knows Joel, former Oakland Raider linebacker, 

retired S.F.P.D. street cop, now full-time security enforcer and 

bodyguard, can deliver. Robin Jinnes is about to become 

verified, bureaucratic history.  

 

§ 

 

She will need the question-and-answer voice series to present 

Delight. Janet Wilson will make the recordings. Janet won’t 

know what it means, or even who commissioned the work. 

Mary will direct the dialog: Caucasian/Texan, Chinese, 

ebonics, Latina, and teenager, to reflect names, origins and 

patois, all of it rendered in the correct accents, translated as 

appropriate. She knows the voice talent Janet can undertake 

the task, flawlessly, including reading other languages 

phonetically. If the project can attain international heft, those 

recording will be useful. She reviews the Caucasian/Texan 

questions and answers.  

“What’s your name?” 

“I’m Delight.” 

“I mean, what’s your real name?” 

“Delight is my real name. My only name. Dee-light.” 

“How were you injured, and needed your mask?” 

“My face was cut in a knife attack. They cut my throat. I 

nearly died.” 

“Where are you from?” 

“West Texas. Marfa. I live in Oakland now.” 

“How old are you?” 



 

 

                                        Possessed                            Julia Wood                                                                                                         

__________________________________________________ 

 124 

“A lady never tells, does she? Seriously. Am I a lady? I 

don’t think so.” 

“What are your body dimensions?” 

“42-24-40, five-seven—plus hair and heels.” 

“What do you like to do?”  

“I like to write, draw, dress up, watch TV and smoke 

my cigars.” 

“Any bad habits?” 

“Smoking. I wear a cigar whenever I can. I love ’em.” 

“What are you most proud of?” 

“Surviving. Then my body, face, hair, manicure and 

heels. And my cigars.” 

“Who are your friends?” 

“My friends are the people who helped me. They care 

for me.” 

“What are your ambitions?” 

“To love and be loved by the lady who saved me. And 

make my movie: Rebirth.” 
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                   MISSING PERSON? 

 

“Dr. Wilkinson, you don’t know me. I’m Janet Wilson, a 

consultant to Mary Steff, at MindCraft. I hope you don’t mind 

my calling. Is this a good time to talk?” 

“This is fine. What’s on your mind?” 

“I’m a digital researcher and writer, and a voice 

specialist. Mary’s making a digital push. I understand you’re 

publishing a book through MindCraft. They gave me your 

phone number.” 

“They cancelled, no rational excuse. The final edit was 

finished when they axed it.” 

“I’m so sorry. Publishing is never easy.” 

“True. We had minor differences, nothing serious. It 

was all done. My editor, Robin Jinnes, did a great job, and tried 

to push it through. Mary approved, then she reversed course, 

suddenly. I’m regrouping. I need another publisher.” 

“I’m calling about your editor, Robin Jinnes, a freelance 

who does—or did—writing and editing assignments for Mary 

Steff. Robin and I collaborated on a recent research project for 

MindCraft about technology podcasts and vlogs, my specialty. 

Nephrology. I’m worried. Robin has disappeared, right after 

we finished our work. I have questions only Robin can answer. 

Have you two been in touch?” 

“Our last contact was weeks ago. We were done with 

the editing. With the cancellation, I doubt more discussions or 

editing would be likely until I can find a new publisher. I’m 

working on it. Getting published must be like being vivisected 

or crucified.” 

“This is a bit personal, but I must ask. I like Robin’s 

talent and good nature. I ended my marriage months ago. I 

frankly wanted to become better acquainted. I also wanted to 
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offer introductions to other clients of mine, so we could 

continue to collaborate professionally. It started well, but 

Robin backed off, completely, though I don’t know why.”  

“I agree. But Robin, whom I also like, sadly seems to 

lack force of will.” 

“When I followed up,” says Janet, “every trace of Robin 

had vanished. No email response—my emails bounced, 

undeliverable; no cellphone. Robin had a Tenderloin address, a 

rather nasty boardinghouse, but likely inexpensive. I checked, 

anyway. Robin seems to have vanished, without leaving 

forwarding information, just … disappeared.” 

“Strange. Can you recall anything to indicate problems? 

Health? Work?” 

“I tried to get sense from the landlady, an elderly 

woman from Texas, or Arkansas, or maybe Oklahoma. Drunk, 

at ten AM—she lives there free, in exchange for running it. The 

place is notorious for its slumlord owner. She said Robin left 

three weeks ago, at the end of the month, no forwarding 

address, left the key, and took nothing. She gave me clues. The 

greedy slumlord raised the rent, from $800 a month for one 

stinking room to $1200, a fifty-percent increase. For anyone on 

a tight budget, that’d be a problem. That’s gouging landlords 

for you, in today’s supply-demand situation. Robin didn’t pay 

the rent as scheduled, first time in two years. Just … walked. 

Where to? I have no clue. 

“I know why they’re called slumlords. It was a stinking 

pit. Filthy floors, unwashed windows. Cockroaches. Earwigs. 

Spiders. How could anyone even think of living there?” 

“Anything else?” 

“Nothing was touched, from what I could see. The 

closet and chest-of-drawers held the usual, but Robin’s 

wardrobe was skimpy—blue jeans and jacket, pants, sweaters, 
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t-shirts, sneakers, loafers, socks, underwear. But quite a 

collection of costumes—Robin must be into serious cosplay. 

The room looked as though it was waiting for the occupant’s 

return. But after almost four weeks—tomorrow, the slumlord 

insists—the landlady must take it all to Goodwill or dump it, 

and rent the room. I got there just in time.  

“One curious thing I couldn’t understand. She gave me 

a piece of paper she found under the bed. It has a list that 

makes no sense. It seems to be from a pre-printed pad—there’s 

a trace of adhesive on the upper edge. Other than the list, the 

left side shows a red rose with green stem. It’s pretty, personal 

paper, some sort of private signature, expensive, but I don’t 

know where it comes from.” 

“What was written on it, Janet?” 

“Top to bottom, a column of figures. On the left, written 

in black, numbers from one to six, in reverse order, and on the 

right, opposite each number, what seems to be a dimension, in 

inches—six, then a dash, then twenty-eight inches. On the line 

below, five, dash, twenty-seven. Down to one, with a twenty-

four. To the right, a check-mark against each number, and 

what’s probably a day/month date, in blue ink. Weird.” 

“Hmmmm. Let me think about it. Anything else? 

Family, friends, visitors?” 

“No living family—Robin explained. No visitors, as far 

as the landlady knew. Robin was pretty much a loner. One 

personal thing I noticed, over a meal at Louie’s, the day we 

met: Robin’s professional insecurity. It was the prosody, the 

tone of voice. It seemed like a character flaw, though I hate to 

judge. Here was someone who with more confidence could do 

good work and earn well, but seemed lost and afraid. I 

couldn’t help being empathetic.” 



 

 

                                        Possessed                            Julia Wood                                                                                                         

__________________________________________________ 

 128 

“I detected similar attitudes, Janet—the force-of-will 

thing. Excellent mind, low self-esteem. Did you notice recent 

actions out of the ordinary?” 

“I don’t think so. No, wait, there was one thing. It 

seemed bizarre. I didn’t want to comment at the time. None of 

my business.” 

“Yes?” 

“A complete head shave. Total baldness, even the 

eyebrows. The result was a bit like a cancer victim after chemo, 

or, going back years, the actor Yul Brynner. His work in The 

King and I was a timeless classic. I found Yul’s bald head 

strange—probably just me. Good skull shape. It worked for the 

role. He liked it so much he stayed bald the rest of his life. 

Explanation, Dr. Wilkinson?” 

“I have none. I hadn’t interacted with Robin in person 

once the editing was under way. But idiosyncratic behavior is 

not unusual. Each of us in unique. We can’t know or guess 

what’s happening in others’ lives. What might seem strange or 

bizarre may have a simple explanation. I have my own quirks. 

I’m a surfing addict.” 

“Should we file a missing-persons report? Or would I 

be meddling?”  

“From what I’ve learned with students who suddenly 

skip class, missing persons are typically adults who disappear 

mysteriously for more than 24 hours. Amateur cyber sleuths 

often uncover clues to their whereabouts, but law enforcement 

is the first step, with a caveat. 

“Without some compelling evidence that something’s 

wrong—blood in a person’s house or car, say—police won’t 

take a report or investigate if someone simply hasn’t returned 

phone calls or emails, or didn’t show for a meeting. It’s not 
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illegal for adults to take a day off, not answer phone calls, or 

leave for a few days without telling anyone.” 

“I understand, Dr. Wilkinson. But time can be crucial if 

a person disappears. Adults may go missing from mental 

illness, avoiding responsibility, cooling off after an argument, 

getting arrested, held in police custody, financial reasons. Or—

I hate to use the word—suicide.” 

“Suicide’s unthinkable. But consider: is Robin AWOL, 

merely out of touch briefly?” 

“The vanished email address and phone number, and 

walking away like that, worry me. Though we don’t want to 

consider it, could Robin have been suicidal?” 

“I’d doubt it, though I can’t be sure. Robin seemed 

stable, to my clinical eye, and I’ve seen everything over the 

years in my practice. Stressed financially? Depressed, perhaps, 

but not to the point of an extreme solution. Too smart, too 

grounded. No, I’d doubt suicide. 

“It’s possible, but unlikely. Consider the writer’s 

challenge. Rough numbers, though I can’t cite a source: off the 

top of my head, at least five million college students take 

English courses, many in composition, a large number in 

journalism—though in the last decade 30,000 or more print 

journalists have lost their jobs because print media are dying, 

killed by the internet. Higher education is churning out 

quantities of potential, wannabe writers. 

“It gets worse for writers,” continues Wilkinson. “I 

know, first-hand. Presume a writer wants to try fiction. First, 

he or she must take creative-writing courses at one of the 

acknowledged leaders—Iowa or Columbia, say—to get an 

MFA. That’s the gateway to big-time writing and publishing. 

Though hundreds of thousands of self-published books are 
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printed every year, few generate revenues or a profit, and the 

filter to traditional publishing is beyond brutal. 

“Suppose agents, the guardians of the gates, get 100,000 

submissions—writers groveling. They reject 99.9%, or deliver 

Japanese mokusatsu—ignore, or treat with silent contempt. For 

them, it’s like a casting director looking at composites. Nine 

out of ten, or ninety nine out of a hundred, are dumped 

instantly. The few proposals agents accept for evaluation, 

mostly in New York or London, are competing with books 

from established authors, whom the publishers know will sell. 

Why gamble on unknowns? Walk-ons die instant death, most 

of the time, in any field.” 

“It’s no better for actors, singers, dancers or musicians, 

or artists of any kind, like Robin’s earlier acting efforts. It’s not 

a matter of skill. I’ve been at it for years with my voice, and the 

endless rejections are depressing, confidence-sapping, even 

auditioning with people you know, who supposedly trust your 

work. You must prove repeatedly you’re the Second Vocal 

Coming, with DNA proof and signed affidavits from the 

Almighty. These days they’d reject Jesus Christ himself. I was 

collaborating with a casting director once, and I watched her 

toss 99% of the actors’ paper composites, barely glancing at 

them. I could picture myself in the pile. Mostly they reject by 

computer screen, mouse click: Next.” 

“I only know about writers,” says Wilkinson. “Let’s say 

1,000 of those new authors are published, but ignored by 

reviewers and the media. The only authors who get reviewed 

and promoted into the publicity circuit—in the various literary 

magazines, on radio or nighttime TV, are the names, the same 

ones, endlessly. Everyone else is further out than the Oort 

Cloud or the Pleiades.” 
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Janet cannot restrain a hollow laugh. “If I were only 

into writing, facing reality, I’d be suicidal about now, myself. 

Acting and voice work are no better, as I know too well. 

What’s the old saying, a New Testament quote? ‘Many are 

called, few are chosen.’ Matthew, isn’t it?” 

“Wannabe writers are a bit like an ant ascending an 

elephant’s leg with amorous intent, or a billion flies outside a 

fine-mesh window screen, trying to get into one small opening. 

Lotsa luck. Even if they get in, they just face fly swatters and 

bug spray.” 

“Should we go to the police, Dr. Wilkinson?” 

“The police may not be able or willing to locate Robin if 

you file a report. A private investigator is more likely to use 

serious effort, for a fee. Find a trustworthy P.I. by asking the 

police if they know one who’s honest and effective. Ask for 

references. Check with families who’ve used the investigator. 

That’s what I recommend, if you have the time.” 

“Will do, Dr. Wilkinson. I’ll just make the time for it. I 

understand your load at S.F. State would make it difficult for 

you to tackle this business. I’m flexible.” 

“Please keep me informed. I like Robin, and I respect 

your concerns. If we must spend a moderate amount on a 

search, I’m in.” 

“I like Robin. I’m in, too. I’m on your side. But we’ll 

have to talk numbers.” 

“On second thought, Janet, I think it’s better if we meet. 

This is too important, to me, to try to conduct over the phone. 

We need a plan.” 

“I agree.” 

“My office? Can you make two PM, today? I have a 

break then. The Ethnic Studies and Psychology Building. Go to 

reception.” 
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“I confirm, Dr. Wilkinson. I look forward to seeing you. 

I’ll call if I have problems.” 

Janet Wilson knows, cognitively, her attitude over Rob 

Jinnes is deeply irrational, obsessive-compulsive, projection. 

Concupiscent, too. This is someone she hardly knows, whose 

attitudes to companionship remain unknown. For some 

inexplicable reason she is determined to pursue and unravel 

the mystery of a missing person who may need her help. She 

cannot explain it. It just is. 

 

§ 

 

Wilkinson and Wilson establish instant rapport, dedicated 

professionals who seek to understand and respect each other. 

Wilkinson likes Wilson’s no-nonsense, businesslike approach 

Mary Steff identifies and appreciates. Wilson likes Wilkinson’s 

open-hearted, thoughtful attitude to his life and work. She sees 

on his desk a photograph of the man, with his wife and three 

young children. Two huge surfing posters decorate the wall. 

“I want to make clear what I like about Robin Jinnes, 

why this disappearance worries me. Jinnes is a capable writer 

and editor, who line edited, then helped shape my new book 

into a powerful, salable proposition. But this underlying 

fragility worries me. I sense Robin has been experiencing 

emotional trauma, trying to decide how to live.” 

“Perhaps not just how, but if,” Janet responds. “I have 

the same gut feeling, but I defer to your professional insights. 

Robin’s competent in the essential aspects of our work.” 

Wilkinson’s phone rings. He lifts an apologetic hand, 

taking the call. He responds briefly: “Yes, right away. I’ll be 

there in three minutes.” He hangs up and turns to Janet. 
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“One of my students is in extremis, in the cafeteria. An 

overdose. The first responders are there. I must help, if I can. 

I’m sure you understand.” 

“Of course. But we’re not done with the Jinnes matter.” 

“True. Tell you what. I’m going down to Mavericks on 

Saturday, a surfing competition. Why not come down with 

me? My wife has some educational thing going, and can’t 

come. I’ll have the kids—Bill Jr., David and little Chrissie, 

whom we call Peanut. You’ll like them, and I’m sure they’ll 

like you. The boys are already starting to surf. Pick you up 

around six AM? What’s your address?” 
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                     FIRST DELIGHT 

 

Mary and Delight sit in Mary’s living room, this Saturday 

morning, for Mary to discuss the future. Delight is fully 

assembled, as required. Snuggles has adopted Delight as a 

personal companion and sits, purring noisily, on Delight’s lap. 

It is wearing a long-sleeved, black cotton twill sheath of utmost 

simplicity, fitted to the body, with high, stiff collar and tight, 

narrow skirt, just below the knee. The outfit features a slim 

black belt with gold buckle, dark, seamed pantihose, the 

required red-soled Louboutin pumps, complemented by a 

subtle perfume.  

Mary calls the sheath Delight’s little black dress, 

abbreviated to its LBD, for convenience in requiring it to be 

worn. She has commissioned three, identical, for daily wear 

and cleaner rotation, frame for the maid’s apron and cap 

Delight must wear when it serves at table. For this initial, 

formal day, Mary has added a brooch, a golden chameleon 

high on the collar, and a tiny, blood-red rosebud on the right 

shoulder. Delight is carrying its purse on a leather strap over 

its left shoulder, containing its essential panatelas, and its 

butane lighter. 

The wig is simple but attractive: a pageboy bob of 

straight black hair, coifed into a full, sleek cowl brushing the 

collar, the silver-flecked tips—one side interestingly longer 

than the other—curled down and around the chin, the ends’ 

delicate tints highlighting the effect. Delight’s presentation is 

chic, clean-lined, demure, quintessential restraint and modesty, 

yet stunningly beautiful. A lady. A professional. An executive. 

The wig is lacquered to a subdued but slightly glistening 

sheen, and shows no movement when Delight turns its head, 

head motion limited by the prosthesis’ rigidity and the collar’s 
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designed-in constraint. Its glossy crimson lips match its 

ballerina nails, stunning color vs. the subdued ensemble. It 

exudes a ladylike essence. 

“Now our agreement is signed and you’re complete, we 

need routines, procedures. For example, you may be 

wondering how you’ll spend your weekdays, when I’m in my 

office or traveling. You won’t be fully costumed—no head. 

Easy eating and drinking. Starting today, I’ll never see the 

person within, only the exterior I demand. That will be every 

evening till the following day, every weekend from Friday 

evening to Monday morning. 

“Weekdays, in the house, you’ll wear a kimono over 

your corset and body suit, hose, and high-heeled mules or, as 

Mindy, a loose sweater, jeans and flats—easier for housework, 

but don’t get used to the flats. Mindy will handle domestic 

duties—cleaning, laundry, preparing my menus, a careful diet, 

plus my low-maintenance garden, its hands and manicure 

protected by gloves. I have it all written down—an instruction 

manual. These are your character notes, the basis for the 

performances you’ll create. Apply your most outrageous 

imagination. Push these personalities to the limit, and beyond, 

wild and wonderful. Grow them. You’re inventing complete 

people, with histories and habits, likes and dislikes, fantasies 

and foibles. These notes are only your beginnings.”  

She hands Delight her material, updated from her 

preliminary outlines. Delight absorbs the notes. 
 

_____________________________________________ 

 

This is the back story you must understand thoroughly. Study, 

practice, remember, become. Discipline, focus.  
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     Delight is the root, and around most of the time. Study and enact   

my wishes, to the smallest detail. These characters must function 

flawlessly on the street, in public, not casually in club settings. 

You will make them come alive.  
 

Delight is based on a fictional character I invented, as the basis for 

my own adventures, my play, and Delight’s. 
 

Delight is a wild child from West Texas who ran away from 

home and hitchhiked to Dallas to seek her fortune. She despises 

social convention, does whatever she wants.  
 

In Dallas, working as a humble barista, she dates a Black man. A 

gang of young white supremacists attacks, rapes and disfigures 

her, then goes on to kill the man who dated her. The authorities 

hushed it up. It never reached the Press or other public 

reporting—the father of one of the gang leaders was a powerful 

and influential politician. She was recreated as beautiful, 

through a prosthetic head created by a special-effects expert. 

Delight wears it proudly. Loves it. Delights in it. 
 

This work was underwritten by a secretive charitable 

group, Helping the Helpless, to which I belong.  I won’t disclose its 

organization details or its worldwide membership of powerful 

women friends. I took Delight into my home after the rescue.  
 

   Delight’s true story is being sold to Hollywood. It has all the 

essential elements that will make a riveting film:  sex and 

violence, racism and bigotry, beauty and ugliness, insider 

influence and abuse, degradation and salvation. It’s based on a 

supposedly true story, a hook that pleases the greenlight groups.  
 

What about its character and behavior? These notes will direct 

Delight. The general background will have additional, specific 

attributes for all five characters. 

  General: 
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Delight is clever, playful. It delights in its truly luscious body, its 

extreme manicure, its big hair. It likes edgy fashions, far-out hip-

hop music, wild companions. It is a dedicated feminist, believing 

in the power of women. 
 

It behaves badly in public unless told otherwise, in which case it 

is docile, demure, and delightful. It is mute. It has cultivated a 

provocative walk and flamboyant gestures, in character, but 

socially acceptable. It wishes it were a model, but it didn’t quite 

make the cut. It is provocative, seductive, sexy in everything it 

does—its walk, its moves, its gestures, its cigar smoking, its 

attitude. Your task is to make Delight better and more 

interesting, day by day. 
 

Delight always does exactly what I tell it to do. That will be true 

for its other manifestations—four more, so far, more when I 

invent them. Each has a separate backstory and character. Each 

needs constant, strong invention. 
 

Performance of the highest skill and quality is essential. Bad 

theater is embarrassing and unacceptable. Thus,  for example, 

body control in walking and gestures must be executed as 

perfectly as possible. Excellent Juilliard and mime training 

provides the essential foundation. 

 

The other characters, so far:  
 

Xiuman is a privileged Chinese from an elite Beijin family, 

visiting San Francisco. It secretly despises much of the world, 

certain its Chinese heritage places it in an exalted position in 

which it deserves and must receive the admiration and respect 

of all who encounter it. 
 

Black Beauty is a San Francisco street hooker, living on the edge. 

Constantly in danger of being attacked or arrested, or acquiring 
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an STD, it is well attuned to the street. Its friends are all in the 

trade, protective of each other. BB makes its living from display, 

zero propriety. 
 

Putita is a young Chicana from San Francisco's Mission District. 

It wants to play, to have fun. It likes to tease the boys, but 

though it wants them it is secretly scared of them. It is proud of 

its body, its booty, its moves. 
 

Mindy is a teenage runaway I took in. It’s a wild child, much 

like the original Delight, but it adores me and will do anything 

to please and serve me. It worries that I may not consider it 

sufficiently co-operative, and may be sent away. It is sweet, but 

easily led. It has adopted Delight’s cigar-smoking—it performs 

nastily. I chide it constantly about its smoking, but it’s an 

independent little bitch and defies me, in ways I find pleasing. 
 

(For each, all necessary costumes will be provided.) 

__________________________________________ 

 

“Here’s what you’ll do, every time you enter the portal to a 

new entity. You will meditate. I mean every time, without 

exception. Soon it will become reflexive, something that will 

seem natural, essential, integral to the life of each individual 

entity as it evolves, an experience you will enjoy. 

“You will sit at your dressing-table mirror for at least 

thirty minutes, longer if you wish. Study your reflection, the 

image you see, which the world sees. Recall, in your mind, 

everything you know about the person, from the notes I’ve 

given you, all you can conceive. Consider your pleasure in 

being that entity. Add all your imaginings, wishes and dreams, 

until it fills you with pleasure and anticipation. Hold nothing 

back. You will feel everything about yourself—caress your 

breasts, your corseted waist. Touch your beautiful face and lips 
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with your fingertips. Your mind, heart, and creativity will be 

consumed, so you’ll become, fully and entirely, nothing else 

left within you. This is your sole existence, your reason for 

being here. This is your fulfilment, your delight, your destiny, 

your deepest desire. All five of you. 

“I’ll feed you liquid nourishment, and hydrate you. 

Since you can’t pucker your lips fully, to drink through a 

straw, or from a cup or glass, I’ll use a squeeze bottle with a 

long stem. I’ll offer you water, but you can ask—make a fist, a 

pumping gesture. You’ll get used to it.” She does not mention 

her illicit but carefully measured amphetamines, added on 

special occasions, to stimulate her creature. It will enjoy the 

energy flow, and feel good, not knowing the source. 

“In the evenings, you’ll be fully assembled before I 

come home. Wait on the patio, ready for me to light your cigar 

when I arrive. I’ll advise my arrival time from my limo by 

message on the home PC. Watch the computer screen, then the 

garage door. Be ready, without fail. I’ll expect specific exercise 

routines for my entertainment, from whichever one of you I 

specify. You will have time to present appropriately. 

“Inside, note the typical, daily servant duties: when 

serving as maid you’ll wear your LBD, and an apron and cap, 

and serve me and my visitors as required. Mindy will handle 

routine housework and gardening, and will come shopping 

with me, Saturday mornings. I’ll provide written instructions 

for the week ahead Monday morning, as I leave for work. Pay 

attention, focus, invent, and, above all, obey. Expect role 

changes, on my command. 

“You will record your new life. Each day, Monday 

through Friday, write one page for me, on one side of a piece of 

paper. The result could form the basis for a book. Since you 

like drawing so much, draw as much as you wish. I’ll provide 
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the tools—pencil, charcoal, pen and ink, high-quality paper. If 

your sketches and drawings are good, they could become 

illustrations for your book, comprising your words and your 

illustrations: Memoir of a Willing Captive.”  

“You’ll write about one thing, one thing only, in as 

much detail as you wish: your pleasure at being my Delight, in 

any of its five forms, your hopes and dreams of being 

desirable, pleasing me as my Delight, as any of its entities, your 

anticipation of how you will evolve, develop and improve, 

your description of your satisfaction at being so beautifully 

created as Delight, your appreciation of all your activities as 

my perfect, accomplished female companion and plaything. 

You will write about nothing else. No questions or negativity, 

never criticism, zero complaints. 

“Examples? What do I want to see? This: your pride at 

your fabulous body, your sense of poise, elegance and 

femininity on your spike heels and in tight skirts, your pride at 

your perfect tits, your sense of pleasure and power as you wear 

and breathe your cigar, your vanity at your killer manicure, 

your longing to become yourself each evening, ready for my 

return, your frisson of fear and pleasure as you click your 

padlock closed, to seal yourself from escape, acknowledging 

your state as my possession, knowing only I have your key, 

your enjoyment as I provide a light for your cigar, as I test your 

padlock, your arousal as you admire yourself in the mirror, 

your delight at the prospect of your continuous, Friday-

evening-to-Monday-morning life. Your eagerness to obey.  

“I’ll save and frame, for inside your closet door, the 

daily description I like best, to hang opposite the door bearing 

your signed agreement. The framed page may be changed as 

your descriptions warrant. You’ll see and re-read both pages, 
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daily, in their matching frames, to help you remember what 

you are and why you exist.  

“Drawing? You will draw yourself, in all your 

aspects—your over-all appearance, your clothes, your wigs, 

your hands and feet, your shoes, your eyes, your manicure, 

your lips, your body, your accessories, your cigar between 

your lips. Many angles, many points of view. 

“Since you’ll be here every evening until the following 

morning, and every Friday evening to Monday morning, as 

Delight or one of your other entities, you can enjoy the writing 

and drawing intimately. Then: feel yourself intensely, study 

your mirror reflection, become it, your inmost self. Imprint and 

record what you see, all five of you. 

“What’s so wonderful about your writing and drawing 

is this: you’ll be able to do what you’ve always loved, always 

wanted to do, but have been denied for so long. Now your 

writing, drawing, and becoming my perfect possessions will 

make you a success. You: Delight, writer, artist, actor, a unique, 

powerful, beautiful creature. 

“You’ll soon prefer to be my Delight, as Caucasian, 

Chinese, Black, Latina or teenager. You’ll be sad at having to 

spend time outside those marvelous, alluring personas, those 

magical times. But Delight, or its other manifestations, is all I 

will ever see and know, evenings, nights and weekends. I will 

advise you which persona I wish to see. I will invent many 

unusual experiences for whichever of them you may happen to 

be—Delight, Xiuman, Black Beauty, Putita or Mindy. Fun, 

stress, excitement, danger, thrills. The club, the street? 

Companion to a man, a woman? Which? Guess? You’ll never 

know, until it happens. Until I tell you exactly how to behave. 

“You’ll be rewarded for quality writing and beautiful 

drawing, which I expect, punished if you disappoint me. 
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Punished? Yes. I may have to restrain you, softly, though I 

know you want it and enjoy it, like our sharing at The D&S. 

You’re supposed to be writing and drawing to arouse me, to 

stimulate my imagination, to provoke my future action. I can’t 

do all the work. You have duties. You will execute them, 

promptly and obediently.  

“Writing and drawing as Delight may be difficult for 

you initially. Your manicure is ravishing, but hampers 

dexterity. You’ll soon get used to those nails. Writing and 

drawing will become natural and easy. In daytime, weekdays, 

you won’t be fully costumed, though I’ll never see you in such 

a deplorable state. Remember, I will only see Delight, evening 

to morning, weekdays, and every weekend, from now on, 

forever. I will never see whatever you used to be. Never. It’s 

what you wish too. Only Delight exists for us, now. 

“Once you have meditated, it will be time for your 

walking and smoking exercises. You will undertake those 

exercises on the patio, each time, precisely as I have described. 

“We’re going for our first adventure today. You’ll love 

it. I will bring my still and video cameras, to record your 

wonderful persona. Today an elegant young lady enjoys art. So 

beautiful, so refined.”  

She stands back, speculating, studying Delight. “I 

thought your big pink shades, to cover those eyes. But they 

lack dignity. I have a better solution: I will add a veil. A fine-

mesh, lacy veil over the eyes, a more open mesh to enclose the 

rest of the face, tightly, the mesh positioned so you can smoke. 

Those luscious lips must always be available for your sexy 

cigars, right? Right. I will apply your veils, now. You’ll be 

mysteriously marvelous.” In minutes, it is done. 

“Now, meditate. Go to your bedroom mirror. Make it 

happen internally. Let the useless past go. Live in the moment, 
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own it, become. This is your life, now. Your future. Nothing 

else exists. Come when you’re ready, after at least thirty 

minutes. I’ll be waiting.” 

Delight nods. It goes to the bedroom, to its dressing 

table, studies its reflection in the mirror. It starts to feel itself, 

its character, its wants and needs, its hopes and dreams, its 

essence. It examines itself, and sees a charming, elegant 

seductress. It lifts its right hand and examines its manicure. It 

touches the rosebud on its shoulder, the chameleon brooch on 

the collar it sees as its signature, the silvery tips of its wig, its 

alluring lips, shiny crimson on crimson. It feels . . . delight. I am 

ready for my first adventure. I will succeed. I will know no fear. I 

have become, and I will become again, in all my forms, all the way 

inside. I want to look at myself, and never look away. To be myself, 

entirely, as I want to be, as I love to be. Forty minutes pass as if 

they were seconds. It finds its reflection deeply arousing. It 

feels … stimulated, eager, ready. 

It stands, and returns to its owner. It focuses on and 

feels itself, and its every move. 

“Time for your exercises. Go to the patio, take a cigar, 

fit it between your lips, return to me for a light, display it as I 

have taught you, nice and nasty. Walk, for an hour. Strut and 

preen, strike poses, chain a fresh cigar when you must, admire 

yourself in the mirror by the sliding door. You’re my 

supermodel, my runway princess, my adorable creature. Think 

of how you’ll own the world, how you want to own … me. I 

see you serene and fabulous, calm and in control. Inside, you 

are clever and sweet. I love my five beautiful creatures but I 

sense their power over me as they become, growing and 

fulfilling their destinies and my fantasies. Delight me, my 

precious Delight, and I will delight you. 
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                     IN THE WORLD 

 

Mary drives them to San Francisco, to the Legion of Honor, in 

Lincoln Park in the shadow of the Golden Gate Bridge, its 

orange towers peeking over the trees, two miles to the north. 

She finds a parking space in the front, keyhole lot, an easy 

walk to the entrance.  

Delight pauses briefly before stepping out of the car, 

determined to make its first public appearance as perfect as 

possible. It recalls its time at the mirror, its meditation, all the 

thoughts and sensations consuming it. It examines its 

manicure, touches its cheek, its lips, its breasts. It lowers the 

sun visor and checks its veiled image in the mirror. It quells its 

anxiety. Mary reaches over to pat its padlock, affectionate 

discipline it cannot ignore. She takes its hand for an instant: 

“Be brave, my stunning, sensational Delight. This is your 

destiny. Welcome to your world.”  

I am serene, and beautiful, Delight tells itself. Everyone 

who sees me will admire me. I feel so complete, so together, so delight-

ful. I am having the best experience of my life. 

Mary and Delight stroll, hand in hand, to the columned 

exterior enclosing the inner courtyard. Delight takes in the 

magnificent Rodin sculpture, The Thinker, one of only twenty-

eight on display worldwide cast in original, heroic size. Delight 

tugs on Mary’s arm to stop, so it can read the plaque 

describing the museum, indicating the words with a pointed 

index finger and crimson talon nail. 
 

The Legion of Honor was the gift of Alma de Bretteville 

Spreckels, wife of the sugar magnate and thoroughbred racehorse 

owner/breeder Adolph B. Spreckels.   After some persuading, 

Alma convinced Adolph to fund a museum project. To acquire 
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more art and financial support, Alma went to Europe and was 

successful in requesting donations of fine art from the French 

government and from Queen Marie of Romania. who donated a 

replica of her Byzantine Golden Room. 
 

Inside, in uncluttered spaces with sparse attendance, 

they view great art. They wander languidly from room to 

room, drinking in the magnificent exhibits from classical, 

historical works to modern wonders. They pause from time to 

time, to sit on the benches facing particularly interesting pieces. 

Delight holds Mary’s hand, squeezing it, pointing when it sees 

something it particularly likes, and Mary lifts its hand to her 

lips and kisses it. Mary takes Delight to the restaurant, where it 

watches her snack. Its confidence is rising, minute by minute. 

In the exhibit area they discover displays featuring the 

work of Guo Pei, hailed as China's first couturier, with eighty 

creations from two decades highlighting her most important 

collections from Beijing and Paris. Through her exquisite 

craftsmanship, lavish embroidery, and unconventional 

dressmaking techniques, Guo Pei has created a fantasy that 

fuses the influences of China’s imperial past, decorative arts, 

European architecture, and the botanical world. Through 

her stunning fashions, the exhibition reveals her remarkable 

career trajectory, emblematic of China’s emergence as a 21st-

century fashion leader. Delight thinks of itself momentarily as 

Xiuman, longing to be Mary’s exotic Chinese. Soon, maybe? 

As they leave, Delight makes a smoking gesture. Mary 

finds a bench in the walled inner court. They sit close, Mary 

holding Delight’s hand as they relax. Its softly veiled features 

fascinate her, an extra level of arousal. Its vivid, slightly 

smiling crimson lips, cigar fitting an opening in the veil mesh, 

provoke in her a shudder of bliss. She tries to explain. 
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“It’s magical, here with you, my wondrous Delight. 

Though you’re mute, you speak to me with your mind. I sense 

your joy, your confidence. This is how it will always be for 

you, for us. I love to see you taking me in with every breath.”  

Yes, Delight says to itself. I treasure my new life. It’s 

perfect. I want it, forever. That other person is dead and gone. 

Delight reaches up to caress Mary’s cheek. Mary, in 

response, removes Delight’s cigar, pulls up its veil, and kisses 

it on the lips, sliding her tongue into its mouth. Delight feels 

Mary’s tongue entering, and bites down gently, pressure 

without pain, then caresses Mary’s tongue with its own, in 

silent intimacy. It does this whenever it can, to Mary’s 

enthusiastic response. They disengage, after a long kiss in 

which Delight, its nostrils closed, is sealed, breathless. Mary 

lowers the veil, and inserts its cigar back between its lips. It 

takes her hands, and holds them, tightly. 

From the Legion of Honor, Mary drives to the de 

Young Museum in Golden Gate Park, and parks her Lexus in 

the convenient, underground lot that gives them immediate, 

covered access to the museum. Here, as they wander from 

space to space, the wonders astound and please them both, 

though Mary already knows the museum well. She guides 

Delight gently by the elbow, from gallery to gallery.  

Delight insists on sitting from time to time, to take in 

the art at a slower pace. It clings to Mary’s arm with loving 

intimacy. Its tight skirt compels small steps. It points to art it 

finds particularly pleasing, and squeezes Mary’s elbow as a 

gesture of enthusiasm. Now, after several hours in public, 

Delight is starting to realize it is acceptable in the world as a 

person, causing no concern. Its earlier anxiety is replaced by a 

growing sense of ease and power. As they leave, Delight reads 

the museum’s plaque. 
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San Francisco’s world-renowned de Young Museum in 

Golden  Gate  Park showcases  great American  17th-  to  

21st-century  art,  and features international  contemporary   

art, textiles, costumes, graphic arts, photography and 

sculpture. 
 

Mary saves for last what she believes Delight will like 

best: a boat ride on Stow Lake. Despite the challenge of 

boarding in its tight skirt and spike heels, Delight settles in the 

stern, facing Mary. Mary pulls briefly on the oars to move out 

from the dock, into the lake. She reaches into her purse, takes 

out a cigar and offers it to Delight. Delight takes it and poises it 

prettily for Mary’s light. Then it leans back, hands on the boat’s 

gunwales, relaxed. Mary takes up her camera. Delight lifts its 

chin and offers its profile, savoring a blissful moment. 

“You gorgeous thing, you,” Mary whispers, taking easy 

strokes to the waterfall. She rests her oars and prepares to take 

photographs. Delight trails its right hand in the water, the cool 

liquid flowing over its fingers, wishing it could communicate 

its thoughts and feelings to Mary, or—better yet—that its 

memories could be stored in a box, never to be lost or 

forgotten. These are priceless moments. 

“Starting today, we two can go out together, anytime, 

anywhere—galleries, shopping, day trips. You are perfect in 

public, my beautiful, elegant companion, my true Delight.” 

It lifts its fingers from the water and playfully flicks 

droplets at Mary. Mary laughs her pleasure, opens her purse, 

takes out a tissue, and wipes Delight’s fingers dry, slowly and 

carefully. She holds Delight’s hands in hers, and looks tenderly 

at its beautiful, slightly smiling face. Joy passes between them 

like silent electricity. I am complete, it tells itself. Mary has made 

me what I realize I have always wanted to be.   
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Tomorrow, Delight vows in its inmost thoughts, I will 

write my perfect page for Mary, words already forming in my mind. 

Then, soon, I will see the page framed on my closet door. 

___________________________________________ 

 

A love letter to my owner 

 

I’m delighted to be here with you, my owner. 

Happy and proud. This is me, now. I give you my life. 

You saved me from a sad, lonely life that was 

destroying the person I used to be, a life I was ready to 

end. You have made me beautiful, desirable, glamorous, 

sexy … powerful. You created my image in every detail—

wondrous, mysterious. I look in the mirror, and see the 

reflection of your dreams. This is what you have made 

me with your genius, your skills, your desires. It’s what I 

want to be for you. You possess me entirely, and I’m glad.      

I live for you and your affection. I spend my day 

preparing for you, wanting to be your adored creature, 

perfect in every way, whatever you desire, from the top 

of my wig, to my face, eyes and lips, to the tips of my 

spike heels and the ends of my claw-sharp fingernails, 

from my big, beautiful breasts to the slenderness of my 

tiny waist. 

I wait for you on the patio with a cigar between 

my fingers, ready for your flame. I want to take you 

inside me, on and on, feel your joy as you look at me. I 

will not touch my cigar, but will wear it happily and 

proudly, glowing with passion for you, eager for your 

entry into me, breath by breath, not missing a single 

breath. I want my cigar, I need it, I must have it, 
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especially when you force it into me, deep and tight, 

when you restrain me so I cannot touch it, even if I 

want to. You’ve made it part of me. I accept it, willingly. 

I love to walk for you, the way you like, saucy 

and sexy, knowing you’re delighted at what you see. I 

enjoy serving you at table, waiting on you, placing your 

food in front of you, filling your wine glass. I cannot 

speak and never will, but as I stand there, my apron 

and cap in place, I am your humble, obedient servant. 

My mind and heart speak to you, every instant. If you 

could read my mind, you would read … my devotion.  

I love to hold you, to be held by you. It thrills me 

when you seal my lips with your kisses, stopping my 

breath. My life stops, and rests in your hands. 

You delight me, always. I want to delight you in 

every way, every moment we are together, as one, forever 

and forever. I long for you, as I write. Take me. Come to 

me. Penetrate me. Come into me. Now. Please. PLEASE. 

PLEASE! 

Your one, your only, your adoring possession, 

 

Delight. 

____________________________________________________ 
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                          MAVERICKS 

 

William Wilkinson picks Janet Wilson up at dawn in his station 

wagon. They drive south in silence, at this early hour, deciding 

mutually to save discussing a Jinnes plan for the return drive. 

The kids, in back, whisper quietly to each other.  

Wilkinson breaks the silence as they approach their 

destination. He wants to enlighten Wilson about Mavericks, 

and about surfing.  

“It’s down the coast, here, at Pillar Point, north of Half 

Moon Bay. The swells are just right, perfect. The time is now. 

Surfers from all over have been hoping for this. It’s a world 

mecca for us, the ultimate test of skill and guts. The good old 

risk-reward factor, eh? We’ve watched for months for the right 

conditions. The next few days, for the competition, Mavericks 

should be as good as it gets.” He smiles, exhilarated, 

anticipating the action ahead. 

 Janet reads his enthusiasm, his barely suppressed joy, 

but has reservations. She says nothing. She smiles, hiding her 

concern. She knows a little of Mavericks’ reputation. 

“What so special about surfing? I’ve seen surfers, at 

Santa Cruz and Fort Point. They seem to be waiting for 

something. I’ve always wondered what. The waves all look the 

same to me.” 

“They’re not the same. Those surfers are waiting for the 

perfect wave. You can’t describe it, but you’ll know it when 

you see it. It may seem silly, but there it is.” 

“Sounds a bit crazy, if you don’t mind my saying so.” 

“Oh, it is, definitely. Every wave is unique. Each asks 

something different from the surfer. We’re looking for an ideal 

wave, and for our brilliant response. It enters every nerve end. 
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It’s mystical. I find such a wave every few months, maybe less 

often. I’ll go on trying.” 

“When you told me about Mavericks, I looked it up 

online, including videos. This is an extreme sport. It takes 

extreme skills and extreme nerve.” 

“Yes. Part of the appeal. If it were easy, anyone could 

do it. Anyone can’t.”  

 

§ 

 

The parking areas are already crowded, the nearest already 

full. They have to move out to a more distant location. 

Wilkinson changes alongside the station wagon, getting 

out of his jeans, tee shirt, and sneakers, wriggling, one-handed, 

into his wet suit. He is unconcerned about his body. His 

nakedness amazes and attracts Janet with its beaty. He is all 

man, and appeals to her as such. He is as relaxed and casual as 

if he were standing in his own bathroom or bedroom. He 

smiles at her through the side window, an easy grin. This, she 

sees, is a man who knows himself well, happy in his own skin. 

If only, she thinks, I could be like that. But I want him. Now. That 

stump …. Stop it. 

He unloads one of his two boards from the roof rack. 

He is ready to go. Janet gets out, as the kids assemble for the 

trek to the spectator location. “You sure you’re ready for 

Mavericks? I’ve heard rumors . . ..” 

“I’m so ready,” he responds. “I know this place. I can 

do it. I live for this.” 

Wilkinson has parked as close as he can, but it’s a half-

mile walk to the viewing point on the cliffs. He has given Janet 

his binoculars. He does not speak. His friends are here, and 

many surfers he does not know, from up and down the coast, 



 

 

                                        Possessed                            Julia Wood                                                                                                         

__________________________________________________ 

 152 

from local Fort Point, Ocean Beach, and Monterey, to La Jolla’s 

Windansea and Oregon’s Roads End, along with men and 

women from Hawaii, Europe, Australia and South America, all 

drawn by the irresistible Mavericks magnet. They are silent, 

too. For them, conversation is unnecessary. They are not here 

to socialize. They are here for the waves. 

 

§ 

 

Dawn breaks over a sea that defies description, Janet decides, 

even if she had the writing skills. The weather is clear, with a 

strong onshore wind that, Wilkinson said, supports the wave 

faces. Those Pacific waves coming in from the west are so 

huge, the surf so scary, going out there seems inconceivable. 

But the surfers are going. She watches Wilkinson walk down 

with his board, along with a dozen others. Tow-in by Jet Ski 

and helicopter are well established at many locations but are 

not being used in this Mavericks competition. Neither is 

needed. Mavericks is accessible. Jet Skis are used for rescues, 

saving lives. 

Janet watches them launch and paddle out, the first 

three or four of them, around to the north just beyond where 

the waves are breaking, cresting the immense, the unbelievable 

swells. The surfers are often out of sight behind the mountains 

of water. With the sun up and the light improving, the waves 

seem bigger. Their lacy, foaming crests scintillate in the dawn 

sunlight impinging on them at a shallow angle. Then she sees 

the surfers turn south, paddling vigorously, and lifts the 

binoculars. On the cliffs, with the kids alongside, she is 

surrounded by scores of spectators—surfers, wives and 

friends—several with video-cameras to catch the action. 
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“Waiting for the right set,” says a woman’s voice. 

“They’re nuts,” says a second. “You wouldn’t get me out there 

for all the money in the world,” says a man’s voice. “Forty 

footers, easy. They’d better stay out of the Boneyard.” They all 

watch, riveted. 

The magnificence of the waves is breathtaking. Forty 

feet? Much higher. The first surfer, right below the breaking 

crest, almost hidden inside the curl, is Wilkinson. He is coming 

down the front of the wave, falling down the intimidating, 

vertical wall of water, tall as a house, his right hand adjusting 

his position and trajectory by touching the inside of the curl. 

His left arm, no hand, is clearly visible, outstretched. He is 

traveling fast, his board carving a foaming wake. Janet looks 

around at the spectators standing near her, and sees ecstasy on 

their faces.  

If it is ecstatic for the mere spectators, she decides, how 

much better must it be for the surfers. She contemplates flow, 

the state where everything acquires magical harmony, where 

performance is autonomic, beyond thought or feeling, when 

time stops. Though she has never seen surfing before, she feels 

it in them, now. She knows flow. Sometimes it reaches groups 

or teams, with results that seem mysteriously perfect, or close. 

It happens occasionally in recording work. She recalls a four-

hour radio play with only six small errors requiring re-

recording, from a five-actor cast of close friends, working in 

perfect harmony. 

Wilkinson rides several magnificent waves and seems 

in control. But on his last wave of the day, which he decided 

would be in mid-afternoon, he wipes out spectacularly. As he 

falls through the crashing surf, his board flies high in the air, 

then it falls back into the maelstrom, in pieces. As he tumbles 

through the foam, Wilkinson’s left arm stump impacts an 
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underwater rock outcrop, inflicting severe damage. As he 

staggers out of the water, the remnants of his board suspended 

in the retreating wave, the first-aid team rushes to him and 

applies immediate care to his injured, bleeding stump. After 

half an hour he is considered safe to leave, his left arm heavily 

bandaged. Wilkinson makes light of his injury.  

“Part of the game. Could have killed me. I don’t know 

how bad it is, under the bandages. They cauterized the open 

blood flow. I’ll need a new prosthesis, once the arm heals. Let’s 

go. And let’s not say too much to my wife”—he gestures and 

looks round to the kids, in back—“because your mother will 

definitely not approve.” 

I’m so staggeringly selfish and self-indulgent, Wilkinson 

says to himself. I put my hobby, and all it means to me, its extreme 

risk and reward, ahead of my wife and family. How can I countenance 

it? How can I do this to them? He already knows the answer. 

 

§ 

 

Wilkinson and Wilson conclude their discussion of Robin 

Jinnes. Despite his injury, and obvious pain, Wilkinson drives, 

with his right hand only, and is fully in control.  

“It all boils down to this: we obviously need a private 

investigator to check out this business. There’s no other way. I 

think Robin’s worth the trouble.” 

“I couldn’t agree more,” says Janet. “I’ll look for the 

right person or firm. A little time at my computer should 

deliver the right skills. I want him or her to be local, so we can 

be in personal contact when necessary. But there’s the money, 

William. It won’t be cheap.” 

“Human life is never cheap. I’ve got a thousand bucks 

to put up, now. I think Robin is a good investment.” 
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“Me, too. I’m glad I came down here with you today. 

The kids were in their element. Peanut was cheering you on, 

like mad. Those are three great youngsters. I’m so grateful for 

your invitation. Beyond the Jinnes matter, watching you surf 

was mind-bending.” 

“Thanks. We love ’em to bits. My mind’s bent every 

time I get a good wave. Later this year I’m going to Sunset 

Beach, on Oahu, then Nazaré, in Portugal, for my vacation. 

Bigger and better waves.” 
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                                        EVOLUTION  

 

Mary and redhead Delight sit outside at the patio table, 

supervised by Snuggles, who takes Mary’s lap. Delight is 

relaxed, content, herbal panatela in place as required. It has 

acquired ease, self-control, confidence. After initial reluctance 

to accept the idea of smoking, it has become accustomed to 

wearing a cigar outside, continuously, as its natural, habitual 

state. It would feel naked without one, now the novelty has 

worn off, as Mary predicted. 

“We must consider Delight’s evolution. I love your 

written page. I’m getting it framed. I like some of your 

sketches, too. I have developments, toys you will enjoy—

meaning you will enjoy them. I’m telling you, not speculating. 

They’ll help you think and feel more, by being controlled more 

effectively by me, thus delighting me, and yourself.” 

Delight cocks its head, curious. Mary opens her valise, 

removes several items, and places them on the table. Delight 

leans forward to examine them. 

“The first two are wireless radio earpieces, from Larry 

Rogers’ ear molds. They’re tiny radio receivers, fitting into 

your ears deeply and precisely, blocking all external sound. 

They let me talk to you—telling you how wonderful you are, 

telling you big, beautiful lies, sending you music, giving you 

instructions, teasing you, in ways we both like. You will hear 

nothing else. Nothing. 

“I control my radio and microphone by a belt switch. 

My microphone—here—is a flesh-colored tube mic. Wear the 

earpieces, always, unless I say not to. I’ll speak to you, and 

play you sounds, sometimes continually—you’ll love the sexy 

songs, the music of orgasms I’ll pick—moans and screams of 

ecstasy you may imagine come from me. I’ll load it, using the 
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house wifi. You’ll particularly enjoy the subtle, sexual 

mewings I programmed for you to hear as you drift off to sleep 

in my arms. Your automatic alarm is timed for seven AM. 

Don’t wake me. 

“You’ll like the Helen Reddy: ‘I am woman … strong … 

invincible.’ This, though now you’re much more than woman. 

You’re a magical, exalted being. You may seem to be woman, 

gorgeous and glamorous, but you and I know what you were, 

inside—all gone. From now on, you’ll hear only me, or sounds 

I send into you.” Delight nods. Mary pats its cheek. She lifts the 

ashtray, and pats ash off its cigar. It caresses her cheek. More 

than woman, an exalted being, it tells itself. 

“This thing?” Mary holds it up, hands it to Delight. “I 

had a clever technician create it from your dental moldings, a 

100% effective gag you’ll wear from now on. It’ll make you 

mute, though you’ve been obediently silent. Now, you’ll have 

no choice. You’ll come to like it—meaning you will.” Delight 

examines the molding, nodding its understanding. Terror 

engulfs it. 

“It will fit securely, match your lip sections, press your 

tongue into the bottom of your mouth. My technician made 

three: one to wear, one to soak in a cleaning solution after use, 

one a reserve. Use gloves when you handle it, for hygiene—

disposables are in your dresser drawer. You’ll wear it for 

sustained periods. It can’t be removed, once the head is in 

place. Sadly, your tongue won’t be available any longer to play 

with mine. I’ll miss it, but that’s how it must be. I want your 

enforced silence. I’ll command you to speak to me, though I 

know you won’t be able to. I want to hear you try—desperate, 

incomprehensible, helpless moans, whimpers … enchanting. 

“A breathing tube is incorporated. Since your nostrils 

are sealed against the cigar smell, you’ll breathe through the 
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tube, sized to your panatelas. They’ll fit tightly. Knowing your 

gag is in there, filling your mouth, though I can’t see it, 

pleasures me. If I had a dirty mind, I’d say it’s like fellatio, 

though you’d never waste your favors on a mere man—as if 

you could. But I don’t have a dirty mind, do I? Well, yes, I 

suppose I do, in a way. Not dirty, exactly. Kinky, definitely, 

just as you do, in beautiful ways we share. We kink together, 

link together. 

“The cigar you wear is me, my essence, my juices, my 

imagination, my desire, entering you moment to moment, 

filling you. I love to see it between your pretty lips, breathing it 

every breath. It’s me, kissing you, continually.” Delight nods, 

and touches Mary’s soft pink lips with its nails. It inhales 

deeply on its cigar, lifting its chin. Mary smiles her approval, 

which pleases it. 

Delight picks up a jewel box on the table, and opens it. 

Inside, on a white silk bed, are two small black disks, and a 

pair of tiny tweezers. 

“Your third toy. What do you suppose are those little 

black disks? You can’t guess? Or can you?” Delight takes and 

holds the box but does not touch the contents. It cocks its head, 

curious, shakes its head. 

“Don’t touch. Only I can. They are contact lenses, but 

not the kind a human would wear. I’ll apply them to your glass 

pupils when I want you to be blind, as well as deaf-mute. Then 

you’ll be defenseless, at my absolute mercy, to do with as I 

wish, anywhere, any time. My total mercy is complete play, for 

us both.” 

Delight listens, briefly showing no reaction. Then it 

nods, vehemently, and claps its hands approvingly. It taps the 

pupils of its glass eyes with its index fingernails. It feels 

arousal, anticipating new adventures of the senses. 
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Mary smiles. “I knew you’d picture it my way, sweetie. 

Remember, only I can apply and remove them. Maybe I’ll 

apply them at bedtime, and remove them the next morning?”  

She takes the box from Delight and puts it on the table. 

Then, on a whim, she removes the black contacts, one by one, 

using the tweezers, and positions them carefully over the 

pupils of Delight’s glass eyes as it keeps its head still. Delight 

mimes groping, until Mary seizes its hands, laughing. 

“There. Now you’ll be blind, to go with your earpieces 

and gag. You’ll learn the house and patio by feel, and memory. 

You always wear a sleep mask in bed, to protect those exotic 

lashes. With your contact lenses in, you’ll be double-blind. 

Sensory deprivation provokes wonderful dreams, I’ve heard. 

In bed, you’ll dream of me, wondering what’s next. Should I tie 

your wrists and ankles with my scarves? I know you want me 

to. You love restraints.”  

Mary puts her hand on Delight’s, and Delight puts its 

other hand on top of Mary’s and digs its nails in, hard. It rubs 

its thighs together in anticipation. I am so ready. 

“Your fourth toy is special. I kept the best for last. It’s a 

radio-controlled dildo. You can’t see it, now, blind, but you can 

picture it. Pick it up. Big, right? You’ll see it later, and feel it 

inside you. When I tell you, you will—how can I say this, 

delicately, or should I even try?—put a condom on it, insert it 

into your backside and cinch the straps tight, under your body 

suit. I have the radio control, a small red button. I press it, and 

turn you on remotely, thus turning me on, whenever I want. 

Suddenly, say, without warning, to see you respond—you’ll 

wriggle and writhe but it will be sealed inside, beyond reach. 

This may be pure pleasure for you, or maybe too much of a 

thrill if I forget to, um, y’know, turn it off. I’ll try not to forget. 

But … who knows? You don’t. 
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“I can hardly wait to see you play with your new toys. 

You, too, no doubt.” Delight nods again. It may or may not 

agree, but it must never disagree. It fears a gag it cannot 

remove. Mary reaches up with the tweezers, to remove the 

contacts, carefully. Delight picks up and examines its dildo, 

and clasps the device to its bosom. I want this, it decides. 

 

§ 

 

Delight tries the gag next morning, after Mary’s limousine 

leaves. The initial attempt is not pleasant. Forcing the device 

into place, easing the teeth into the moldings, the tongue 

forced deep into its mouth, induces in Delight initial nausea, 

wanting to vomit, fearing the danger of choking, a terrifying 

gagging reflex. Out, now. Wait five, ten minutes. Try again. 

The next try is better, but long-term wearing seems 

illusory. Yet Mary cannot be denied. Ten minutes, fifteen. 

Acceptable, still difficult. Plenty of time until Mary’s return, 

Delight tells itself. Keep trying. An hour. Yes, but hard. Two 

hours. Better. Three. Yes. Gagging reflex under control. 

Drowning in vomit offers potential danger, the end of … 

everything. Relax, stay calm, centered, it thinks. With my head 

laced and locked, it cannot be removed. Cannot … permit … gag … 

reflex … ever. But it must be done. Mary has commanded; I cannot 

disobey. Overnight, weekends? There’s always the emergency release 

signal Mary has specified: nodding and shaking the head, three times. 

I’m determined never to give in, never to use it. 

Six PM comes. No turning back. Mary must be satisfied. 

The gag, earpieces and dildo are in place, the head laced and 

padlocked, the wig pinned. Only Mary has the padlock key, on 

her neck chain. Delight is trapped. It feels fear, then curious 

pleasure. Now: performance. 
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§ 

 

Returning home, Mary finds Delight on the patio, in its LBD 

and red wig, ready for inspection, cigar between its fingers, 

awaiting Mary’s flame, along with her ritual, disciplinary pat 

on its padlock. Mary is wearing her tube microphone and 

radio. She turns on the radio. 

“Can you hear me? Wearing your new toys, including 

your gag?” Delight nods. Sliding the gag in place, clamping 

down on it, was an initial struggle. Eventually the constriction 

and nausea have abated, becoming something Delight can start 

to appreciate and enjoy. Delight waited until the last minute to 

lace its head and insert and close its padlock until the 

desperation abated. Now it tries to speak, but the gag is 

effective; only a muted whimper is possible. For some reason, 

Delight finds this arousing. Maybe Mary will ask it to speak, 

and it makes the effort, anyway. Maybe she would like to hear me 

try, it speculates. I’ll give it my best effort, anyway. 

“Mmmm. Mmmmm. Mmmmmmm.” A final, futile 

attempt: “Mmmmmmmmm!” 

“You little minx, you’re playing with me. I love it.” She 

takes the unlit cigar from between Delight’s fingers. “You want 

this, now, right?”  

Delight nods. Oh, please, Mary. I thought you’d never ask. 

Do it to me. Take control of me. Be strict. 

“You want me to stick it to you, compel you to smoke 

through your gag.” Again, Delight nods. “It may take a little 

while to get used to it. Let’s try. I insist.”  

She seizes Delight’s chin and forces the cigar carefully 

into place. Delight submits, leaving its hands at its sides. Make 

me accept my cigar, it says inside its head. Show me no mercy. It’s 

you, kissing me. After the preliminary struggle to wear it, 
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Delight is starting to like its gag, recalling Mary’s fellatio 

comment. Or is it comfort, perhaps, like a child’s pacifier? 

“There. It seals the tube.”  

Delight nods its understanding, and Mary flares her 

lighter. Delight steadies Mary’s fingers to focus the flame. It 

inhales, then reaches for Mary’s hand, shaking its hands, a 

gesture of anxiety.  

“Different, huh. A little dizzy?”  

Delight nods and points to the chair by the patio table.  

“Sit. Relax. I’ll stay, and help you adapt. I want you to 

be happy, always. 

“Feeling good, now? Like your gag?” Delight nods. 

“Sure?” Delight nods, vigorously. “Good. Because it’ll be in 

there from now on, enforcing your silence.” 

Mary pulls a chair close. Delight tries to reach up to 

remove its cigar, but Mary intercepts its hand.  

“No, sweetie. No! Calm yourself. No touching, except 

for ash removal and chaining. Accept it. Hold my hands. It’s 

me, coming into you. Kissing your pretty lips, every second. 

Breathe it. Become it. In and out. In and out. Never miss a 

breath. Good. You’re into it, as I am into you. Maybe I should 

restrain you? Elbow clips? Maybe handcuffs? You’d like that.” 

After a couple of minutes, Mary releases Delight’s 

hands as it sits, relaxed finally. It seems composed and makes 

no further effort to touch its cigar. Mary reaches for the 

ashtray, holds it up, and removes ash with a couple of gentle 

pats. Delight nods its thanks. 

“Better?” Delight nods. “You’ll be able to breathe 

through it easily. You do it so beautifully. I love to watch 

you—so delicate, so subtle. Think of it as me, entering you, 

moment to moment, with every breath you take, penetrating 

you more intimately. 
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“Now, speak to me. Tell me, again, how you feel, what 

you want. Please, I’m begging. Please.” Delight tries again, but 

speech remains impossible. Mary smiles her approval. 

“So sweet. So mystifying. So sexy. Stop, now.” Mary 

presses the tips of her fingers to Delight’s lips: “Silence, my 

pretty toy. Be quiet. No more whimpering.”  

Delight stands, steps away, then looks back at its 

owner. It reaches up to touch its cigar lightly with its 

fingertips, nods, and walks away across the patio, taking small 

steps in its tight skirt, wiggling its hips, snapping its fingers. It 

trails its fingers in the fountain, momentarily, flicks them dry. I 

must show her, it tells itself. Thrill her. 

Mary watches, captivated. “You little minx, you belong 

on the catwalk. Those moves of yours. I see those pretty lips, so 

innocent and sweet. I know what’s inside, behind them. Only 

you and I will ever know.”  

Delight turns back to her, running its hands slowly and 

deliberately over its breasts, its tiny waist, its full hips. It tosses 

its red mane, enjoying itself, pleasing its owner. It displays its 

gesture of extreme vulgarity it likes to display, as it returns to 

share a triumphant high-five with Mary. It feels the power and 

pleasure of performance. This is … magical. 

Mary reaches up to remove Delight’s cigar; they kiss 

passionately, Mary forcing her tongue into the breathing tube 

to seal it. Then she tries an experiment she has been 

speculating about, a new dimension to her game. The panatela 

is the same size as her middle finger. Holding Delight’s cigar 

between the fingers of her left hand, she slides her right middle 

finger between Delight’s lips and forces it deeply into the 

breathing tube. To her surprise, and her satisfaction, Delight 

holds her hand, to force her finger in deeper, sealing itself 

more securely.  
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Delight ups the game. It takes Mary’s hand, and gently 

pulls it back and forth, rhythmically, finger in the breathing 

tube, in and out, in and out, not letting Mary withdraw her 

finger to let it breathe. Mary feels a sudden, uncontrollable 

surge of emotion, then . . . release. Delight’s impassive features 

show her nothing. What is it thinking and feeling, she wonders? 

But Delight has seen what it delivered to its owner, in her 

expression, and feels reciprocal pleasure. 

After a long embrace, Mary extracts her finger and re-

inserts the cigar between Delight’s lips, forcefully. It nods its 

thanks. Then she holds up the red button for Delight to see. 

Delight nods, ready to feel the new experience. Mary squeezes 

the button, releases it, squeezes it again, rhythmically.  

The message is unambiguous. A stunning sensation 

enters Delight’s body as the dildo sends its message deep 

inside, again and again, working as intended. Mary studies 

Delight’s calm features. Her creature is timing its breathing to 

her pulses. In seconds, they synchronize perfectly. The cigar 

glows, and glows, and glows, in synch, an external signal of 

Delight’s inner pleasure, their mutual arousal. It runs it hands 

over its body, caressing its breasts, its hips. 

“You’re wetting your panties, again, right now!” 

Delight nods, vigorously. It reaches for the red button. Mary 

deflects its grasp. 

“No, sweetie. No! Naughty, naughty. You don’t do this 

to yourself. Not now, not ever. That’s masturbation—selfish, 

narcissistic. I forbid it. I do it to you, when I decide, only then, 

but especially when you least expect it. I want to see you dance 

to it, shake your booty, get down and get funky. Nice, nasty 

times, right? You do it to me, when you hold my hand as I put 

my finger into your breathing tube. I do it to you. We delight 

each other.” 
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Delight tilts its head, displaying curiosity. 

“You’re not selfish. Your nature is to give pleasure—to 

me. You always do, with how you look, walk, gesture, smoke, 

with how you hold me and kiss me. You know the old saying: 

‘It is more blessed to give than to receive.’ I’m no different. I 

like to give to you. We own each other, sweetie.” 
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                                 P.I. 

 

Denise Marron, the private investigator Janet Wilson has 

chosen, sits at her desk in her seedy Potrero Hill office and 

reviews the case brought to her by two concerned colleagues. 

Denise has been at this job for ten years, after a twenty-year 

U.S. Navy stint in security, intelligence and IT. Janet Wilson 

seems thoughtful and grounded, as best Denise can tell. Her 

$1,000 initial retainer check cashed without difficulty, with a 

similar check from William Wilkinson, a San Francisco State 

professor. They will spend more, they say, if her, Denise’s, 

research proves promising. Janet will be Denise’s liaison. The 

contract is direct, simple. 

Robin Jinnes, former Tenderloin resident, has 

disappeared, no known forwarding address. Phone and email 

disconnected. No known family. No criminal record. No police 

or media accident report. Robin, described by Wilson, has 

seemingly vanished. What is the explanation? Is it deliberate, 

compelled by circumstances, suicide, foul play? It’s that 

simple, that complicated, Denise decides. 

If it’s deliberate, it will be more difficult, she knows. What 

was Robin’s life situation? From the landlady’s account Janet 

conveyed, Robin was on the shorts, unable to meet a demand 

for higher rent. But budget shortfall for a San Francisco 

resident would not be unusual, in days of skyrocketing costs. 

Suicide? Foul play? Denise decides to play her local 

bureaucracy card. She calls the San Francisco City Morgue, the 

fastest way to determine whether her missing person has 

shown up dead. 

“Danny boy, I got a quickie for you, if you have a 

moment. Open and shut. Easy.” 
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“This is Stiffs ‘R’ Us, hon. Lost a stiff? Careless of you. 

Old saying: ‘You stab ’em, we slab ’em.’ Or is it ‘You kill ’em, 

we chill ’em’. Take your pick.” 

“Wise guy. No, but I’d like to know if you’ve maybe 

got one for me.” 

“We never run out. Store ’em by the yard, night and 

day. How many d’you want? You mean a particular one?”  

“Course I do. I’m looking for a missing person.”  

“Okay, Den, ’kay, relax. Name, physical, area of the 

city, or California—can’t do out-of-state instantly, but in a 

couple days, at least on the left coast—.” 

“Robin Jinnes. J-I-N-N-E-S. Five-six or -seven, one ten, 

fifteen, twenty. Caucasian. San Francisco. Tenderloin, maybe.” 

“Let’s see what we got.”  

Denise hears computer keystrokes, clickety-clack, and 

waits impatiently. 

“Yeah. You’re in luck. Came in last night, or the night 

before. OD, Tenderloin. Five-six, one-sixteen, close enough. 

Another fentanyl. We’re getting a shitload these days. You 

must be psychic or sump’n.” 

“May I see the body, right away?”  

“Be my guest. C’mon by. Seen one, seen ’em all, eh?” 

“Not always. I’ll be there in ten, maybe fifteen.” 

Danny leads Denise to the lockers, checks the labels, 

picks one, opens the door, and rolls out the body. Denise 

checks the toe tag, walks to the head, and pulls the sheet back. 

“We have the effects,” says Danny. “Billfold, phone, no 

money. Someone musta got the bucks, if any, before we got the 

deceased. First responders’ perks. The effects are on file.” 

“I’ll need them. Especially the cell.” 

“I won’t tell. Most of ’em are field-stripped in five 

minutes, like stolen cars. The street smells out death, fast. But, 
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hey, they may be dead bodies to most people, but they’re my 

bread and butter.” 

“You got a sick sense of humor, Danny boy.” 

“Goes with the job. If I didn’t laugh a lot, I’d have to kill 

myself. Join my own stiffs.” 

Denise has no difficulty assessing the situation. Over 

the years she has seen her fair share, but looking into the 

eternal void never comes lightly. This was once a person, born 

of and presumably loved by a mother. She pulls the sheet back 

to cover the face, shakes her head. 

“Well, Danny boy, you’ve shown me a stiff, but it’s the 

wrong one.” 

“Wrong? No such thing. Looks real enough to me. We 

got the name right.” 

“This one has a full head of hair. The one I’m looking 

for is bald as a coot. Your ID is screwed.”  

 

§ 

 

Denise meets again with Wilkinson and Wilson—her two Ws, 

as she calls them—to disclose her morgue findings. First, she 

poses a conundrum to them. 

“Do you read the local rag?” 

“No,” says Wilkinson. “I read The New York Times, and 

The Washington Post, online. Five, seven bucks a month, each. I 

haven’t got time for local papers. I listen to the radio, mostly 

driving, and I check TV and cable news. I’m busy. Courses to 

plan and teach, faculty to manage, students to grade, patients 

to see, a book to write. Too much work chasing too little time.”  

“I like to hold print in my hands,” adds Wilson. “Sure, 

old fashioned. I used to read The San Francisco Chronicle. These 

days they get $75 a month for the print version, too rich for my 
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blood. The last hundred subscribers must be carrying the 

whole thing, and when they die … no more paper. Did you 

know 30,000 U.S. print journalists have lost their jobs in the last 

decade. Probably as many worldwide. More and more money 

for less and less newspaper doesn’t work for me.” 

“Then I have interesting news. The two leading local 

dailies, the Chronicle, and the San Jose Mercury-News, both run 

what they call life tributes, what used to be called obits. Family 

and friends buy space to print eulogies for deceased relatives, 

people they consider important and valuable. Publication is 

costly, starting at five hundred and up, depending on length, 

number of columns, frequency in the paper, and whether a 

photo is included. 

“Both papers are carrying life tributes for Robin. Two 

columns, with photo. Lot of space to describe someone with—

face it—modest accomplishments, and no living relatives, still 

way short of half a century. My rough guesstimate is whoever 

is running this stuff has spent three, four thousand bucks, or 

more, already, and counting. I tried to find out who’s putting 

up the money, but the papers’ privacy rules stopped me. I’m 

still trying, but I’m not hopeful. I got insiders all over town, but 

not in this case. 

“Someone apparently wants to erase Robin, and make 

it public. I intend to find out who it is, perhaps find Robin, 

who may be alive. I doubt it’s suicide, but at least no genuine 

body has turned up yet. We got a fake. This smells, to me. I’ll 

get forensics done on the phone I retrieved: who Robin talked 

to, when, for how long. If any of my NSA buddies are still 

there, back in Fort Meade, I may get more stuff. You’d be 

amazed at cyber forensics these days.” 

“How can you be certain Robin is still alive?” 
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“I’m not. I said may, right? That also means may not. I 

mentioned genuine. I went to the city morgue to look at the 

body ID’d as Robin’s—I have friends in low places. The one 

they showed me wasn’t Robin. I expect to find out who it was, 

in a day or two, but it was definitely not Robin.” 
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                            ART FOR ART’S SAKE  

 

“We’ve taken it easy, so far—The Legion of Honor, the de 

Young, our lovely Stow Lake experience. All semi-private, 

secure, hardly public, no risk. We’ll escalate, now, do a street 

scene. We’ll move up to danger. Let’s see if you can handle it.”  

It is Saturday morning. Mary is sitting with Delight at 

the kitchen table. Mary is studying the morning newspaper, as 

is her wont, sipping her coffee. Both are wearing nightgowns, 

not yet having dressed for the day. Delight is in default mode, 

Caucasian, since the previous evening, but a blonde, as 

requested by Mary, layered curls framing its face and falling to 

its shoulders. It is wearing high-heeled, fluffy mules, part of its 

domestic ensemble. 

“It’s rainy.” Mary waves at the dismal day. Distracted 

with playful interaction, she and Delight had not watched the 

previous evening’s TV weather predictions.  

“We need a dry, inside space to play, to show you off. 

A place we can both enjoy. 

“You might recall a human you knew, in an earlier life. 

Clever, likable, but lacking self-confidence, failing in life and 

work, desperate. An individual who needed love. 

“Whoever it was—gone, now, forever—described an 

unrequited life, experiences not yet enjoyed, places not visited, 

sights not seen, art not examined, intimacy not shared. You’re 

Delight now. You can relish these pleasures, at last. I bring 

them to you, because I can. That’s why we went to the Legion 

of Honor, the de Young, Stow Lake. Only the beginning.” 

Delight nods. Mary extends her hand across the table 

and takes Delight’s in hers.  

“My elegant Chinese will be my companion today. 

We’ll go to the Asian Art Museum in San Francisco’s Civic 
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Center. Change to Xiuman. Use your burgundy manicure set, 

to match the lips. Those lips and nails will contrast stunningly 

with your pale, delicate Chinese features. I’ll unlock you now. 

Go up, and make the changes. 

“Wear your black silk cheongsam with red lining, the 

breast-to-hem dragon, the side slit. It’ll fit perfectly, as 

designed. With its mid-calf length, your height will be nicely 

accentuated. The stiff mandarin collar, up to your chin, gives it 

formality. Your elaborate chignon is upswept, so you’ll need 

those massive, pendulous garnet earrings I got for you, to set it 

off, to match those lips. My rosebud on your collar, of course. 

Your presentation will make you a star. Your skirt is so tight, 

as I had our designer create it, you’ll find walking exciting. I 

know I’ll find it a thrill, watching you. 

“Remember the name I found for my delectable 

Chinese: Xiuman. I learned it from one of my Chinese-

American authors, and it’s perfect for you. At first, I thought 

something evil and sinister, perhaps, a Dragon Lady thing, but 

it’s not right. Xiuman is cool, elegant, inscrutable, yet capable 

of evil—poisoning, perhaps? I’ve heard it’s an old Oriental 

custom. The Chinese word, Xiuman, means, in English, 

beautiful, elegant, and gentle. Xiuman is all that, and more: 

clever and wise, jet-black hair up behind the head in a 

magnificent, coiled chignon, those burgundy red lips and nails. 

Yes, those claws should be sufficiently dragon-lady-like. 

“Your name, in English, is pronounced shoo-man. I like 

it: ‘Go away, man, don’t touch me, don’t even dare to try.’ 

Shoo. Arrogant, superior, elitist, above it all. Despising men. 

“Men? Pah. Your name, said as shoo-man, tells the 

world you reject men and prefer women, even if you can’t say 

it. You don’t desire women, plural. You want only one: me. But 

yours is still a beautiful, elegant and gentle name reflecting 
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your nature. You Chinese want to conquer the world, as in 

centuries past. Today you, Xiuman, are its Empress: tall, regal, 

proud. Onlookers will admire you, respect you, bow to you, 

and lust after you. I will lust after you, too, as you vanquish me 

with your look, your style, your actions, your attitude. 

“Mediate deeply, sweet thing. Consider your multi-

generational Chinese roots. Think of how your family has 

ruled, how it’s respected and honored, rich and powerful, elite. 

Study the reflection of your serene loveliness. Let it all enter 

you, control you, consume you.”  

Xiuman returns an hour later, complete, stunning, 

exotic. Mary feels … intimidated. She will not show it. What 

have I created? she wonders. It’s almost too much. I must be strong.  

 

§ 

 

Mary parks her Lexus in the Civic Center garage and the 

couple walks hand in hand the short distance to the museum. 

In its second adventure in public, Delight—now Xiuman—still 

feels anxiety, the fear of being seen, judged and found out as 

unreal. By concentrating, thinking only of Mary, and pleasing 

her, of body awareness and control, it controls its panic, and 

manages the walk with assurance and poise. The weight of its 

upswept chignon makes its haughty, chin-high head posture 

instinctive, in character. The rain and damp sidewalk present a 

concern, on those heels, but Mary holds her umbrella high, to 

make sure she and Xiuman remain scrupulously dry. 

Mary was right about the skirt: Xiuman must take 

small, patient steps, serving, in their own way, conveying 

deceptive vulnerability. Its stilettos compound the effect It is 

hobbled. Their slow, companionable stroll around the museum 

is calming, aesthetically rewarding. Using her radio, Mary 
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reads the labels on the art pieces and describes to her 

possession, in subtle whispers, aspects of the displays she 

knows Xiuman will find interesting and enjoyable: a beauteous 

Chinese, appreciating beautiful Asian art. 

Xiuman takes Mary’s arm from the instant they enter, 

and clings tightly. Xiuman is all Mary hoped: tall, regal, proud. 

They pause occasionally to sit on the available benches and 

admire particular works. The Hiroshige woodblock prints 

convey special rewards, Xiuman lifting an elegant index finger, 

a long, curved, burgundy talon, to point out aspects of a 

specific piece, wishing it could speak, careful not to approach 

too closely. Attentive guards in every room, Xiuman knows, 

will not permit displayed objects to be touched. 

Before leaving, they go to the quiet back patio where 

refreshments are served. Mary orders tea, and hydrates 

Xiuman unobtrusively. The chairs here are low, unlike the 

benches in the museum itself, but Xiuman negotiates gracefully 

the challenge of sitting in its tight skirt, the side slit opening 

slightly to show the red lining, matching the soles of its 

Louboutin pumps.  

Mary takes tea, as Xiuman watches her and smokes its 

cigar, slowly and gracefully, sensual ballet for lips and 

manicure, as required by Mary, reaching out occasionally to 

touch Mary’s hand. A Museum patron, an elderly Asian lady, 

comes over to complain about Xiuman’s cigar, coughing her 

anger and disgust, frowning her disapproval, fanning outrage 

with her hands.  

As Mary explains, patiently, smoking is permitted in 

this area. The lady wonders aloud how such a beautiful, 

elegant lady could be so foolish as to jeopardize her health in 

this unseemly way. She backs away, finally, her indignation 

unrequited, displeasure on her face, shaking her head in 
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dismay. Xiuman seems to understand and interpret the 

incident. It turns to Mary and points to its cigar with a dragon-

lady fingernail, then at its heart, nodding, approving of its own 

behavior. It turns to the retreating Asian lady, shaking its head 

contemptuously, waving a dismissive hand. I love my cigar, it 

says to itself. It’s Mary, entering me, every breath. Yes. Yessss. 

Earpieces in place, Xiuman has heard nothing of the 

exchange. It sits silently, relaxing with its owner. Mary looks 

fondly at her toy. She finds its glossy burgundy lips, with its 

teasing, enigmatic smile featured in all her beautiful creatures, 

particularly appealing, loving how its towering coiffeur and 

marvelous earrings balance and frame its pale features, 

emerging like a flower from the high collar with its red piping. 

She likes its high cheekbones and distinctive Chinese eyes, 

shrouded mysteriously by its pink shades. In ways she cannot 

articulate, she fears it. 

Its cigar is incongruous, Mary realizes, but something 

she can tolerate, for the endless pleasure of watching Xiuman’s 

provocative performance. She pictures herself entering 

Xiuman, delighting and arousing them both. “In … out, in … 

out,” she whispers to her toy, in synch with each inhale and 

exhale, and Xiuman nods. Other museum visitors find Xiuman 

attention-getting. Their surreptitious glances, especially from 

the men, are hard to miss.  

If only I could talk to you, tell you, Xiuman says to itself, 

and to Mary, inside its head, securely gagged. I feel so 

wonderful, so desirable, so complete. I feel my roots. I feel my power 

over mere men. I see them looking at me, desiring me. But they 

cannot have me. They must watch and wonder. I am inscrutable. But 

you are here, inside me, Mary. I belong to you. I take you into me 

every time I inhale on my sexy cigar, every breath. I see you smile 
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your approval. I want to do it the way you like, always. I will find 

ways to move you with it. Watch and wait. I am clever, cunning. 

Mary opens her purse to find and apply lip balm. In the 

bottom of her purse is the little red button. Desire attacks her 

She holds it up to Xiuman for an instant, smiling, taunting, 

teasing, but manages to overcome the temptation it represents. 

Why provoke this gorgeous, glamorous creature sitting beside 

her, so elegant, so calm? Time to energize it later. It cannot 

resist her, ever. Instead of using the button, she reaches behind 

Xiuman’s neck and tugs gently on its padlock under the high 

collar. Xiuman lifts its chin and looks away, ignoring her, to 

Mary’s satisfaction. Its disdain angers, and stimulates her. 

Mary glances at the men still casting discreet, libidinous 

glances at the lovely Xiuman, even as they feign disinterest. 

More fools they, Mary thinks. Her creature is available only to 

her. Xiuman might like to be provoked, if she, Mary, activated 

the little red button, but she worries. Its unavoidable reaction 

might cause it to lose its composure, in public. For now, she 

prefers its sphinxlike enigma, loves its subtle, floral Chinese 

perfume. She speculates, for the thousandth time, about what it 

is thinking behind those impassive features and motionless 

glass eyes. Again, she feels a tingle of fear. What have I created? 

“If I were not here to protect you, Xiuman, you might 

be abducted, to serve in a whorehouse, here in Chinatown,” 

says Mary, mischievously. “You’d be a wonderful whore. Or a 

cruel, merciless, relentless dominatrix. You could invent new 

forms of Chinese bondage, not only for your clients but for 

yourself—self-imposed helplessness. Think of the fees you 

could command.” Xiuman shakes its shoulders with inner 

laughter, amused at Mary’s whimsy, waves its dismissal of the 

idea, manicure on display. It grazes Mary’s cheek with its nails, 

in a way it knows she particularly likes.  
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“I wondered why Guo Pei and her fabulous exhibits 

were at the Legion of Honor, instead of here. You, too perhaps? 

It’s better attended. But you, my lovely Xiuman, are the star in 

either place.” She pauses, and studies her possession.  

Mary ruminates silently. What are you thinking, my 

beautiful Xiuman? Plotting to possess me? Contemplating your 

conquests here at the museum, men who lust after you, after your 

amazing body? Who find your every move and gesture arousing? 

Who pretend they’re not watching you, though we know they are? 

How many limp dicks are you lifting, hardening, as they watch you, 

admire you, crave your touch? If I had a penis, mine would be erect. 

Sometimes I wish I had one. But my surrogate lives within you, 

waiting to pounce. Who knows when I may invoke it, and thrill you?  

Even as these thoughts arise, she knows never to use 

the word penis to her possession, aloud, or even hint at it. 

Think it, recall its inner past? Yes. Voice it? Never.  

Her serpentine smile stirs Xiuman. It reads her mind, 

secretly longing for the electrifying jolt, deep inside. Soon, it 

tells itself. Please, Mary. Oh, please. I’m begging you. You must do 

it to me. I want it. I need it. I deserve it. Please, please, PLEASE.  

It rubs its thighs together subtly, as unobtrusively as it 

can, in anticipation, feeling the subtle, arousing sliding and 

slight abrasion. Mary won’t notice, will she? 

“I saw that, Xiuman,” says Mary. “I know what you 

want. You can’t have it, yet. Maybe in the car, going home, 

where I can watch you writhe, and wriggle, and lose your 

Chinese dignity. When you want to moan or scream, knowing 

you must remain silent. Your sweet, sexy gag will hold it in, 

anyway. I’ll still imagine your moans and screams, sounds I 

send into you daily. I’ll see you reach out with those wicked 

nails, clawing the air, and picture what you’re feeling. You’ll 

sense my inner power, active inside you, delving deep.”  
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Xiuman’s imperturbable face shows no reaction, even 

as it longs to get to the car. Mary’s calculated teasing has 

heightened its unrequited desires. It lifts its cigar slowly to its 

perfect, pouty lips, delicately, showing off its manicure again. 

It inhales deeply, removes the cigar from between its lips 

slowly and carefully, presses its lips closed, stubs out the cigar 

in the ashtray on the low table with languid, sensual grace, 

looks up and turns to her, slowly, querying her with its tilted 

head position. After an impossibly long pause, which drives 

Mary mad with anticipation, tension it prolongs excruciatingly, 

it finally turns away and plumes out cigar smoke, slowly. 

Xiuman is teasing and pleasing Mary, and itself, 

tantalizing her with delayed gratification, tit for tat, knowing 

what to do, how to do it. It lifts its chin and turns to Mary, 

inclining its head slightly, questioning, hoping Mary’s panties 

are no longer dry, longing for its own inner pleasure. 

“Yes, Xiuman,” says Mary. “You did it to me. Your final 

touch, your extra long delay in exhaling. It worked. I wanted to 

scream. You’re evil perfection, my divine seductress. I’m inside 

you, in so many ways, mind and body. Soon, my sweet thing, 

you’ll get your wish. Be patient. Control your desires and 

needs. Only I can satisfy you. You know it.”  

Xiuman gets the last word, inside itself. It wishes its 

enigmatic Chinese features could show its satisfaction at its 

achievement, but the rigid appliance denies it. I knew I could do 

it, Xiuman tells itself. I will do it again, whatever it takes, whenever 

I can. I will find new ways. I am clever. I have the power.  

In my own special way, I own Mary, even as she owns me. 

She wants me, needs me, can’t live without me, as I cannot exist 

without her. I can do this to her, as she does these things to me, 

difficult games I’ve come to love. Her word: mindgasms. 
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I know how to thrill and delight her, as she desires. We 

Chinese have our ways. Now I will tell Delight, Black Beauty, Putita, 

and Mindy, so they will have the power, too. I am them, as they are 

me. If we’re clever, and work together, we can possess Mary. She 

thinks we are her toys, but she will become our captive. For now, 

soon, in the car, I will get my reward.  

Please, Mary. Oh, please. PLEASE. Do it to me. I want it. I 

need it. I deserve it. I have earned it. I will claw and whimper and try 

to cry out, though my beautiful gag prevents me. Do it to me, again 

and again, until I cannot stand it. I may be an enigmatic Chinese, but 

I can feel.   

You, Mary, will watch and enjoy every second. So will I. 

And, in the end, we—the five of us—will end up owning you. Just 

you wait and see. 
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                 THE USUAL SUSPECT? 

 

Denise calls her Ws on a party line.  

“I have progress to report to you, but I’m not sure what 

to do with it.” 

“Meaning what, exactly?” Dr. Wilkinson can hardly 

restrain his curiosity. “Tell us, Denise. I’m sure Janet’s as 

interested as I am. What have you discovered? How are we 

doing? What do we know about Robin?” 

“I had my forensics guy analyze the cell phone the 

S.F.P.D. recovered from the Tenderloin corpse. The phone was 

Robin’s. My technician went back months into its records. I can 

vouch for his expertise. Best in the city.” 

“What did he find?” asks Janet.  

“Robin lived pretty much a monastic life. No family, no 

close friends. The family—mother and father, in Palo Alto—

were killed in a car accident several years ago. You three 

exchanged multiple calls, going back several weeks. The only 

other person who appears regularly on the call list, placed or 

received, is Mary Steff, at MindCraft. It’s logical. All three of 

you are or were engaged in projects with her.” 

“Where do you think it leave us, Denise?” Wilkinson’s 

tone reveals his concern. 

“Not in a useful place, I’m sorry to say. We three have 

talked routinely. We’ve come to know and trust each other. I 

must interview Steff. She likely wouldn’t know about Robin 

going missing, unless they’re on a project or an important 

meeting came up. Or she might have been waiting for delivery 

of material. I’ll make an appointment. Let’s see what she has to 

say for herself.”  

“How are our funds holding out? We’re relying on you, 

but we respect your work, above all.” 
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“We’re good, Janet. You’ve been generous and prompt. 

I couldn’t wish for better clients.”  

 

§ 

 

“Thank you for giving your time to see me, Ms. Steff. I 

understand how busy you must be. Not having been up here 

before, I’d say you have the best view in town. How can you 

get work done with this window on the world? Oooops, sorry, 

a poor choice of words, considering what happened to the 

restaurant of nearly the same name, in New York, on 9/11.” 

“I’ve managed to get over it, after twenty-something 

years. I ate breakfast there a time or two. I was sad to see it go. 

Quite a vista, not unlike my view from here. The food was 

excellent, not the typical tourist trap. A tragic day.” She pauses, 

glances outside, then turns back to Denise. “You’re welcome to 

my time. You have serious business to discuss, I’m sure. How 

may I help you? I don’t recall ever being investigated by a 

private detective.” 

Denise laughs. “You’re not being investigated, ma’am. 

This is an informal chat. My firm has a missing-person case in 

hand, and your name came up. We’re trying to get to the 

bottom of a possible death.” 

“A missing person? Death? Sounds serious. Anyone I 

might have known?” 

“You definitely know this person, or knew them when 

they were alive: Robin Jinnes. Robin was a freelance contractor 

who did writing and editing work for you, as I understand it.” 

Mary lifts a hand to her mouth, shocked. “Oh my god, 

not Robin. Dead? I can’t believe it. We haven’t spoken recently, 

once the two tasks we were working on were completed.” 
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“Projects with Professor Wilkinson, at San Francisco 

State, and a digital research and voice specialist, Janet Wilson.” 

“Yes, but how do you happen to know about them, if 

you don’t mind my asking?” 

“They called me when Robin went missing. They were 

worried. They tried the police, but the S.F.P.D. doesn’t want to 

know about it—too busy, not a serious matter, low priority, 

better things to do, understaffed . . . the usual. Typical. Why 

we P.I.s get called, like now.” 

“I understand. How can I help?” 

“Didn’t you know Robin had gone missing?” 

“Why would I?” 

“Failure to attend a meeting? Not delivering work due? 

Didn’t call when you expected or scheduled? Unanswered 

questions about a project? I don’t know.” 

“Robin wasn’t going to undertake more tasks for me. 

My chairman instituted a freeze on activities where Robin 

might have contributed. It’s why we’ve had no reason to be in 

touch recently.” 

“I see.” As Denise is aware, from Robin’s phone 

records, the two—Mary and Robin—spoke several times 

within the last few weeks, the same ‘recently’ Mary disclaims. 

She realizes she must now, circumspectly, without Mary’s 

knowledge, investigate the publishing executive. Steff clearly 

knows more about Robin than she will admit. But Marron has 

already checked MindCraft’s recent financials, and finds the 

freeze congruent.  

Time to call her phone specialist again. Denise knows 

few businesspeople understand the nuances of cell-phone 

security. Their records are readily obtainable, if the person 

with the proper talents is engaged. She has the right people 

with appropriate skills, on call. 
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§ 

 

Back in her office, Denise calls her Ws. 

“I talked with Mary Steff. She doesn’t come across as 

exactly candid. She talked with Robin, recently enough to 

make me sure she’s hiding something, but she wouldn’t admit 

it. I must bring in a telecom expert to review her phone traffic, 

to make serious progress.” 

“Will it be expensive?” asks Janet. “I’m still game, if 

Professor Wilkinson is willing.” 

“Another thousand bucks each, at most, beyond your 

retainer. Technical specialists are not cheap. The good ones, the 

only specialists who can deliver, have more business than they 

can handle, so they can charge pretty much what they want. 

Think of them as great lawyers, without the J.D. degree or 

admittance to the Bar. It’ll be much less.” 

“I’m in,” says Wilkinson. “This is too important not to 

make the investment. I’ll add my thousand to Janet’s. We can’t 

stop now, and you’ve shown excellent progress.” 

“My plan is to get Steff’s phone-traffic data. It’s not a 

budget buster. I’ll do some quick drone passes on her Oakland 

Hills house. I’ll follow her discreetly, with my backup team, to 

understand her schedule, her habits. I don’t know if you’ve 

been up there, but ground surveillance is hopeless. The houses 

are closed off from the street, no overview, accessed mostly 

through garages. Parking’s a bitch. Snake Road is aptly named. 

“My drone is fast and cheap, and brings back excellent, 

hi-res images. If I’m half way competent, my target doesn’t 

know it’s there. It’s illegal, but I bend the law occasionally, 

even, uh, maybe break it if I must.” 

“But, Denise—.” Janet wonders and worries. 
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“Don’t be shocked, Janet. The cops don’t just bend it, 

they bust it, all the time, with impunity. Check out the all those 

illegal motorist beatings and shootings unaccounted for, never 

reported, tried or punished. Maybe one in ten gets coverage. 

You know, Driving while Black—like me, for example. I’ve 

been stopped for no reason, many times. Shameful. No, it’s 

outrageous. Criminal. Police body cameras help, if used and 

turned on, as they often aren’t, if they release the results. Big 

ifs. Subpoena time. Protect and serve. Yeah, right. Forgive me, 

I’m just ranting. 

“One thing I’m certain about, as I explained. I went to 

the morgue to see if Robin’s body might have been recovered, 

remember? They had a body, from the Tenderloin. They say 

Robin’s ID was found on it. They gave me the effects, including 

the phone—no problem, because most bodies are stripped 

within minutes of death.”  

“And what? I’m still a bit confused.” Janet still sounds 

anxious, to Denise. 

“As I explained to you, it wasn’t Jinnes’ body. Robin 

may still be alive. I want to know how Robin’s effects ended up 

on an unidentified street stiff. My friend at the morgue 

couldn’t help. And I’d like to know why Robin’s life tributes 

got newspaper space.” 
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                  TENDERLOIN TEST 

 

“Time for your first date, sweetie. I must see how Delight 

handles a man, or if it can. I have the right one for you: Joel. 

He’s in the BDSM community, eager to meet you. I told him 

you’re the nastiest Black vixen in town. Tonight, you’ll be out 

there, as Black Beauty, shimmying and kinkying your way into 

the Tenderloin’s deepest underbelly. Not in The D&S, or in 

museums, where you’re safe, but on the street, at risk. That 

should tickle your titties.” 

Delight cannot react. It is, it realizes, subject always to 

its owner’s whims, doing her bidding. It accepts and obeys, but 

it resents Mary referring to its bountiful bosom with the crude 

epithet ‘your titties.’ It knows its body is contrived. It is proud 

of its magnificent breasts, parodying Nature’s typically modest 

gifts. It cups them in its hands, feeling their weight, sensing 

through its thin bra its cleverly created fake nipples, deliriously 

erect. It fantasizes a wet tee-shirt. Stop that, it tells itself. It likes 

its Delight-ful body, as recreated with suit and corset. It revels 

in its spectacular shape—42-24-40, dimensions few genuine 

humans can match. 

“He and I have known each other forever, in the scene. 

You’ll be Black Beauty tonight. I thought of the others, but 

Black is best, by far. Joel works event security and personal 

protection. Nobody messes with him, a huge, powerful Black 

man. He’ll make sure you’re safe. It’s your big night, my Black 

beauty. Tonight, you’ll let it all hang out. You’ll get your man.”  

Mary has prescribed a particularly lewd outfit for Black 

Beauty: a black vinyl blouse emphasizing its tits, scintillating 

bling, a purple micro-mini of excruciating tightness whose 

length borders on the obscene, shiny black tights, Louboutin 

side-zipped boots with signature five-inch heels and red soles, 
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plus a powerfully potent perfume. A ring in its nose, with tiny 

zircon in the center, and matching ring in its left lower lip, 

completes it. Black Beauty has paraded on the patio, smoking, 

as Mary has instructed, practicing its walk in its cruelly tight 

mini, loving it, prepared to flaunt it. All of it.  

Joel is a former Oakland Raiders linebacker who, after 

football, did a stint in the San Francisco Police Department. His 

former colleagues include officers working on beat patrol in 

the notorious Tenderloin, known for its seamy, drug-soaked 

environment, crude night life, violence, and over-all depravity. 

“I’ll enjoy your date tonight, too, as a spectator,” Mary 

explains. “I’ll add spice to the evening, as much zing as I can. 

Dangerous thrills, to surprise you. How can I do that, you ask? 

By directing you over the radio, to make sure you behave 

badly, in public, on the street, in front of God and everyone. 

Not badly enough to get arrested, with luck, or pregnant, badly 

enough to make your evening memorable. It’ll be surprising, 

shocking, maybe unsafe, I promise. But tons of fun for Joel and 

me. And … for you.” 

Black Beauty sits on the patio, listening to Mary 

speaking to it over its earpieces. Beyond a cascade of black 

curls tumbling to its shoulders, it is wearing Xiuman’s big pink 

shades, covering its glass eyes, to enable it to pass in public as 

a person. It has stained its hands to match its face, as 

instructed. Mary takes up a flashy, chrome medallion on a 

matching chain and dangles it in front of Black Beauty. Black 

Beauty seizes it and reads both sides, shaking its head in 

disbelief. Its name is on the front. On the back? Mary smiles, 

pulls the chain back behind Black Beauty’s black locks, and 

secures the clasp, so it nestles between the breasts. She feeds it, 

deftly, its amphetamine-laced nourishment. She knows it will 

need the energy. 



 

 

                                        Possessed                            Julia Wood                                                                                                         

__________________________________________________ 

 187 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It removes its cigar, pats off ash, notes that it needs a 

fresh one, and chains the new one deftly. Its finger and hand 

movements, its inhaling and breathing, as directed by Mary, 

represent the erotic ballet for cigar, nails and lips she insists on, 

finger movements subtle as caresses. It hopes its owner is 

paying attention. Mary smiles her approval and pats Black 

Beauty’s hand. It sits relaxedly and breathes its cigar. It lifts a 

hand to study its manicure, iridescent purple to match its lips, 

and nods its satisfaction. It is, it believes, hot to trot. It cannot 

recall where it heard the phrase, but likes the suggestive flair.  

“We’ll meet Joel in the Mason-O’Farrell garage at nine 

PM, as the evening gets going. You’ll like him, and for sure 

he’ll like you. Like? Maybe lust. Boner city. You’ll be a perfect 

pair.” They walk out to Mary’s Lexus and zip over the Bay 

Bridge to San Francisco, where Mary traverses the downtown 

streets she knows so well, and slides into the Mason-O’Farrell 

garage, situated on the edge of the Tenderloin. Black Beauty’s 

amphetamines are starting to kick in. 

Mary and Black Beauty ride down in the elevator and 

step into the lobby. The instant they reach the open air, Mary 

If   

you must ask   

how much I cost, 

you can’t afford 

me. 
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seizes its chin, and forces a cigar between its full, iridescent 

purple lips, and flares her lighter. Black Beauty revels in the 

discipline—Force me, make me, control me, be cruel—and takes 

Mary into itself with a deep inhale. 

I am so nasty, so in your face, Black Beauty tells itself. I’m 

the baddest Black bitch in town, trash to the bone. I’m powerful, 

strong. I can feel it, all over my body. I’ll taunt and tease and 

tantalize a man, for the first time in my life, drive him mad with 

desire—my meditation. He can’t have me, but he doesn’t know it. He 

may think I’m a cheap slut. I’m not. I’m an expensive working girl. 

He’ll never know what I am, inside. Mary will watch me, and keep 

me safe. She will wet her panties. I’ll do it to her. Xiuman told me 

exactly how. Yay! 

Punctual to a fault, Joel is there, sitting on the waiting 

bench. He stands, and his imposing presence asserts itself: 

nearly seven feet tall, close to 300 pounds, buffed, bearded, 

exuding physical strength. A huge human. No one messes with 

Joel. Mary code-switches effortlessly. 

“Hey, Joel. Great to see you, man, like always.” 

“Hey, Mary. Ditto, man. What’s this little number 

you’ve brought me? Brightens up the evening, I can tell 

already. I’m easily aroused.” 

“This is Black Beauty, ready for its date. I say ‘its’ 

because, if you look carefully, you’ll see it’s not a person. It’s a 

bauble, a toy, a plaything. I designed it.”  

“Holy fuck. You done good. Looks to me like a mad, 

pole-dancing gynoid. Fifty pounds of hair. Crazy stogie. That 

mini alone is grounds for bad behavior, and I mean b-a-a-a-d.” 

“Glad you like it. Exactly the look I wanted.” 

“All mine? You’re too kind. I know what to do with it.” 

“It’s your dolly for the evening. Deaf-mute, can’t drink, 

but it’ll enjoy your company. Take it dancing. Introduce it to 
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your friends. You may have trouble keeping it on the straight 

and narrow. It’s cheap and nasty. Well, not cheap. Your friends 

will like it. Try not to get it arrested, ’kay.” She pauses, opens 

her purse and extracts a small red button; Black Beauty 

watches in anticipation. 

“Use this carefully. It sends a radio signal into your 

date: a wireless vibrator, a deep prod. You’ll find the result 

amusing. It reacts strongly, even wildly, if you surprise it. 

Shimmy and shake. Thrash and flail. Maybe tear a strip off you 

with those nails. Hold on tight. You’ll be giving innocent 

pleasure to a willing recipient.” 

“Looks like trouble, to me.” Joel chuckles, looks his date 

up and down, and breaks into a huge grin. “The right kinda 

trouble, down and dirty. Gotta be the sexiest Black chick in San 

Francisco, like you promised. Not just Black Beauty, B-a-a-a-d 

Black Beauty. I dig the nasty see-gar. Yeah, this little number 

gonna give me b-i-g trouble. Hope so, anyway. I’m bet’n on it.” 

He takes the dildo signaling button from her and slips it into 

his left pants pocket. 

Mary gives Joel a hug. “I’ll be off, now. But I won’t be 

far away. Be sure to road-test Black Beauty. Give it a workout, 

push it, show it the town. Pedal to the metal. No mercy. This is 

its first date, ever. Think of it as a virgin whore. Just remember, 

it can’t speak or hear you.” 

“We have a plan, like we discussed. It must remove the 

cigar from time to time. And I know what I’m gonna do then, 

like you explained. Your wireless dildo will bring out my 

worst urges. I hope you’ll be watching.” 

“I will, for sure. I wouldn’t miss a moment of it. See you 

later.” Mary pats Joel’s arm, caresses Black Beauty’s cheek and 

blows it a kiss, smiles, walks out of the garage, turns left on 

Mason, and steps into the doorway of the closed City Rent-a-
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Car, half way to Geary. She looks back to the garage entrance, 

where the couple will appear. 

Joel puts an arm around Black Beauty’s shoulder and 

steers it to the exit, onto Mason. Mary clicks on her radio as 

they come into view. “Better be careful, sweetie. Joel’s a big, 

tough motherfucker, so whatever he tries you’d better go 

along. Take his right arm and hang on tight, ’cos you’re in for a 

wild ride. From where I’m watching, I think it’s time to 

manage your ash. Gotta take care of business, and nasty cigars 

are your business.”  

Black Beauty pauses for an instant, inhales hard so its 

cigar glows brightly in the darkness, knowing Mary would 

want to see. With its right hand it removes its cigar, then turns 

away to plume out cigar smoke. Joel makes his move. He puts 

his arm round Black Beauty’s waist, turns it towards him, 

holds it in a strong embrace, and kisses it on the lips, a long, 

lingering kiss. It is sealed breathless, loving the sensation. 

As he kisses it, he reaches into his pants pocket and 

energizes the red button for about five seconds. Black Beauty 

responds instantly, and moves its hips strongly, vigorously, 

humping Joel with frenzied intensity. He holds it more tightly. 

He presses the button again. It responds with even more 

evident excitement. For both, this is a serious turn-on.  

In the doorway, Mary watches, transported with 

pleasure. “Don’t resist, sweetie. Enjoy your first kiss by a man. 

There’ll be plenty more, I’m sure. I see you’re enjoying your 

dildo, big time—me, inside you, top and bottom, cigar and 

probe. Tickle his beard, dig in those nails. Play. Enjoy. Tease 

him. Thrill and delight me. Wet me.” 

Black Beauty relaxes in Joel’s embrace and obeys 

Mary’s instructions, clinging to the big Black man. It digs its 

purple claws deep into Joel’s beard. A kiss, an embrace, should 



 

 

                                        Possessed                            Julia Wood                                                                                                         

__________________________________________________ 

 191 

be emotionally pleasing, as both should be feeling it. In his 

arms, Joel hears a sound escape Black Beauty’s lips: a muted 

whimper. Black Beauty does not consider itself bound by the 

rule of silence where Joel is concerned, as in Mary’s presence, 

though its gag makes speech impossible. Is it a whimper of 

pleasure, or pain? No way to know. Mary watches, entranced, 

as Black Beauty replaces its cigar between its lips, and inhales, 

deeply, luxuriously. 

“You’ve done it to me again, you little minx. You’ve 

wet my panties. Now let’s see if you can do it again before the 

night is over. It’s what I demand of you, you lascivious, 

lecherous thing.” 

The couple turns right on Geary, towards Union 

Square, Black Beauty clinging to its date. Mary trails them at a 

distance, watching. Black Beauty won’t see her. In Joel’s grasp, 

it cannot turn round. Through its pink shades, Black Beauty 

sees the world as an inviting, pleasant place. At some inner 

level of awareness, it knows this is a delusion. Its real world is 

cold, dangerous.  

They stroll past stores, including the Christopher-Clark 

art gallery. Here Black Beauty pauses, tugs hard on Joel’s arm, 

and points to the window display. With its right hand it taps 

on the window with its purple nails and turns to Joel, nodding 

its approval, maybe hoping he will share its art enthusiasm. He 

indulges the pause, briefly, then pulls it away. He quickens his 

pace, perhaps to stress it. In its tight mini, on its sky-high heels, 

it has trouble keeping up. It takes small, hurried steps, tightens 

its grip on Joel’s arm, trying not to fall. He triggers the red 

button, and Black Beauty nods its head, again and again, its 

curly black mane tossing. It digs its nails into Joel’s arm, 

through his jacket, so hard he feels pain. He smiles at the 

sensation. 
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Time for Black Beauty to pat ash from its cigar. It stops, 

tugging hard on Joel’s arm. It seems to sense what is expected 

of it. After removing the cigar from between its lips, exhaling 

and holding the cigar between its fingers, it turns, lifts its chin, 

and offers its purple lips to Joel, and they share another 

lingering embrace. Again, prodded by Joel’s magic button, it 

works its hips strongly, rhythmically, and clings tightly. It lifts 

one leg, to wrap around Joel’s leg. In its ears, Black Beauty 

hears Mary’s encouraging words: “Keep trying, sweetie. Work 

it. I’m still dry.” 

I’m getting there, says Black Beauty to itself. I have the 

moves, the look, the tits, the ass, the nails, the heels, the cigar, the 

attitude, everything Mary expects. I’ll wet her panties again. I will. I 

will. I’m her sexy Black bitch. 

The pair circles Union Square, Black Beauty pulling on 

Joel’s arm to window-shop, at Macy’s, at Neiman-Marcus on 

the corner of Stockton and Geary, at the Bvlgari jewelry store. 

Black Beauty tugs Joel to a halt and taps on the window, 

turning to him, loving the bling. It stops at Gucci, admiring the 

display. They return on Post, past Apple’s glitzy emporium, 

and come to Saks Fifth Avenue on the corner of Powell. 

             Black Beauty forces a longer pause for them at Saks. By 

coincidence, one window is showing a Louboutin shoe and 

boot collection. Black Beauty taps on the window with a purple 

talon, turns to Joel, and points to its own boots. It performs a 

playful scritch-scratch on the window with its nails. It plays 

the ash game, offering its lips to Joel for a kiss, an embrace and 

playful titillation, its nails on his neck. Mary is not impressed.          

           “Gotta do better, sweetie. Escalate. I want to come, hard. 

A big mindgasm. I’m waiting. It’s your duty to delight me, 

your mission. Oh, yes, and seduce Joel, too. Drive him crazy. 

This is your time to shine.” 
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Joel hoists Black Beauty onto a cable car, effortlessly, at 

the corner of Powell and Post. It lofts them over Nob Hill, 

down to North Beach, full of tourists even at this late hour. 

They sit on the outside bench. The cable car’s gentle, swaying 

motion soothes Black Beauty. It rests its head on Joel’s 

shoulder, happy to be his innocent companion, safe in his 

embrace. Surrounded by tourists, Joel refrains from activating 

its dildo. 

They reach Bay Street, where the cable-car crew 

undertakes the turnaround routine to rotate the venerable 

vehicle. Black Beauty uses the time to smoke a cigar with its 

usual vulgarity, to please Mary, undoubtedly watching nearby, 

and to play its kissing game with Joel. Now, standing apart 

from the waiting passengers, each time they kiss, Joel activates 

the dildo. As he realizes by now, Black Beauty is provoking 

him into using it, playing its cigar game and jiggling its hips 

suggestively. He is more than willing to participate. 

After the turnaround, the cable car returns them to 

Union Square. They dismount, amble past the Saint Francis 

Hotel and wander west on Geary, into the deepest Tenderloin, 

Black Beauty holding Joel’s arm tightly. His stride is long and 

fast. In its confining mini, on those dangerous heels, Black 

Beauty struggles to keep up, tugging on its escort’s arm, in 

vain, to slow him down. Knowing where they are headed, it 

feels anticipation—and fear. I am not ready for this. This place is 

not safe. People die here. 
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                            BUSTED? 

 

They reach the Geary Club at 768 Geary, a San Francisco dive 

bar of endless diversion and dubious repute. Joel takes Black 

Beauty’s cigar from between its lips and tosses it in the 

gutter—smoking is forbidden inside—and they enter. Black 

Beauty takes in the ambience, noting the diverse patronage. 

Joel pulls it into a booth, and slides in beside it. Escape is 

impossible, but Black Beauty knows escape is inconceivable. It 

is helpless. It must proceed with this new game, not knowing 

what to expect. Mary’s promised surprise, whatever it may be, 

has not yet materialized. 

They are joined by two Tenderloin ‘ladies’ whom Joel 

clearly knows well. One is Latina, the other Black. Both are 

outlandishly dressed and adorned for Tenderloin street action. 

He orders drinks for them and for himself, but not for Black 

Beauty, since it cannot drink. Black Beauty can communicate 

with his friends only by gesture, since it cannot hear or speak, 

but they seem friendly.  

Presumably advised by Joel of his date’s deaf-mute 

status, they scribble their names on a napkin: Tina and Baby 

Doll. Black Beauty takes the pen, and adds its own name. Baby 

Doll registers her approval and admires its spectacular 

manicure, pulling its hand across the table and caressing its 

purple claws, smiling and nodding. Tina reaches up to play 

with its pendulous paste earrings, and its medallion, smiling 

and laughing as it reads both sides. Black Beauty sees a 

jukebox in the corner, getting attention from patrons, wishing 

it could hear the music.  

“I’m here, watching you,” says Mary’s voice in its ears. 

“Kiss Joel, again, and make sure he knows you mean it.” It 

turns to Joel, lifts its chin, pressing its lips to his, sealing itself. 
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It draws him close, and puts its left hand behind his head. It 

feels Joel’s right hand on its thigh, so it puts its right hand on 

his and digs its nails in, hard. Joel reaches into his pants 

pocket, and—as expected—Black Beauty gets its reward, 

pulsating deep inside. It nods and shakes its head, feverishly, 

its black mane shaking. 

I’m starting to like this, this closeness, says Black Beauty to 

itself, ruminating, its dildo probing deep within. I’m having the 

time of my Black life. Every time he hits me with Mary’s little red 

button, it feels better. I’m flyin’. I want to take it from him and do it 

to myself, again and again. Mary says I mustn’t, but I must. I will. 

Somehow. Soon as I can. 

As it draws back from the kiss, Joel says something to 

it, grinning. Black Beauty cannot hear and cannot lip-read. In a 

chivalrous gesture, he reaches up to caress its cheek. It takes 

his hand in a tight grasp, and snuggles close, and is rewarded 

by Mary’s approval in its ears. “You’re getting there, sweetie. 

Panties approaching moist. More, more. Show Joel you care. 

You got the hots for him. Live it.” 

The other Geary Club patrons shimmy and sway on the 

modest dance floor, moving to the music. Enjoying jukebox 

rhythms it cannot hear, Joel pulls Black Beauty out of the 

booth, and guides it by the elbow onto the floor. He moves 

with élan, his football-playing days having endowed him with 

excellent body control. For a big man, he is amazingly light on 

his feet. Though it cannot hear the music, Black Beauty gets 

into the groove and clings, swinging and swaying to the 

unheard beat. On the dance floor, Tina and Baby Doll have 

found dance companions.  

The bar seems, to Black Beauty, to be filled with 

regulars, mostly men, based on the cheerful bonhomie a few of 

them show each other. Joel surrenders it to two or three of 
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them; each holds it tightly, speaking to it in words it cannot 

hear. Each time a regular relinquishes it, and Joel takes over, he 

prods Black Beauty for five seconds, sometimes longer, and 

feels its satisfying reflex of writhing intensity.  

One patron, a big Black woman, cuts in and holds Black 

Beauty extra tight. When Joel tries to cut in, she holds Black 

Beauty and kisses it hard on the mouth, resisting Joel’s attempt 

to retrieve it. It relaxes in her arms, enjoying the warmth and 

affection. He ends up reclaiming it from her, finally, timed to 

what must be—inaudible to Black Beauty—seriously belt-

buckle-polishing music, Joel holding it close. Mary’s voice 

comes up in its ears. 

“You got yourself a nice lady friend there. She liked 

you. I thought she’d fight Joel for you. Still, you prefer the 

guys, right? Or is it the girls? Wrong. You want me, only me. 

But dig the slow dance with your temporary conquest, my sexy 

Black chick. Let it carry you away. Joel’s falling in love with 

you, if his dancing is any indication. In lust, anyway. See if you 

can match him.” 

After the three have consumed a couple of drinks, Joel 

finally makes as if to leave, and the four reach the street. 

Obeying Mary’s voice command, Delight takes a cigar from its 

purse. Baby Doll digs in her purse and provides a light, smiling 

and nodding her approval. She reaches for its cigar, takes a 

deep drag, and passes it to Tina for a share. Black Beauty 

reaches out and retrieves it from Tina, pushing it firmly 

between its lips, as the other two light cigarettes. 

They turn, to walk on, but Joel has vanished. His 

friends seem unconcerned. They signal Black Beauty to join 

them, and together the three saunter down Jones, arm in arm, 

three Tenderloin chicks out on the town in the early hours. In 

the gloom, street lights infrequent, they see figures in the dark, 
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standing or crouched in doorways, slumped on curbs. 

Suddenly they are alone, the three of them, on a particularly 

dangerous section of street.  

At that moment, a San Francisco police paddy wagon 

pulls up. Two S.F.P.D. cops get out and approach. One, a white 

man, even bigger and tougher than Joel, seems unwilling to 

take backtalk from what he obviously considers Tenderloin 

street scum. 

Baby Doll registers alarm. “Aw, shit. Cops. What the 

fuck? Who they think they are? We ain’t done nothin’.”  

“Okay, ladies, you’re busted.” The first cop, a Mexican-

American, looks them over with a grim smile. “You go 

downtown for the night.” The second cop, the giant, stands 

silently, beating his nightstick into his palm in a savage 

rhythm. Delight can hear nothing of this. 

“Wha’ fo’,” snarls Tina. “We don’ cause no problem. 

We don’ do nothin’ illegal.” 

“Wrong, lady. You three are clearly soliciting sex. Not 

gonna happen on my street on my watch. You’re busted, all 

three of you, big time.” 

“You shittin’ me, cop,” says Baby Doll. “We’s just takin’ 

a stroll, mindin’ our business. Not causin’ no trouble. Jes three 

good little girls walkin’ home after a few drinks. Fuck off, cop.” 

“You got quite a mouth on you, bitch! ‘Three good little 

girls.’ Yeah, right. Dressed like that? Sure. We know what your 

business is. Charlie, let’s cuff ’em and haul ’em away.” 

The next thing Black Beauty knows, unable to hear the 

verbal exchange, its wrists are being pulled behind its back and 

handcuffs clicked on. In its ears, Mary’s voice sounds panicky, 

desperate. “I don’t know what’s happening. Looks like you’re 

being arrested. I’m following at a discreet distance, but I never 

expected this. Joel’s gone missing. Going to the lockup is not a 
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good outcome. I can’t intervene, or argue with the cops. I don’t 

know if I can bail you out.” 

Tina and Baby Doll mount a sturdy defense, but they 

are also handcuffed. The restraint Black Beauty usually enjoys, 

the helplessness, has become fundamental fear. One of the two 

cops hustles the three to the paddy wagon. Black Beauty feels 

the cop’s fingers on its upper arm, a stab of excruciating pain. 

It whimpers desperately through its gag. Futile.  

“Don’ you be takin’ her,” says Tina, nodding at Black 

Beauty. “She not from here.” She does not use Black Beauty’s 

name, from the Geary Club napkin, inscribed on its medallion: 

flagrant provocation, a red flag the cop would pursue. 

“Damn right,” says Baby Doll. “She no ho. We is, she 

ain’t. Hell, she a lady. Classy. Look at them duds, I axe you. 

Ain’t gonna git no trade dressed like a fuckin’ nun, ’cept for 

pervs who dig ’ligious kink, y’know? We still ain’t done 

nuthin’ wrong, here ’n’ now, cop. You got no cause to ’rest us.”  

The big cop reaches up and examines the medallion on 

the chain hanging between Black Beauty’s tits, and reads its 

message, aloud: “‘If you must ask how much I cost, you can’t afford 

me’.” He guffaws. “Hear that? If it ain’t a goddamned whore 

soliciting business, I dunno what is. You’re so busted, all three 

of you.” The cop turns over the medallion, and any attempt by 

Tina or Baby Doll to keep Black Beauty anonymous falls by the 

wayside, as he reads it aloud. 

He chuckles, and fondles the 

Artifact, running his fingers over the 

engraved letters, as if considering it 

a piece of evidence, which, in fact, it 

is. He lets it fall, managing  somehow 

to touch Black Beauty’s breasts.  

I 

am 

Black 

Beauty 
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Black Beauty is experiencing raw terror. It whimpers 

again—once, twice, three times, but its gag is effective. Tina 

and Baby Doll have already dropped their cigarettes onto the 

sidewalk, but Black Beauty, handcuffed, cannot remove its 

cigar. It seems to sense the issue, watching its companions 

abandon their smokes, but though it shakes its head, causing 

its curly black mane to toss wildly, the cigar is implanted deep 

in its breathing tube and will not dislodge. Its breathing comes 

hard and fast. The cuffs, too tight, dig into its wrists. 

I’m done for. Defenseless. Black Beauty’s mind is racing. 

How can this be happening? Where are Joel and Mary? If I end up in 

jail, what will become of me? I need help. Now. 

“No smoking in the wagon, ladies. You, there, with the 

cigar. Spit it out.” Black Beauty cannot hear his instruction, and 

cannot comply, lips useless, its tongue pressed down firmly 

under its gag. It has already tried and failed to dislodge its 

stogie. The cop snatches and tosses it. 

At this instant, Joel arrives. 

“Hey, guys. Wassup?” The two cops are old buddies of 

Joel’s from his S.F.P.D. stint, and fist-bump with the easy 

smiles of long-established camaraderie. 

“We got a threefer, Joel. You never got close when you 

worked with us. We done a fourfer last week, just down the 

block. Best you ever did was a twofer, one night in the Mission. 

You was always a softie, anyways. A pussy. A wimp.” 

Baby Doll cannot suppress a guffaw. “Pussy? Wimp? 

That big Black motherfucker? If that big bastard’s a pussy or a 

wimp, I’s a goddamned mouse. Or less.” 

“C’mon, man,” says Joel, in a cajoling tone. “They’re 

not working. We just left the Geary Club. I invited them for 

drinks. My date’s the tall one, the one with the cigar.” 
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The big cop turns suddenly serious, frowns, as if he is 

considering releasing his prisoners. “Well, Joel, if we can take 

your word for it—.” 

“You know you can. Uncuff ‘em. I’ll be responsible. Just 

like old days, huh?” 

“Responsible? Shit, man, you ain’t responsible for 

nothin’ no more, since you dumped your badge, and turned 

fuckin’ civilian on us.” He spits out ‘civilian,’ his contempt 

softened by a smile. “Gotta admit, we poor street slobs miss 

you. And I could go for the Black cunt.” 

Joel walks Black Beauty back to the Mason-O’Farrell 

garage. Black Beauty is quivering and shaking, clinging 

steadfastly to him. He does not attempt to amuse it with the 

red button, perhaps sensing its state of shock. They sit on a 

convenient bench near the elevators. Black Beauty still holds 

tightly to his arm, turning to look into his eyes, shaking its 

head slowly, disbelievingly. Joel is grinning, ear to ear. He 

gives Black Beauty a hug, and it kisses him on the cheek. 

Joel takes out his cell. Black Beauty hopes he is calling 

Mary, to take it back to Snake Road and safety. It tries to relax, 

still trembling and shuddering at the street experience of such 

danger, heart palpitating, close to gagging, wearing its cigar as 

usual, trying to regain control and composure. It clutches for 

comfort to Joel’s arm, whimpers to him once, twice, three 

times. If only it could speak. He says something to it, but it 

cannot hear. 

After a brief delay, Mary returns. Black Beauty stands, 

ready to leave, but Mary needs a final word with Joel, smiling 

and laughing. Mary turns to her possession.  

“Let’s go, sweetie. Dump your cigar. Show appreciation 

for Joel—he says you nearly ended up in the slammer until he 
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talked the cops out of it. Looked pretty bad, to me, for a while. 

He’s a true friend.”  

Black Beauty removes its cigar, crushes it under the toe 

of its boot, and turns to Joel. This time the embrace and kiss are 

genuinely affectionate, felt by both. Joel reaches into his pocket, 

to return the signaling button to Mary; Black Beauty snatches it 

and, holding it up close to his face, defiantly, activates it. In its 

ears, it hears Mary’s voice.  

“Naughty, naughty, sweetie. Stop, right now. Gimme. 

Mustn’t do it to yourself. Not ever. It’s for Joel and me to do, 

especially me. As for your kissing, looked like you meant it, 

you little minx. You’ve figured out how to kiss a man. I’m 

impressed. Soon, you’ll show me how much you’ve learned: 

how to kiss a woman. Me. Remember?”  

Joel gives Mary a hug, turns and walks out into the 

night. Mary takes Black Beauty by the hand and leads it to the 

elevator. Mary tweaks the dildo button once, twice, after they 

settle into the car. She smiles as Black Beauty writhes in its seat, 

memories of Xiuman, digging its nails into its thighs again and 

again, in a frenzy of arousal, wishing it could scream its 

pleasure. They drive home, Mary silent but occasionally 

patting Black Beauty’s shoulder. In the late, light traffic, the 

drive is mercifully brief. 

They enter the house. Mary reaches out to her toy. It 

clings to her, still shaking from time to time, relieved at being 

safe at home. Mary reaches for her radio.  

“The plan worked perfectly. Joel, his little friends, and 

I, were having the time of our lives. My surprise was exactly 

what I hoped. Those S.F.P.D. cops played it perfectly. With any 

luck, you were petrified. 

“I wondered what you were thinking and feeling. We 

both like games. Get used to them, sweetie, ’cos I have even 
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better ideas—dangerous, sexy surprises to stress you. One 

good thing came from your adventure: you learned how to kiss 

a man, convincingly, even if it made me jealous. I wanted to 

see you do it, I told you to do it, then I hated you for doing it. 

You’re mine, only mine. Inside, you don’t like the guys. You 

want only me. You know, right? Right! 

“Now, come to bed. I hope you remember how to kiss 

your woman. Xiuman is clever, and knows how to please me. 

Do you? Xiuman is devious, dangerous. I’m not sure I trust 

her. I think Putita may be worse. Or do I mean better? I guess 

we’ll find out.”  

Black Beauty follows Mary upstairs, to the bedroom, 

undresses down to its corset and hose, sits on the bed as Mary 

takes the tweezers and contacts and renders it blind, then adds 

the sleep mask. She reaches down to kiss Black Beauty on the 

lips, long, breathless, as it holds her face in its hands. She 

reaches back to Black Beauty’s padlock, and pulls on it, hard, 

then clicks on her radio. 

“With your black contacts in, your sleep mask 

protecting your lashes, you’re double-blind, again. Claw me, 

tear at me with those wicked nails. Catch me, if you want me. 

Hurt me, if you can. My bed is our playground. I see you; you 

can’t see me. You’re strong; I’m stronger. I’m going to take 

you, tie you tightly, perhaps all night. You can’t escape me. 

You don’t want to.” 
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         THE MATRYOSHKA DOLLS  

 

Denise Marron calls her Ws. 

“Guys, I couldn’t leave this thing alone. I get curious, 

compulsive—the nature of the business. It sucks you in, so you 

can’t let it go. Some days, I’d do it for free—well, not quite. 

“Steff’s phone records contain interesting stuff. My 

NSA friend took serious career risks and got me a trove of 

meta data, even a few recordings. He’s not telling me how he 

did it, or how he covered his tracks. I’m not asking. The last 

thing we need is an Edward Snowden incident. 

“The preliminary report led me all over the map. I 

mean, literally, all over: beyond here, in San Francisco, lots of 

local calls, down to Los Angeles—physically, to LA—then to 

New York and London, by phone. I was in LA on another 

matter, no cost to you, so I took the chance I could see one or 

more of the players.” 

“Players?”   

“What I like to call ’em. Those loaded words—victims, 

targets, perps, suspects—seem judgmental. I’m not sure who’s 

done what to whom, who’s at fault or innocent, much of the 

time, especially at the start. Motive, intent, opportunity, 

method? Pre-judging’s stupid. It's why I’m in this racket. I’m 

curious. I must know. I want the facts. I hate screwups.  Call it 

professional pride.” 

“What about Steff’s phone?” Janet speaks up. 

“It’s a bit like a Russian Matryoshka doll. Open one, 

there’s another one inside. Or pull on a piece of string, more 

stuff comes tumbling out. This all started with one missing 

person. Now it’s a maze. Probably twelve, fifteen people in the 

mix, maybe more. Normal situation. 
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“I’ll try to keep my explanation simple, but it isn’t. The 

simple part is Robin Jinnes: failed freelance writer and actor, 

supposedly found dead in a Tenderloin alley. The morgue had 

a body, but it wasn’t Jinnes’. The link must be Steff. All three of 

you players have strong, recent, mutual engagement. You all 

know each other and worked with Steff. She’s the nexus. 

“I got Steff’s phone hacked and tracked—I won’t tell 

you how. Complex, but I teased out a pattern. Think of it as 

like photos, pins and string connections from police TV, or 

perhaps a Venn or relationship diagram. Or a constellation, 

seen on edge. 

“In no special order, because I haven’t identified all the 

moving parts, yet, or what they mean, she talked to a Brit 

writer in London who wrote a screenplay, long ago, about a 

burn victim. His work is central to the situation. Hang with me. 

It’ll make sense to you. It’s the start. 

“The Brit’s screenplay, written ages ago, was about a 

young Texas woman, disfigured in a beauty shop fire. He’d 

known the burn victim’s father, way back. An LA special-

effects artist, Larry Rogers, recreated her original face and 

head, so she could resume a sort-of life, and could go out in 

public. Rogers recommended Steff to Sol Goldstein, at an LA 

talent agency, ITM—Intergalactic Talent Management. Such 

modesty. Maybe they shoulda said ‘Infinite.’ 

“Insider introductions are golden there. Without them, 

fuhgeddaboudit. 

“Steff called Rogers several times in a matter of weeks. 

She flew down twice, and met Goldstein, and made a plane 

reservation on her phone for Jinnes to go to Rogers’ studio, 

weeks ago. Jinnes returned two weeks later. I dropped in, 

talked to Rogers. Neat guy. He told me he’d made original, 

custom effects for Steff: five women’s prosthetic heads, to fit 
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Jinnes, whose head he cast. I saw the original. Definitely Jinnes, 

from the newspaper life-tribute photo.  

“Rogers’ introducing Steff to Goldstein was crucial. 

When I told him I had the phone records, he agreed to talk, 

reluctantly, in confidence. He trusts my professional discretion. 

I trust yours—who you gonna tell, anyway?  

“Steff created a screenplay concept she gave Rogers, 

based on his recreating the Texas burn victim, re-cast to a fresh 

story line, involving a fictional character named Delight. 

“The five heads he made are a Caucasian, a Chinese, a 

Black, a Latina and a teenager. Her other calls? A San Francisco 

costume designer, Dani Elden, of Sensational Stiches, and a 

local, sketchy character, former Oakland Raider, did an 

S.F.P.D. stint, now a security consultant, so he’s for hire. He 

does favors for friends, on both sides of the law. A serious 

piece of work. 

“How are he and Steff connected? He’s a player in the 

BDSM scene, security—door control, evicting rowdies. Steff is 

into the local scene, big time, play name Empress Magnifica. 

Another player is a lower-level ITM agent in LA, with a bad 

rep, Jack Badell. Steff talked to him several times. Then the 

dress designers, costume specialists, and film/TV wig makers 

in New York and LA. Between them, half Steff’s calls.  

“Finally, I know a Silicon Valley electronics expert who 

creates one-off electronic devices—security, surveillance and 

tracking systems, miniature still and video cameras, custom 

earphone radios, radio-control stuff, miniature data-storage 

modules, small, high-performance speakers. By a strange 

coincidence, he taught me years ago how to crack security 

systems—expensive lessons, but worth it. He’s cool. 

“I drone-surveilled Steff's house in the Oakland hills, 

illegally—I made several quick passes, early evening, after 
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Steff returned home. I used my foldable, hand-launched GPS 

electric quadcopter with high-def video camera. An hour’s 

flight time per charge, one-mile control range, easily within my 

needs on this project.  

“I parked safely and discreetly, at Wild Currant Way 

and Thornhill. The geography isn’t tough. Each surveil took 

ten, fifteen minutes, at most. I saw a couple of homeowners on 

the video, noticing my road overflights, pointing, one of them 

hollering to a neighbor to see it. They couldn’t do anything 

about it, nor ID my device. 

“From street locations, I got a good look at Steff’s patio 

and into the house—mostly glass, facing the patio. You can see 

all the way into the living room and kitchen.  Hyper modern.” 

“Illegally? Wouldn’t it create material inadmissible as 

evidence in court, if it comes to that?” Professor Wilkinson 

registers concern. Denise seems unfazed. 

“The law is specific, following the usual abuses by 

indiscreet people—you could call them drone paparazzi. It 

says we can’t enter the airspace of persons to capture images 

without consent, and we’d never get it. I didn’t invade Steff’s 

airspace. I flew only over the street. I did pop-up maneuvers to 

get snapshots—up, fifteen, twenty seconds, get pix, down, 

loiter or park. The noise signature is minimal, just low-level 

propeller whirring. Unless you looked up, you’d never know it 

was there. 

“We can’t, legally, take photos or record videos of 

persons engaged in personal, private, or familial activities 

without approval. Steff would never allow it. We’re snooping, 

plain and simple. This legislation happened as a response by 

California authorities regarding Press invasion of public 

figures and celebrities. Count on the Press to cut corners, get 

close to the law or ignore it. Same with me.” 
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“So, what good are your drone data?” Janet frowns her 

concern. “If none is usable evidence, haven’t we wasted your 

time, and our money? I’m not complaining, just asking.” 

“It’s not wasted, Janet. We’ve made several essential 

discoveries. We know pretty much what Steff’s doing. We’ll 

get confirmation in other ways. I’ll figure it out. 

“The evidence is clear. Steff has five regular visitors. 

Right, five: a Caucasian, a Chinese, a Black, a Latina, and a 

teenager. Remember Larry Rogers’ work. Those five spend 

time on the patio. Some sort of theatrical display, often with 

Steff outside, watching. A lot of walking and posing, in 

costume, like a series of fashion shows. Beautiful. I’ll show you 

the video, and the stills, once I’ve edited the essential elements.  

“That five number? It’s no coincidence. One or other of 

them is there every evening, ready for Steff to come home in 

her limo, which I also tracked. One curious thing—all five 

share identical physical form: voluptuous. Wacky clothes. 

Well, not the teenager, who looks kinda simple and innocent—

ponytail, sweater, jeans—but has the identical body shape of 

the other four. She’s—not sure how to describe it—she seems 

more mature than her apparent years.  

“We know Jinnes isn’t dead. The stiff in the morgue 

was a Reno drifter with a record—my friend at the morgue 

gave me the word after a search of the prints turned up the real 

Nevada ID. Just another homeless sap bussed to San Francisco, 

of hundreds they’ve sent to West Coast cities. One of scores 

who end up dead of an overdose or street crime. 

“Authorities all over the West have been dumping their 

homeless on Seattle, Portland, the Bay Area, Los Angeles and 

San Diego for years, creating hell on the streets with tents, filth, 

garbage, feces, drug paraphernalia. They create an appalling 

financial drain on taxpayers, and worsen the drug dealing, 
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drug deaths and crime. All this while pissing off the voters, 

creating political and budget turmoil, and wrecking the tourist 

and convention trade those cities need. To make up for it, the 

cities won’t properly police and prosecute the endless attacks, 

vehicle break-ins and thefts. It’s a billion-dollar problem. I 

finally figured out our situation. Sorry about the rant. You both 

know the deal. I digress, sorry. 

“Why was this drifter carrying Jinnes’ ID and phone? 

Good question. My guess: to hide the deliberate disappearance, 

like those obits. Jinnes visits Steff’s house, and now lives there, 

presenting as the five unusual, totally different visitors, thanks 

to Rogers’ F/X.  

“What to do? I want to see the clues in Steff’s house. 

But I can only get in if she’s away. I can track her phone, so I’ll 

bide my time. I’ve connected the dots, but we need clear 

evidence, proof. Jinnes is alive, on Snake Road, functioning as a 

costumed captive. I’m guessing Steff will be in LA soon. If she 

stays away overnight, I’m in.”  

Wilkinson, deep in thought, finally chimes in. 

“I see it all, now. It’s unacceptable. As a psychologist 

and historian, the idea of one human possessing another, as a 

captive, horrifies me. I’m going to stop it, if I can. It’s beyond 

game-playing. I’ll use my professional powers to end it, and 

invoke legal redress. I’ll bring the matter to court, if I must.  

“Each of us is, in many ways, subject to external forces, 

cultural norms, bound by customs and rules, from necessity, 

from circumstances beyond our control. It’s how most of us 

must live, fundamentally law abiding, day to day. Except for 

scofflaws, that is—a growing population. 

“As a clinical psychologist and author, with a new book 

about BDSM originally for MindCraft but cancelled for no 

known reason, I know erotic cruelty when I see it, even if it’s 
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presented as a game. It’s what we’re seeing, here—twisted, 

evil. It must be stopped. I must retrieve a friend, a helpless, 

trapped individual, clearly in thrall to a dominant, controlling 

owner. The keeper or controller now possesses an individual 

who has become a beautiful prisoner, or a series of them, 

seemingly beyond reach. I must save the person the captive 

used to be.” 

Janet Wilson speaks up, again. “I’m with you, Professor 

Wilkinson, all the way. Denise has convinced me. And yes, the 

idea of a captive is intolerable.” 
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                        CARNAVAL 

 

“Today you’ll be Putita, out in public for the first time. Putita is 

not a real Spanish word—I coined it, in the spirit of puta, or the 

French putain. My sweet, sexy little whore will ply its trade 

today, at San Francisco’s Carnaval, the world’s biggest LatinX 

celebration outside Rio. It’s this weekend, in San Francisco’s 

Mission District. Every red-blooded Latin who can make it will 

be there, and the girls will strut their stuff. So, sweet Putita, mi 

querida, will you. How much will you charge for a fuck, eh? 

Oh, my! I suppose I should clean up my language, right? Or 

maybe not. Do you fuck? I shouldn’t ask. Don’t answer—you 

can’t, anyway. You’re just the ultimate tease.”  

This Saturday morning, Mary has told Delight to wear 

its flamboyant Mexican costume, to match the Mexican head 

she demanded for the weekend, starting Friday evening, after 

staining its hands light brown to match the face. Its cascading 

blonde wig frames its slightly smiling face—a blonde Mexican 

will attract attention, Mary is sure. A double-row gold chain 

connects its left earlobe to its left nostril. A prominent beauty 

mole lurks just below the lustrous coral lips, with lip ring. It 

meditates for a joyful forty minutes, facing the mirror; its Latin 

roots and attitude invade and consume it. I’ll try to think in 

Spanish, it tells itself. I’m a proud puta—a whore. 

Putita’s party dress features gaudy, multi-colored 

pastel panels in the bodice, separating and emphasizing its 

magnificent breasts. The stiff, high neck features a multi-

layered, red-net lining, serving as a confining ruffle inside the 

collar, framing the fabulous face, limiting head motion. The 

dress is so tight Putita cannot zip it up, and needs Mary’s help. 

Mary watches it struggle, shaking its head in frustration, and 

speaks to it over the radio. 
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“Exhale, sweet Putita. Don’t worry, I’ll get your zipper 

up somehow.” Putita complies, and feels the bodice enclose it 

like a fist as Mary urges the zipper from waist to neck. She 

pants with the exertion, inaudible to Putita as it strives to 

breathe, feeling its dress becoming an almost rigid chrysalis. It 

adapts quickly to the intense enclosure. A delicious confinement, 

it tells itself.  

The flame-red skirt is higher in front, longer in back. It 

fits tightly from the waist to the knees, where it flares to reveal 

a mid-calf froth, a lining of layered red net, red hose. The long, 

tight sleeves, flame red from the elbows, are as tight as the 

bodice, with hidden zippers from above the wrist to the palm. 

Zipped by Mary, the boned sleeves restrain wrist movement. 

They end in a flared motif with layered net lining, similar to 

the skirt, extending to the knuckles. Red lace gloves, without 

fingertips, reveal its coral ballerina manicure but conceal its 

hand tattoos. Its stilettos and manicure are a matching red.  

“Take your breakfast, Putita.” Mary smiles a cunning 

smile, speaking to her toy over her radio, applying the 

amphetamine-laced contents of her squeeze bottle.  “Now, play 

on the patio. Your skirt will hobble you, as intended, so you 

can’t run away on Mission when those horny caballeros follow 

your Amor Amor perfume, and decide that you’re their perfect 

target. Amor Amor, love-love, fuck-fuck. Money-money. You’re 

my precious puta, as I designed you. But, in truth, not for sale. 

“Walk for me, now, seductively and sexily. Practice 

sitting and standing, for an hour, until you’re confident in your 

skirt. You may find sitting difficult at first, until you get it 

right. Repetition, mi adorable. Practice makes perfect. Vamos. 

“Be careful not to fall, mi pequeña. Small steps, body 

above the feet—you know the routine. I’ll watch from the 

living room. Don’t forget your panatela. Then I’ll take my 
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delectable Putita to Carnaval, to celebrate its fiery Latin blood, 

to stimulate many Latin erections, and to exercise its own 

carnal impulses. Carnal: a word straight from Carnaval. Just 

lose the a-v. You’re having the time of your life. Admit it.” 

I can hardly walk in this skirt, Putita tells itself, but I like it. 

I must practice, as Mary says. On the street, I’ll be vulnerable. I love 

the constriction of my corset, dress, collar, sleeves. My gag. And my 

padlock, sealing me, helpless. I’ll be a hit on Mission Street. I can 

defend myself—my cigar, my nails. Mary will protect me. I’ll be the 

most desirable puta in San Francisco, better than crude, vulgar Black 

Beauty. Or Xiuman, so snooty, so aloof. Or boring Delight. Or the 

stupid child, Mindy. They’re pretty, but I’m prettier, and not for sale, 

at any price. I belong to my Mary, her private puta. 

Putita does not know it, but Mary has fashioned a name 

tag for it, and placed its name prominently on its left shoulder. 

Putita cannot lower its chin, to read it. It would have to go to 

the mirror, then try to read the name tag backwards. It says, in 

bold black letters on a silver background: PUTITA. This, Mary 

is sure, will arouse and amuse knowledgeable Spanish 

speakers, who will note how the Spanish word puta has been 

modified playfully. It should also engender disapproval, even 

anger, among the prudes. They will look askance at this lively, 

playful creature, even without its label. Her Putita will score 

twice at Carnaval: arouse the lascivious, and affront the 

uptight. She will keep Putita from the mirror until they leave.  

Putita sashays to the patio. Mary follows it with a 

panatela and her lighter, as Putita stands, piqued at Mary’s 

slow cigar service. It simpers, with exaggerated shoulder 

motion, tilts its head imperiously, glances suddenly to left and 

right. Mary, exasperated, seizes its chin, almost violently, 

which it enjoys, and forces the cigar between its lips. It 

pretends to resist. It stands, hands on hips, fingers fluttering its 
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impatience. It needs Mary’s flame. It taps the toe of its stiletto 

emerging from the net-lined flare. It finally steadies Mary’s 

hand with its fingers so she can provide the light, and inhales 

on its cigar. I love to make her angry, it tells itself. I love my cigar. 

It turns and flounces onto the patio, all attitude, with a 

provocative wiggle of its backside for Mary’s delectation, 

glancing back, inhaling hard, chin up, tossing its blonde curls. 

It knows what is expected: entice, tease, titillate, provoke. Mary 

smiles her approval. Delight—Putita for the day—is enjoying 

itself, its imagination hard at work. Its imperative is to seduce 

Mary, to wet her panties: Xiuman explained precisely how, 

Black Beauty approved, Mindy did not seem to care. Those 

others blend in Putita’s mind, inexplicably. Are they all me? 

Looking at how Putita moves, Mary realizes that 

Delight—in all its five forms—has mastered artless control and 

elegance in everything it does: its walk, its poses, its gestures, 

its head movements, its smoking. It has become facile, fluent, 

melting into exaggerated feminine allure as if born to it. This, 

she knows, is its secret, its power over her. Its muteness, its 

mystery, reinforces the effect. She has, she fears, trained it too 

well. It will end up possessing her. 

 

§ 

 

Mary seeks a parking spot near Mission, as close as possible 

but safe from the crowd, considering their intended 24th Street 

destination as spectators. This is where the parade turns from 

24th onto Mission, and heads north to its conclusion at 15th and 

Harrison. As Mary has sensibly decided, excessive walking 

will not suit Putita, with its tight skirt and high heels.  

Mary is determined to test Putita, to provoke tension, 

anxiety, even fear in her Latina possession. She finds a safe, 
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convenient parking spot behind the Mission Workforce Center 

near Mission and Cesar Chavez, south of the Parade route. 

Squeezing into a more convenient spot nearer the action would 

be impossible. Her Lexus is too valuable to risk. She knows San 

Francisco’s car-theft and break-in statistics: astronomical, and 

worsening, as police enforcement declines.  

It is a three-block walk to the corner of Mission and 

24th.  They amble, Putita clinging to Mery’s arm. Hobbled, 

teetering on its red Louboutin stilettos, it must take small steps. 

It sees the throng of spectators, its anxiety escalating. Deaf-

mute and helpless in a rowdy crowd? Adrenalin flows. Putita 

knows what it is, what Mary has made it become. It feels fear, 

along with growing excitement. It feels Mary’s hand as she 

pats its padlock provocatively. It is safe from intrusion, but 

locked in inescapably. It likes the sensation. Delightful danger, it 

tells itself. Mary’s willing captive. Yes, yes, YES. 

The Carnaval Grand Parade, Mary knows, starts at 

24th Street and Bryant, proceeds eight blocks to Mission Street, 

turns right at Mission, head norths nine blocks to 15th, then east 

on 15th to its South Van Ness Avenue conclusion. Admission to 

the festival and parade is free; large crowds invariably attend. 

This year is no different, after decades as the world’s largest 

such event beyond Rio. 

Mary also knows about grandstand seating, between 

22ndand 23rd streets. She won’t go far, nor take much time there, 

an hour at most. Her goal is to exercise and stress her Putita, to 

watch and enjoy it, as it moves in public and interacts with 

others. It is her test, her game, much less benign and innocent 

than Delight’s excursions to the Legion of Honor, the de Young 

and Stow Lake, dressed and coifed as an elegant executive. 

Then there were those lovely hours at the Asian Art Museum 

with the fascinating, disdainful Xiuman and its elitist scorn. 
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Soon they reach the intersection, where dense crowds 
are already gathered. This is more like Black Beauty’s risky 
Tenderloin business. Mary keys her radio. 

“You’re on your own from here, my adorable puta. 

Wiggle and jiggle, strut and preen in the crowd, my proud 

little whore. I’ll follow, and watch. You’ll wow them, trust me. 

Maybe I’ll intervene if some local boy thinks he can get to you. 

Don’t even think about the boys. All they have is empty heads 

and raging testosterone, but the locals can be tough and pushy.  

“You’ll have your cigars to protect yourself.  Start one, 

now, and be on your way. I’ll give you a light, but from here 

you’ll have to chain, or cadge a light from someone in the 

crowd. Play sweetly, my delectable Putita. Demonstrate your 

carnal Latina attitude. Wet my panties. Take your time, mi 

querida. It’s a huge parade.”  

Putita takes a cigar from its purse and exercises its 

required ritual, accepting Mary’s light, steadying her hand. 

After so much practice, it has become habitual, comforting. 

Knowing how much Mary likes to watch it smoke, nastily, 

stimulates its performance. In and out. In and out. Mary is 

entering her, as always, with every breath. They both know. As 

Mary promised, it would feel naked without a cigar between 

its lips. It shakes its hips, tosses its blonde mane: Attitude. 

Inside, Putita feels increasing tension, verging on terror, 

as it surveys the crowds and accepts its reality: helpless, deaf-

mute vulnerability. It knows it is on display here, a cheap, 

vulgar Latina with a body designed and costumed to turn 

heads. Concentrate, it tells itself. Live it, love it, all the way. 

Performance, performance, performance. Through pink shades, 

Putita sees a happy world. Illusory. The reality: danger. 

Mary is nearby, and will watch, care for and protect it, 

Putita is sure. Won’t she? Black Beauty was similarly helpless, 
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it recalls, and was arrested, as Mary panicked, or pretended to. 

It traipses up Mission on the west side, stopping at Angela’s 

Boutique Joyeria to watch the parade already around the 

corner. With its height, on its heels, it can see over the heads of 

spectators crowding, elbow-to-elbow, at the curb. Putita wants 

room to walk freely, not be hemmed in. It pulls its purse close, 

protecting it, determined not to be vulnerable. The purse 

contains only its cigars, not even a lighter. It estimates where 

its owner must be, turns, profile to Mary, and performs its ash-

removal routine, holding its exhale as long as it can, exhaling 

slowly. Mary’s voice: “Excellent, Putita. That supercilious bitch 

Xiuman taught you well. I love her, and I resent her.” 

A local news-channel videographer, showing her 

credentials, waves at Putita, miming a request to shoot. It 

strikes exaggerated poses, demonstrating its costume and its 

most obscene cigar smoking, for effect. Watching, Mary makes 

a mental note to check the channel’s Carnaval coverage. 

“You’re fabulous, my sweet whore,” says Mary’s voice 

in its ears. “No, you’re better. You’re depraved, and I love it. 

You’re not innocent. You’re evil, in your nasty element.” 

Putita sees the beautifully adorned floats, featuring rich 

multicultural themes and performers. A Brazilian-style samba 

school comes into view, scantily clad members trying not to 

shiver in the cool, overcast San Francisco morning, the 

temperature in the 50s, dancing in fantastic feathered 

headdresses or sweeping Bahia skirts, matching Rio’s Carnaval 

roots. Behind them, in endless profusion, come Caribbean 

groups performing the music and dance of the Bahamas, Cuba, 

Jamaica, Puerto Rico, and Trinidad. Then, the Mexican Aztec 

performers, traditional African drummers, Polynesian dancers, 

Japanese percussionists, giant puppets and folkloric groups 

representing Guatemela, Honduras, and Bolivia. Putita is 
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captivated, mesmerized. It wants to join in, to dance, to join its 

people. The parade seems endless. 

An hour passes. Putita smokes four cigars, once 

accepting a light from a pretty woman passerby, who admires 

Putita’s costume. They exchange hugs. It removes its cigar to 

kiss her on the lips. It touches her cheek tenderly. She smiles, 

saying something it cannot hear, her face animated with 

undisguised desire. It has to chain the other three cigars. 

Mary’s voice sounds in its ears: “Home, now, mi querida. We’ve 

seen enough. No more flirting. The lovely lady who gave you a 

light wanted you, obviously, but you’re mine, exclusively. You 

show far too much affinity for pretty women. It makes me 

jealous. Stop it. I’m your only woman.” 

It happens in instants. One moment everything is safe, 

serene. The next, all is at risk. 

Carlos and Juan exemplify Chicano punks, bad boys in 

their twenties. Buddies from the day-laborer pool gathering 

daily in the Mission, with negligible skills and less ambition, 

they are barely surviving on meager earnings, spending their 

last dollars on beer, girls and drugs. The misbegotten pair have 

come to Carnaval to get drunk and get laid.  

They come to 24th and Mission, approaching from 

Valencia, in the direction opposite to the Carnaval parade, 

giggling like fools, exchanging insults, elbowing each other, 

primed for trouble. Their day’s first Tecate beers are already 

inside them. As they reach Mission they face Putita, wiggling 

down the street towards them, intent on returning to the car 

three blocks away. 

“Hey, guapa,” says Carlos to Putita. “You wan’ a hot 

date? I got what you wan’, right here between my legs. Ready 

for some fun? Qué tacones elegantes, eh!” He points to its feet, 

smiling his approval. It cannot hear nor understand him. He 
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admires its high heels? What’s not to like? They’re wonderful, says 

Putita to itself. It wants no part of him, lifts its chin, turns 

away, ignores him, inhales on its cigar, and prepares to cross 

the street, to continue down Mission.  

“Don’ you be snubbin’ me, pendeja. Don’ you try to 

ignore me. Show me your concha, puta. Your name tag tells me 

all I need to know—putita … puta! To me, you look good and 

ready to fuck.” He steps close to Putita and seizes its right arm, 

to take control of it, to drag it away. He has not reckoned with 

Mary, close behind since they left the car. 

“Leave her alone,” says Mary. “You’re drunk, and this 

little number is above your pay grade.” She steps close to her 

Putita, puts her arm around it protectively. Mary’s 

involvement seems to encourage Carlos and Juan. Juan faces 

Mary, belligerently, comes up to her, his face inches from hers. 

She can smell the beer on his breath. 

“Fresa ruca, stuck up old bat,” he snarls. “What’s it to 

you? Who the fuck do you think you’re talking to, bruja?” He 

steps back and delivers a stunning fist to her face. She falls to 

the sidewalk, gasping with pain.  

Putita reacts to him instantly. It steps forward, though 

constrained by its hobble skirt and stilettos, feeling an 

adrenalin surge powered by its amphetamines, and delivers a 

slashing attack on Juan. Its coral nails find a target in his cheek, 

drawing blood. It turns, and helps Mary to her feet. Juan steps 

back, shocked, blood flowing through his fingers. Putita, 

fearless, undeterred, turns back to him, claws extended, 

despite its significant height and weight disadvantage.  

Two S.F.P.D. cops standing across the intersection, 

surveying the crowd, detect the ruckus. They start across 

Mission, threading through the procession on the double, night 

sticks drawn. Carlos and Juan see them coming and try to melt 
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into the crowd, but one of the cops, a young Mexican-

American, grabs Juan and restrains him. Blood is dripping 

down the young Mexican’s cheek where Putita’s nails have hit 

home. The other cop helps Mary to her feet, and reaches out to 

restrain Putita. He senses it will try to do more harm to Juan if 

it can. He is here to make peace. 

Putita finally steps back, tosses its cigar. The dreadful 

gagging reflex, so terrifying during those first experiments 

with its gag, returns suddenly. Settle down, calm yourself, Putita 

tells itself. Imprisoned inaccessibly under its head molding, 

tightly laced and padlocked, gagged, choking is its inevitable 

alternative. The horror: death. It relaxes and stands still, trying 

to compose itself, to regain control, to breathe evenly. 

“You all right, ma’am?” The young Mexican-American 

cop puts a reassuring hand on Mary’s shoulder, concern on his 

face and in his body language. Mary, shaken, reaches up to her 

cheek where a bloody welt is emerging under her right eye. 

She digs into her purse, extracts a tissue, and dabs at the 

wound. Putita, at her side, fists clenched, shaking, shows rage. 

It turns to Mary, embracing her, comforting her. 

“Guess so. I’ll live. A bit shaken.” 

“I understand, ma’am. We’re holding one of the two 

men who attacked you. I’m sure we can find the other. Was 

this”—he gestures at Juan—”the individual who struck you? 

Can your friend, here”—he nods at Putita, standing close—

“help take care of you?”  

Putita has a protective arm around Mary, wishing it 

could speak. It nods to the cop. Then, with a sudden shock of 

recognition, it realizes he’s the same cop who arrested it in the 

Tenderloin. Well, he didn’t arrest Putita, it was Black Beauty, 

though the cop will never know. The cop is still talking to 

Mary: “Do you want to press charges?” 
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Mary shakes her head. “Let the little prick go. I don’t 

need the hassle. I’ll be okay. I liked seeing the asshole’s 

bleeding cheek. My friend will help me to our car. She’s one 

tough chick.” She looks over to Putita. Again, Putita nods, 

sensing, though unable to lip read, the gist of the exchange.  

The cop who has been restraining Juan releases his grip 

and pushes him away. 

“You’re lucky, punk. If she’d wanted, we’d take you in, 

even if you’re shit, not worth bothering with.” 

Wobbling slowly along Mission, pausing frequently to 

steady herself, Mary clings to Putita’s arm. Their roles are 

reversed, Mary now depending on her possession, Putita 

determined not to fail her. As they approach the alley near the 

Mexican Workforce Center, where the Lexus is parked, Putita 

sees a sign indicating a place to rest, a respite for Mary to sit 

and take refreshment: El Rio, at 3158, mere steps from the car. 

The lurid purple building stands out, in an otherwise drab 

neighborhood. Putita points at the sign, looks at Mary, and 

tugs on her arm. Mary nods wearily. 

Unable to speak, Putita eases Mary along gently, past 

where the Lexus is safely parked, so they can enter El Rio, 

appropriately subtitled “. . . your dive” at the doorway. In the 

cavernous darkness, Putita sees a neon arrow pointing to the 

patio, and guides Mary outside. They sit in a secluded corner, 

where a server takes their orders, placed by Mary: a tall Piña 

Colada for herself, water for Putita.  

Putita wants ice, to apply to Mary’s cheek, but—mute—

cannot request it. Instead, it creates a wad of three or four 

napkins from the tabletop holder, folded and dampened 

repeatedly with water from its water glass, refreshed and 

turned every few minutes, and applies gentle, cool pressure to 

Mary’s bruised cheek. It is hampered by its confining sleeves, 
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and its nails. Mary sips her Piña Colada, gradually composing 

herself. She reaches into her purse and hydrates Putita. 

Putita sits and holds Mary’s hand. It plants a kiss on 

Mary’s cheek, eliciting a smile and a squeeze of the hand. Mary 

reaches to her belt to activate her radio, but it does not work, 

apparently damaged in her fall. She cannot talk to Putita, even 

when they return home, until the damaged radio is repaired. 

She shakes her head, frustrated. For the moment she will have 

to resort to written notes.  

After an hour’s rest at El Rio, they walk back to the car. 

Mary drives back to Snake Road, slowly and cautiously, 

reaching up repeatedly with a tissue to blot the gash on her 

cheek. Putita looks over, often, deeply concerned for its owner. 

Mute, it cannot offer her its words of consolation and affection. 

It can only pat Mary’s shoulder, touch her hand. 

Inside, Putita leads Mary to the living-room recliner 

and helps her lie back. It finds aspirin, gets a glass of water, ice 

from the fridge and two washcloths from a drawer in the 

island. It returns to Mary, pulls up a chair, hands her the 

aspirin, helps her drink. It applies the ice inside the folded 

washcloth to Mary’s cheek, tenderly, drying, with the other 

washcloth, the escaping moisture. Mary reaches up, smiling, 

pats Putita’s padlock, lies back, closes her eyes, and accepts 

Putita’s ministrations. 

Mary seems to be drifting off to sleep at last. Putita 

stands, searches Mary’s purse, finds the magical red button, 

and tucks the device into its sleeve. It will return the button, 

later. Mary will never know, it assures itself. It walks to the patio 

door, and steps outside. It glances at the full-length mirror 

inside, against the glass.  

It steps closer, to admire itself, reaches up to fiddle with 

the gold chain between its earlobe and nostril, touches the 
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beauty mark below its lower lip, the mole that provokes 

attention to its lurid lips. It lowers its hand, and nods its 

approval. For the first time, it notices and reads backwards the 

reflected word on its name tag: PUTITA. It seethes with 

sudden rage. How could Mary reveal me in public this way? Then 

it recognizes Mary’s little game. It acknowledges her power, 

her sense of humor, her ability to surprise, her diversions. It 

understands. It feels … stimulated, aroused. Puta. Yes, indeed, it 

tells itself. A fine one. The best. I accept. 

Putita walks to the patio table, taking small steps in its 

constricting skirt. It opens the cigar box, takes out a panatela, 

forces the cigar between its lips, takes up the table lighter, and 

lights the cigar—its owner cannot provide service. It circles the 

patio, concentrating on its character, its seductive walk, its 

breathing, to distract itself from the Carnaval horrors.  

It talks to itself. I love the constraints of my corset, my tight 

bodice, collar and sleeves, my hobble skirt, my heels. I sense the cigar  

in my breathing tube. I take Mary in, moment to moment, as she 

kisses my lips, continuously. I’m … wonderful. This is my life. 

It pictures the admiration, the lust, of an invisible 

audience. It recalls, wistfully, the pretty lady, poised and 

elegant, who gave it a light for its cigar, on the street, who 

demonstrated obvious yearning, whom it embraced and 

kissed—How I like pretty women! I wanted her, I needed her—and 

considers itself the perfect, provocative puta. It checks itself, 

turning off the image of the pretty lady, referring itself 

exclusively to Mary, as her ideal whore, to whom it owes its 

existence. It feels power, satisfaction, ecstasy.  

Being Putita is thrilling, it tells itself. Xiuman, Black 

Beauty and Mindy are as nothing. Delight itself? Uptight, prim and 

proper, bland, boring. I, Putita, am the best. I’m prettier, sexier, more 

desirable. I want this never to end. 
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Putita sits, drops its hands into its lap, caressing its 

thighs, feeling the texture of the cloth. It leans back in the chair, 

cigar aglow between its lips, picturing Mary entering it with 

every breath. In and out. In and out. It considers how it will 

care for its owner, tenderly, in the hours ahead, to alleviate her 

pain, to prove its dedication, its affection, its commitment. 

It extracts the little red button from its sleeve, presses it, 

again and again, wishing it could scream.   
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          THE CITY OF THE ANGELS 

 

“Jack Badell here, ITM, Ms. Steff. Sol Goldstein asked me to 

reach out. He suggested we meet, down here, and you bring 

Delight. We’re enthusiastic about your project.” 

“You’re my top priority. I can come within the next two 

weeks. We can demonstrate Delight’s dialog, using new 

technology to provide a credible human voice.” 

“Interesting. Where will you stay?” 

“The Beverly Bountiful. I’ll take a suite. What nights do 

you suggest?” 

“Can you come next Friday week? We can meet at the 

hotel that evening. On Saturday, there’s an interesting party 

you should attend as our guests. I’ll email my status report, 

confirmation and contact data.”  

 

§ 

 

“We have a new diversion for you, sweetie. My test, your 

opportunity. A road trip. An amusing experience.” Delight 

cocks its head in query. Mary Steff is wearing makeup for the 

first time in her life, a deft application of flesh-tinted pancake, 

re-applied every couple of hours, to cover the livid bruise on 

her cheek, not yet healed. She is wearing her repaired radio. 

“We’re going to Los Angeles, to see if we can make 

you, or your character, a movie star. But it’ll take a little more 

than your usual time. You handle Friday evening to Monday 

morning well, never signs of discomfort. How about Thursday 

evening to Monday?”  

Delight pauses, and lifts its hand, palm forward, a 

signal of delay. An index fingernail to the cheek, pensive. 



 

 

                                        Possessed                            Julia Wood                                                                                                         

__________________________________________________ 

 225 

“Time to think, to decide? Understood. It’s a stretch, 

but necessary. We’ll drive down Friday, leave early, around 

nine, get to LA four-ish, and go to the hotel, the Beverly 

Bountiful. We have a suite: bedroom, Alaskan King-sized bed 

we like, living room, bathroom, balcony.  

“My agency contact is working as we hoped. They want 

to meet Delight, as soon as possible. They knew about the 

Ordeal by Fire screenplay. They’ve suggested a writer for your 

story, Rebirth, both as a book—a memoir—and a screenplay. 

They already have development interest. 

“Their people will come to the hotel, Friday evening. 

We’ll meet in the Premier Patio bar, outside, where you can 

smoke. There’s a party Saturday evening, where they say we 

could meet responsive individuals. We’ll drive back Sunday. 

So, can you extend? I’m asking you this time, not telling you.” 

Delight pauses a long beat, playful tension, then nods. 

For Mary, its owner, whatever she wants, whenever she wants 

it, in any form she wishes. Its dedication is total. 

Mary smiles. “You’ll wear your sequins in public for 

the first time. I’m glad I anticipated the opportunity, and got 

that party frock. It’ll be quite a sight. We’ll use your voice 

system, now it’s fully tested, to demonstrate your speech.  

“If only we could fly,” she says, “but you have no TSA 

ID yet. We’ll get it. Then we’ll go to New York—MoMA, the 

Met, the Guggenheim, the Whitney, the Fashion Institute, 

Brooklyn, everywhere. I picture Paris—the Louvre, Centre 

Pompidou, Rodin’s house, Monet’s Giverny lake, home and 

garden, Notre Dame, the Seine, the Eiffel Tower. I’ll hold you 

close as we share the City of Light. Then, London—the Tates, 

Original and Modern, the National and Portrait Galleries, the 

V&A. I love that you like art, and draw so well. I’m so glad I 

brought my art home, for you to enjoy. I want to hold your 
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hand on the London Eye, wander with you on Kings Road, 

Chelsea, on Hampstead Heath, take you on a Thames 

excursion, down to Greenwich, to West End theatre—so many 

great opportunities. You’ll bewitch the Brits. I just know it. 

“For now, it’s driving to LA. Tedious, but flying isn’t 

much quicker. Driving, you won’t have to walk much. I worry 

about your walking too far, but you handle your heels so well. 

It shows me how you like to please me. Sweet little Mindy will 

travel, for convenience. Delight will be your Saturday party 

piece—redhead, sequins, bling.”  

Delight nods vehemently. It pirouettes and poses, a 

little bump and grind, turns back to Mary, hand on raised hip, 

pleased with itself. It returns to Mary and embraces her. It 

takes her hand and isolates her middle finger. Mary knows 

what to do. Delight holds Mary’s hand, tightly, then moves her 

finger in and out, for a long, breathless time. 

“It’ll make everything easier—you always ready, me 

not worrying about visitors wanting to see you, expecting you 

to be available. You’ll be with me four days, instead of the 

usual weekend three. No earpieces this trip. You must be able 

to hear others.” 

You delight me, Mary, says Delight to itself. More time 

with you is always good. Mary withdraws her finger, slowly, 

feels Delight exhale, its immediate intake of breath, and slides 

her finger back, instantly, extra tight. Delight holds her hand 

again, securely. It is ready for LA.  

 

§ 

 

Out of the city, on the I-5 freeway, Mary relaxes. She caresses 

and pats Mindy’s thigh through its fitted, red-velvet jeans. 

Mindy fondles Mary’s right hand, digging in its shocking-pink 
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ballerina nails playfully in ways it knows she likes. Its 

manicure matches its lips, as always. 

“I guess you’d like a cigar.” Mindy nods. “No problem, 

sweetie. The car’s ventilation is good. “Check the center 

console. I’ll crack your window and the rear vent, so the smoke 

will be extracted.”  

Mindy takes out a panatela. It forces the cigar between 

its shocking-pink lips, into its breathing tube, presses the cigar 

lighter, watches for it to pop and presses it firmly to the cigar 

tip. In moments, the cigar is lit. Mindy settles, cigar in place, 

then reclines its seat and leans back. It lifts its hand briefly to 

examine its nails, verifies the ashtray location. It rests its hands 

in its lap, content. It knows that Mary wants to look at it. It 

likes to be on display for her. 

“I could watch you with your cigar a thousand times, 

Mindy. It never gets old. You wear it so charmingly, you make 

it part of you: me, kissing you. I’m glad you’re here, giving me 

an extra day.” Mindy nods and touches Mary’s hand. 

“Everything good? Gag comfortable?”  

Mindy nods, at ease. It will never get old for me, sweet 

Mary, if it pleases you, it tells itself. I can do it the way you like, 

nastily, but you’re driving and can’t watch. So I’ll just sit back and 

wear it, prettily, so you can glance at me. Later, when I can, I’ll hold 

in my inhale so long you won’t believe it. It makes you crazy, it wets 

your panties—Xiuman explained. I pretended not to care, but I do. I 

only exist to delight you. It wishes it could speak. 

“Don’t worry about the ashtray, Mindy. I’ll help you. 

Relax, sweetie. I fix. Traffic is tolerable.” She leans over, 

removes the cigar to pat off ash, and forces it back between 

Mindy’s lips. It turns to her, and nods, delighted to show its 

willingness to arouse its owner, loving the discipline. It reaches 

up to catch Mary’s hand for an instant, and squeezes it. 
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                                        § 

 

At the Bountiful front desk, the modest pair, seemingly mother 

and daughter, attracts little attention. Mindy’s pink shades 

cover its motionless blue glass eyes; its human reality, as 

created meticulously by Larry Rogers, is convincing. 

In the suite, Mary unlocks her suitcase, and turns to 

Mindy. “I have a special gift for you on this important trip, 

sweetie. On top. See if you like it.” 

Mindy opens the suitcase and discovers an exquisite 

nightgown, a baby-doll in black silk and lace, with long chiffon 

sleeves and high neck, with a big, black-satin bow tying under 

the chin. It holds up the garment, then hugs it. Mary smiles. “I 

can hardly wait to see you wear it. For now, go out onto the 

balcony and smoke for me.” 

Mindy steps onto the balcony, equipped with a chaise 

longue and matching chairs, takes out a cigar and slides it 

carefully between its lips, as Mary comes out for a moment to 

give it a light. She turns and re-enters the room, pulls the glass 

door shut and, with a flourish for Mindy to see, locks the door 

with an obvious, teasing gesture, steps back into the room and 

turns away. 

Mindy taps and scratches on the glass with its nails, 

pretending to seek admission, a sound Mary finds arousing. 

Tap-tap. Scritch-scratch. Tap-tap. Scritch-scratch. She returns 

and places her palms on the glass, at shoulder height. Mindy 

takes the hint, places its palms on the outside. Palm to palm, 

only the pane separates them. Nothing separates their hearts. 

Mary smiles and looks into Mindy’s glass eyes. What, 

she wonders, is going on behind those eyes? She sees the 

flicker of eyelids in the clear pupils. What is Mindy thinking 

and feeling? She will never know, a riddle Mary finds strongly 
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arousing, not knowing quite why. Delight, in all its 

presentations, from Xiuman to Black Beauty, from Putita to 

Mindy, is a series of sexy mysteries she created, riddles she 

owns and controls. Her toys. Her enigmas. 

She knows what she started, but she will never know 

what any of them is thinking. They can never tell. And they are 

evolving and becoming, daily, in all their forms. 

 

                                        § 

 

The ITM agent, Jack Badell, arrives with his associate, a 

dazzling blonde, Miki Taylor. After meeting in the lobby, the 

four go to the Premier Patio. The hostess seats them at a table 

for four, on the white, steel-framed seats with red seat cushions 

characterizing the famous spot. Its palm trees and flowers 

make it one of Los Angeles’ premier outdoor settings for 

drinks or a meal. Mary has been here before, but Delight is 

stunned by the beauty and luxury, its pink shades giving the 

place a roseate aura. Delight is coolly understated, wearing its 

LBD and sleek, jet-black, pageboy wig with tinted silver ends it 

wore to the Legion of Honor and the de Young. The only color 

it displays is the blood-red rosebud on its high collar, its 

crimson lips and manicure. 

Badell orders drinks, but Delight cannot participate. 

Mary hydrated it in the room with the squeeze bottle, since it 

cannot drink. Miki provides a light for its cigar. Mary has told 

it to smoke elegantly, in a ladylike way, as Xiuman did at the 

Asian Museum, removing the cigar after each inhale and 

holding it up, to display its manicure. It makes its actions nice, 

not—as Mary calls it—the nasty she prefers. It attempts 

Xiuman’s provocation, twice, three times, as it explained to 

Delight, and to Black Beauty, Putita and Mindy, after Xiuman 
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wet her panties at the Asian Art Museum. Badell and Miki do 

not, apparently, notice its actions. Mary shows no reaction. 

This frustrates Delight. I have failed to move my Mary, it tells 

itself. I must do better. 

They are seated in a special smoking section, separated 

from the rest of the Patio by a glass pane, set up by the hotel to 

enable it to cater to its many smoking guests, through a special 

dispensation by the State of California, a hefty expense. 

Badell explains his mission: watch and hear Delight’s 

messages, as a key element demonstrating simulated speech by 

someone with a damaged throat. This was described in the 

original Ordeal by Fire screenplay, promised by Mary in Rebirth. 

It would feature Delight as the protagonist, but with an actor 

undertaking the role.  

Mary has told Delight to leave its radio earpieces out, to 

hear the questions she has memorized, and advance the 

recording using an unobtrusive signal button under its left 

sleeve. The answers are in the data-storage device, conveyed 

by small, binaural speakers, all cleverly mounted in Delight’s 

extravagant silicone bosom, the system powered via wiring 

from its dildo battery. Delight’s signal advances the recordings 

automatically to the next answer. The two have practiced the 

exchange until it sounds like authentic dialog. 

“Let me show you, Mr. Badell. Fortunately, it’s quiet 

here, so we can hear Delight’s responses.” She turns to Delight, 

waiting for the Texas drawl recorded by Janet Wilson. 

“What’s your name?” 

“I’m Delight.” 

“I mean, what’s your real name?” 

“Delight is my real name. My only name. Dee-light.” 

“How were you injured, and needed your mask?” 
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“My face was cut in a knife attack. They cut my throat. I 

nearly died.” 

“Where are you from originally?” 

“West Texas. Marfa. I live in Oakland now.” 

“How old are you?” 

“A lady never tells. Seriously. Am I a lady? I don’t think so.” 

“What are your body dimensions?” 

“42-24-40, five-seven—plus hair and heels.” 

“What do you like to do?” 

“I like to write, draw, dress up, watch TV and smoke my 

cigars.” 

“Any bad habits?” 

“Smoking. I wear a cigar whenever I can. I love ’em.” 

“What are you most proud of?” 

“Surviving. Then, my body, face, hair, manicure and heels. 

And my cigars.” 

“Who are your friends?” 

“My friends are the people who helped me. They care for me.” 

“What are your ambitions?” 

“To love and be loved by the lady who saved me. And make 

my movie: Rebirth.” 

Jack Badell and Miki give Delight silent hand claps. 

Badell turns to Mary. 

“Can I ask Delight a question?” 

“Not possible, yet. As the project evolves, with AI 

audio, it should be feasible. I’m investing. My people are on it, 

but a production studio would do better. Until development is 

further advanced, it’s not my highest priority.” 

Delight glimpses familiar Hollywood faces. Two or 

three cast quick glances at their table. A well-known actor, 

strolling past, looks down lustfully at Delight, appreciating its 

beauty. This pleases it. Larry Rogers created fine work, it 
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realizes, enabling it to be alluring, desirable, sexy … real, 

behind its pink shades. Its enigmatic, Mona Lisa smile is 

significantly influential. 

Two hours pass quickly, and Delight wonders whether 

other activity is planned, knowing a get-acquainted, initial 

meeting would likely be inconclusive. They leave the Patio, 

and the four walk to the lobby, where Badell asks for his car. It 

arrives, and the two visitors prepare to leave. Badell has 

remained remote, seeming only wanting to see and hear 

Delight, and understand the history and concept of Mary’s 

proposed screenplay. But his assistant, Miki, offers a warm, 

appreciative parting embrace. Delight returns the hug, sensing 

intimacy, liking it. 

What about Miki? Delight wonders. She’s attractive. I like 

sexy women—I am almost one, myself. I like it. Should I reciprocate? 

Mary says I like men, so I guess I do. I recall Joel. She told me to like 

him. Then she says I care only for her. Am I lesbian, or bi? I can’t 

talk. I can’t write notes. I’m confused. I must do as she says. I still 

know, deep inside, who I was, who I am, and what I like, though I 

must hide it, always, not think about it. My unreality imprisons me. 

Back in their suite, Mary sits on the sofa, Delight beside 

her. Mary hydrates Delight carefully, as usual, showing the 

invariable concern and attention she owes her possession. 

“I learned a lot. Some of it I knew—the long odds of 

acceptance and development in a difficult industry. Much I did 

not know, particularly the studios, producers and directors, by 

name, who are open to pitches, who are currently too busy to 

bother. Badell says he’ll take us to a party tomorrow evening. 

Useful individuals and/or their representatives will be there. 

He was patient, and made me realize my ignorance of this 

business. I’m glad we’re making the effort.” Delight nods, and 

tilts its head to display curiosity. 
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“You impressed him, sweetie. He’d seen your photos 

but wanted to see and hear the real person. Or, as we know, 

the unreal one. He knows Larry Rogers, and his mentor Rick 

Baker’s reputation. His assistant, Miki something or other, was 

taken with you. She says she finds you a total turn-on. Wants 

to know if you’re a lesbian. I said I didn’t know. But we know, 

don’t we? If she likes you cool, demure, and ladylike, wait till 

she sees you as the redhead in sequins, tomorrow.” 

She pauses. “There’s something I can’t put my finger on 

about Badell. Evasive. Shifty. But Miki likes you, a lot.” 

Delight mimes continued curiosity. Mary continues: 

“She’d like to know if you’re interested in her. I said she was 

rushing things. If anyone were your lesbian lover, it’d be me. 

Remember how Black Beauty made a woman friend at the 

Geary Club, and Putita was distracted by a lovely lady at 

Carnaval? I like the mixture of pleasure and jealousy. Who 

knows what you like? I do. I tell you. Come on to Miki. Make 

sure she knows you like her. I want to watch.” 

She laughs. This, Mary decides, will undoubtedly stress 

her delightful Delight: what to be, or not to be, not knowing? 

That is the question. Then there is her own speculation. She 

knows Delight’s true gender, under its beautiful exterior, but 

not its sexual inclinations—irrelevant history as far as she is 

concerned. She tells it what to think, what to be, what to do, 

what to like … everything. 

“It’s been a long day and the drive did me in, sweetie.” 

She glances at her watch. “It’s near eleven. Let’s pack it in. You 

can show me your new nightie.” 

Delight stands and walks to where Mary has put her 

purse down. It takes out a cigar and Mary’s lighter, and 

retreats to the balcony, closing the sliding-glass door. It fits the 

cigar between its lips, flares the lighter, and inhales. It knows 
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Mary is watching. It thinks of Miki. I will make Mary jealous, and 

enjoy myself doing it. 

Mary follows Delight onto the balcony. “Smoke 

whenever you like, sweetie. I know you’re hooked. I’m 

hooked, too—on watching you. But you’re smoking herbal 

panatelas, not tobacco, not addictive, no nicotine. You like the 

look, the techniques I trained you to follow. You like to tease 

me, to provoke me. How well you do it, too, you little minx. 

You thrilled me in the Patio. I could hardly stay calm, trying 

not to show you. Didn’t you see what you did to me? 

“Nasty, now—crude, trashy, not like your ladylike 

Patio posing.” Delight extends its claws in a feral gesture and 

inhales, hard. It leans back, clawing the stucco wall behind it, 

frenziedly, hands at hip height, and lifts it chin, offering its 

profile, cigar rampant. It inhales, removes its cigar, and closes 

its lips tightly, as Mary watches. It faces Mary, holds its breath 

as long as it can, till Mary can hardly stand the tension, finally 

turns into profile and plumes out the smoke, languidly, 

instantly forces the cigar back between its lips, and turns back 

to study its owner. Xiuman was right, Delight decides. Reading 

Mary’s face, the results are conclusive. I have the power. 

“You crafty, deceitful thing. You’ve listened to your 

clever friends. They’ve taught you how to do it to me. Was it 

devious, scheming Xiuman, or the disgusting, raunchy slut, 

Black Beauty? Or the pretty, wicked little whore, Putita? They 

have the secret. They will corrupt Mindy if they can. I’m sure 

of it. They want to own me. I’ll have to apply discipline, what 

all five of you want and need. I will, in new and interesting 

ways. You’ll like it, I’m sure. Never forget: I’m in charge. 

“Come to bed, sweetie. I want to hold you. As a special 

treat, for tonight, talk to me. You won’t be able to, I won’t 

understand, but I want to hear you try.” 
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Delight nods. It takes a final deep inhale, stubs out its 

cigar, exhales into the Beverly Hills night, and re-enters the 

room. It goes to Mary and enfolds her in a passionate embrace. 

Then it tries to speak, uttering little whimpers through its gag, 

caressing her cheek. 

“Mmmm.” “Mmmmm. Mmmmmm.” “Mmmmmmm. 

Mmmm. Mmmmmmmmm.” 

It cannot form words. The gag is effective. Delight falls 

silent. Mary kisses it, holding its cheeks between her fingers, 

and Delight encloses Mary’s hands with its own hands. 

“Yes, sweetie,” says Mary. “I know. I truly care. You’re 

frustrated, you beautiful, desperate toy, trying to speak, 

knowing you cannot, ever. I get it. It fills me with longing. You 

have so much to say, but I’ll never know. Infinite tension. I 

interpret your sexy whimpering as … delight. You’re telling 

me how much you love me, how you can’t live without me, 

how it thrills you to be you. I feel it all, here and now, with 

you. I give you life, day by day. You give me joy. 

“Your face, your lips, your eyes, your manicure, your 

tits, your tiny corseted waist, your big, beautiful breasts, your 

heels, your walk, your caresses, your moves, your gestures, 

your smoking, your attempt to talk, all speak to me, moment to 

moment, brilliant mime improv. Sometimes it’s almost more 

than I can bear—thrilling, overwhelming. I made you; now 

you’re taking yourself to new places with your imagination 

and skills. You, and those others. You’re creating your own 

lives, growing stronger. You, all five of you, are inventing 

yourselves, becoming marvelous mysteries. Where will you 

lead me? What will you do to me?” 

She smiles, holds up her middle finger, a mock-

threatening gesture. Delight seizes her hand and forces Mary’s 

middle finger between its lips. 
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§ 

 

With time available on Saturday, Mary takes Delight to two of 

the area’s great museums, the Los Angeles County Museum of 

Modern Art, on Wilshire Boulevard, and The Getty, off the 405. 

For convenience, to avoid driving the Lexus, Mary summons 

Ubers. At LACMA, they particularly like the Alexander 

McQueen exhibit, celebrating the outrageous couturier. At The 

Getty, the Flesh and Bone anatomical drawings remind them of 

Mary’s Schiele and da Vinci.  

Three hours at each location are not enough to see all 

they want, but by late afternoon they return to the hotel to rest, 

ahead of the evening gathering. For Delight, the artistic joys of 

the museums match its memorable visits in San Francisco, 

which it yearns to repeat, and expand. Mary’s promises of 

New York, Paris and London resonate in its mind. 

They enter the bedroom, kick off their shoes and lie on 

their backs together on the bed, holding hands. Mary turns to 

look at Delight, appraising for the hundredth, the thousandth 

time its flawless features and makeup, its big green eyes 

framed by those luscious lashes, its mysterious smile. And 

asking herself, for the hundredth, the thousandth time, what is 

going on in its mind.  

“Play with Miki,” she says to Delight. “Show her. Make 

sure I see you. But always remember, even if you like to flirt 

with men and women, as instructed, you’re made for me.” 

As if reading her thoughts, Delight turns and looks 

down into her eyes, touching the silver-tinted ends of its raven 

wig with its right hand. Its motionless glass eyes convey 

nothing, but Mary detects those flickering eyelids behind the 

clear pupils, the existence of an inner person, always to remain 

silent and unseen, a form of continuous, intimate BDSM they 
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both enjoy. Delight leans down and kisses Mary, ending by 

gently patting the tip of Mary’s nose with its fingertips. What, 

Mary wonders for the thousandth time, is happening behind the 

exquisite façade? Deep down, inside, where I can never reach, does 

Delight prefer men, or women? What is it, anymore? What was it? 

What will it be? How can I plumb its mysteries? 

Then, she reminds herself, she controls her possession, 

and decides for it. Everything. Doesn’t she? 
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                       NIGHT GAMES  

  

Denise Marron calls her Ws, with news.  

“From cell-phone tracking, I see Steff’s in LA, likely 

visiting the agent to sell her screenplay. The cat’s away, so the 

mouse—in this case, me—will play. Stand by for my visit to 

her house, and my report.”  

She parks off Snake Road, in a secluded spot near the 

intersection of Wild Currant Way and Thornhill, a safe location 

she used earlier when undertaking her drone surveillance. It is 

far enough from her destination that local security surveillance 

will not record her presence, nor cause her anonymous black 

car to attract unwanted attention from police or local residents.  

She waited until midnight—daylight represents too 

high a detection risk. She is dressed all in black, her essential 

tools of the trade in a backpack. She carries a small LED 

flashlight providing intense, focused illumination. She is 

wearing surgical gloves. She reckons an hour should suffice to 

probe the Steff house’s secrets.  

She disables the external house security, surveillance 

and automatic-lighting systems rapidly. The equipment, she 

notes, is top-of-the-line, including motion and low-light-level 

sensing. She is familiar with all of it. She has no time pressure, 

with the homeowner far away. She doesn’t want her visit to be 

known or suspected, including after the fact, if she can help it. 

Part of the problem with disabling security systems, she knows 

from experience, is re-enabling them so tampering or ingress 

remains undetected. Some are programmed not to be re-

enabled. Many have hidden, unsuspected electronic backups 

and emergency-call features, traps for the unwary. 

The exterior patio, grounds and garage are sterile, 

uncommunicative. She recalls the over-all layout from her 
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drone videos. She dons her plastic overshoes, and enters 

without difficulty, finding and managing the entry sensors in 

moments. She notes the carefully hidden surveillance cameras, 

matching the external ones. She blinds them initially with her 

flashlight, though she will disable them and destroy their 

records, anyway. The ground floor offers no clues. Everything 

is spotless, nothing out of place. On the kitchen island she sees 

a long-stem red rose in a tall bud vase, pauses for an instant to 

lift it, to take in the aroma, sets it down again. It is still fresh. 

Sudden movement across the kitchen startles her. An 

orange tabby, a handsome Scottish Fold, is using the cat flap in 

the exterior door. Its eyes glow yellow in her flashlight beam. 

Denise checks its water bowl near the back door. Empty. She 

takes the bowl to the sink and fills it. She sets it down beside 

the food bowl; the cat goes to it and drinks eagerly. Denise 

reaches down to check the ID tag: Snuggles. The food bowl still 

has plenty of cat food. Fortunate. She doesn’t want to waste 

time trying to find the kibble bag. She bends to stroke behind 

Snuggles’ ears. Snuggles looks up at her, and purrs noisily. 

“Tell me your secrets, Snuggles. If you purr any louder, 

you’ll wake up Mary Steff, in Los Angeles. I hear you. I’m 

going upstairs. Okay with you, you cuddly little beauty?”  

The bedrooms astound her. The master bedroom is 

clinically spare, grey walls and carpet, dominated by an 

immense, Alaskan King-sized bed with black and grey 

coverlet, piled with multi-colored cushions. No knick-knacks, 

baubles or trinkets. Venetian blinds and black velvet curtains 

double-seal the room from outside light.     

The main bedroom closet reveals a sparse wardrobe of 

predominantly black and grey pantsuits, matching blouses, no 

dresses or skirts. The drawers contain mostly utilitarian, 

unfeminine underwear, socks and ankle-high stockings. The 
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boots and shoes, all black, are unremarkable, as is the casual 

footwear. No jewelry of any kind is evident. One closet holds 

costumes and accessories Denise identifies as associated with 

Mary as BDSM dominatrix Empress Magnifica. 

In one locked nightstand drawer—she picks the lock—

she finds a large, screw-capped container with unmarked, 

white pills inside. She takes one, for chemical analysis, and 

carefully relocks the drawer—mustn’t leave evidence of 

intrusion. The adjoining master bathroom adds little:  aspirin, 

mouthwash, toothpaste. Denise notes the absence of cosmetics. 

A ring box holds curious black contact lenses, and tweezers, 

mystifying her. She notes the labeled source, to check later. 

The guest bedroom tells her all she needs to know: she 

opens the closet, to find a profusion of rainbow-hued dresses, 

skirts, blouses, jackets, pants, jeans, and coats. The labels 

identify the costume designer she discovered, analyzing Steff’s 

phone: Sensational Stitches of San Francisco. She estimates the 

value at many thousands of dollars. The built-in chest of 

drawers contains exquisite lingerie and multi-hued hosiery, 

even a garter belt and stockings, plus belts and scarves. The 

linen bedsheets and pillows, she decides, have not been slept 

on, their crisp ironing folds intact. 

The flamboyant jewelry array in one drawer astounds 

her, but none seems genuine. As in the master bathroom, no 

cosmetics are on hand, but she notes plaques of acrylic 

fingernails in various shades, and a powerful adhesive.  

In one wardrobe section, she discovers a dazzling array 

of footwear, including pumps and boots with extravagantly 

high heels and red soles. She glances inside one of the pumps, 

and notes the designer’s name: Louboutin. High on one shelf, 

her flashlight falls on three objects that seem, for a shocking 

instant, like severed human heads. Denise feels a sudden surge 



 

 

                                        Possessed                            Julia Wood                                                                                                         

__________________________________________________ 

 241 

of adrenalin. Then she sees them for what they are—female 

masks, of authentic human quality: a Chinese, a Black, and 

what appears to be a Latina. They are, Denise decides, lifelike, 

exquisitely beautiful. She recognizes them. She has seen them 

before, on her drone videos. Close up, their veracity astounds 

her. She speculates about the likely source, then remembers: 

Larry Rogers’ North Hollywood studio. 

Based on her earlier drone surveillance, as she recalls 

the circumstances, she had expected five masks, to include a 

Caucasian adult, and a teenage head, the latter sweetly 

innocent compared with the others, but it is logical to assume 

they may be traveling with the homeowner. She notices their 

expressions, a hint of amusement, response to an inaudible 

joke, or conveying a pleasant greeting. She rotates them, for 

head-on, forty-five degree and profile photography, and 

returns them to their original positions. On the adjoining shelf 

she descries an astounding array of wigs on styrofoam bases, 

from auburn to blonde, red to jet black, in many different 

styles. She photographs them, too.  Yes, she decides, it all fits.  

Something behind the double doors grabs her attention. 

On one door, a framed agreement hangs, signed by Delight, 

formerly Robin Jinnes, co-signed by Mary Steff. Facing it, on 

the other door, a similar frame bearing a signed, handwritten 

account of joyful devotion to Mary Steff, proprietor, signed by 

the same Delight: A Love Letter to my Owner. She snaps three, 

four photographs of both. Before leaving, she drifts slowly 

through the house, in its surgical cleanliness, but discovers 

nothing else of note. Her work here is done.   

Departing, she is frustrated: she cannot re-enable the 

security systems. She fiddles with the various elements she 

thinks she understands. She makes excuses for herself: systems 

fail, fuses blow, glitches occur, but she has perturbed nothing 
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inside the house. Mary Steff, when she returns, will assume 

system failure, caused by some simple issue: external power 

failure by the local utility, a blown fuse, a downed power line, 

rats. The designer/installer will identify and fix the problem 

quickly, knowing the equipment details.  

Exiting, she removes her overshoes and gloves, and 

stuffs them into her backpack. She checks her watch. Her 

elapsed time here has been forty-nine minutes. Her report to 

her Ws is now a formality. All the dots are connected. Denise is 

in the clear, or so she believes. 

 

                                        § 

 

Back in her office, first thing, she calls her Ws.  

“Remember we worried about Robin Jinnes’ possible 

suicide, which we speculated about early on? It happened. 

Robin erased the past, through some sort of self-administered 

euthanasia, and became someone or something else. Or several 

somethings. I have the evidence: metaphorical suicide.  

“From Mary Steff’s standpoint, it was the moral 

equivalent of first-degree murder: the calculated, planned and 

executed erasure of Robin Jinnes, with malice aforethought.  

The malice? Her determination to play god, to eliminate a 

person. She effectively murdered Jinnes. Then, the further god 

assumption: to create another, Delight. The ultimate hubris.” 
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                                    PARTY TIME    

 

At nine PM Jack Badell calls from his car as he enters the hotel 

grounds. He pulls up moments later at the front entrance. 

Mary and Delight step directly to the agent’s vehicle as he 

arrives: his silver Jaguar F-Pace SUV. Mary injected Delight’s 

amphetamine-enhanced nourishment, back in their room. It is 

starting to feel the energizing effects, wondering why. 

Delight is wearing the spectacular dress Mary specified 

and Dani created: a form-fitting affair of utter simplicity, mid-

thigh length. The dress displays and emphasizes every curve of 

Delight’s voluptuous body. Dazzling silver sequins glitter and 

shimmer with every move. Long, tight sleeves reveal its hand 

tattoos. A tiny rosebud adorns the high neck. Silver hosiery 

complements the look. Matching Louboutin pumps complete 

the ensemble. Its subtle perfume, Opium, suits its entire 

presentation. Its luxuriant red mane contrasts stunningly with 

the silver theme. It sports a silver, sequined purse on a chain, 

containing its cigars, and its lighter. Mary had to drag it from 

the mirror, where it had been admiring itself, strutting and 

posing egregiously. 

“You’re breathtaking, little one, but a vain bitch,” Mary 

whispers in Delight’s ear, embracing it, as they prepare to enter 

the car. “Larry Rogers said you’d be an 11, and you are. I know 

it, you know it. Every heterosexual man at the party will want 

to have his way with you. So will many of the women. But the 

only person who’ll have her way with you is me—ever and 

always.” Delight looks back at her, its exquisite face 

inscrutable, the slight smile hovering on its lips, its big green 

glass eyes hidden behind the pink shades. It reaches out to 

touch her cheek. Mary takes its hand, and kisses its fingers. It 

murmurs its delight to her, through its gag. 
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Miki Taylor sits in front, turning to talk with Mary. She 

smiles invitingly at Delight. It studies her, wondering how and 

when to display its attraction, its desire, so Mary can watch. It 

cannot begin to guess at Miki’s true interests. 

Their destination is a grand, gated Bel Air mansion on 

Bellagio Road, as from a movie set, just completed, rented for 

the occasion. Modern to the minute, it sits in its magnificence, a 

20,000-square-foot, twelve-bedroom monument for the uber-

wealthy, available for a mere $65 million.  

The mansion features every amenity, from pool to 

putting green, billiard room to private theater seating sixty, to 

a kitchen sized to serve scores, and numerous reception rooms. 

The place is logical as a party rental, with potential customers 

surely among the guests. It is packed, vibrating with 

Hollywood energy, the Beautiful People sipping cocktails, 

served by uniformed waiters bearing trays of drinks, and 

arrays of hors d’oeuvres. Conversation buzzes, over music from 

a jazz quartet in the principal entertainment area.  

Mary, unable to hear much in the hubbub, guides 

Delight by the elbow, as Badell seeks promised contacts. Miki 

sticks with Mary and Delight, making her interest in Delight 

clear from her looks, and her discreet but repeated touching. 

The three drift into the billiard room, a space dominated not 

only by the immense, twelve-foot billiard table but by the 

largest television flat screen Delight has ever seen. Baz 

Luhrmann’s The Great Gatsby is streaming, with the sound off, 

displaying the empty, lurid excesses typifying the Australian’s 

oeuvre. Briefly, the three are alone. 

Delight turns to Miki, embraces her affectionately, with 

firm body contact, and presents its lustrous crimson lips for a 

kiss. As Miki responds enthusiastically, playfully, Delight tries 

to talk, sure its soft whimpering will arouse the young woman. 
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Miki tries to force her tongue into Delight’s mouth but 

encounters only the small, circular opening of its breathing 

tube behind its lips. This confuses her, but from her expression, 

her firm embrace, and her momentary gasp of arousal and 

pleasure, Delight knows it has scored. Mary, standing close, 

watching and listening, experiences her own powerful 

reaction. Delight detects this. I’ve done it, twice. It considers 

seizing Miki’s hand and guiding her middle finger, for 

exploration behind its lips, but decides against the idea. For 

Miki, this may be mere play. 

Mary studies Delight’s artless grace. It has become my 

wildest dream, she tells herself. I can hardly remember who or what 

it was behind its fascinating, fabulous façade. I don’t care. It doesn’t 

matter. It’s so graceful, so natural in its way of moving, of existing. It 

has accepted, totally. And it’s … mine, all mine. 

Mary turns to Miki and Delight, to excuse herself. Not 

knowing the layout, she has difficulty finding the bathrooms. 

Delight makes a smoking gesture. Miki guides it outside, by 

the pool, where they stand together. Delight wears its cigar 

with its usual provocation, its ladylike technique abandoned, 

seeing Miki’s approval. Miki touches Delight’s cheek as she 

provides the light. Delight steadies her fingers as it inhales. 

Miki’s romantic gaze is undisguised. 

Miki leans in, lips to Delight’s ear: “You’re smoking 

hot, sister. What I’d like to do with you …!” Eager to please, 

Delight takes the cigar from between its lips, and offers it to 

Miki, who takes it, inhales briefly, and forces it back between 

Delight’s lips in a way it enjoys.   

“Interesting,” she says, “but perhaps an acquired taste. 

You make it look so fuckin’ sensual. Do sexy for me. You go, 

girl.” Delight shows her, elaborately, as it has learned in 

provoking Mary. Miki smiles, shudders, displaying bliss. Then: 
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“Inside your mouth? Uh?” Delight cannot respond or explain. 

It finds its mute mystery arousing, not knowing why. My gag is 

my sexy secret, it whispers to itself. I love it—my full-time fellatio. 

Lesbian or not, Miki’s sexy. Inside, where I remember who and what I 

am, I’ve always liked pretty women. In my mirror, I am one—madly, 

insanely attractive. I’m Larry’s 11. 

Miki guides Delight around the side of the building, in 

quiet darkness. Delight, stimulated by physical attraction, 

pauses to embrace and kiss Miki. Jack Badell’s car is in the 

forecourt. Delight assumes another scheduled meeting. Where 

is Mary? it wonders. 

Before they get into the car, Miki turns to Delight, and 

touches its cheek. 

“I believe I know who you are, inside,” she whispers. 

What did I do to reveal myself? wonders Delight. What 

does she mean? Who does she think I am? 

The two enter the Jaguar’s back seats. Miki taps Badell’s 

shoulder, turning on the dome light. Mute, helpless, Delight 

looks to the manse front door, from the back seat, Miki beside 

it. It feels … abandonment. It recalls its Tenderloin terrors, its 

arrest, with Joel and Mary missing. Where is she? it wonders. 

When Mary returns to the billiard room, having trouble 

finding it, Delight has vanished. Badell has not returned. Miki 

is nowhere to be seen. Mary feels panic. She knows Delight’s 

vulnerability, its muteness.  

As they drive out, Miki rests her hand on Delight’s 

thigh, and caresses it. She takes Delight’s chin to turn its head 

to hers, kisses it on the lips. Delight holds her face in its hands, 

returning the kiss strongly, wishing its tongue were available. 

It likes Miki, a pretty woman. It shows Miki its left-hand tattoo 

of luscious lips, and presses the tattoo to Miki’s mouth. It 

remembers, deep inside. 
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Delight wants to speak, but it is helpless. Where are they 

taking me? Is this another of Mary’s games? It’s scary. I like Miki, 

but …. Delight’s unspoken questions are unanswered. It 

whimpers softly into its gag, inaudible against the road noise. 

It feels increasing fear. 

Back at the Bellagio mansion, Mary struggles to control 

her alarm. She moves from room to room, looking for the 

distinctive red mane that, with Delight’s height, its silver 

sheath twinkling, should make it readily visible. No luck. No 

sign of Badell or Miki. She curses herself for not hiring a 

bodyguard. With Delight’s helplessness, I should have anticipated 

the need, and done it. Delight needs constant supervision and 

protection, she knows, though this party should have been 

safe. She has failed her cherished possession. 

Knowing excellent security must be in place, she goes 

to the lobby, and glances outside. The valet-parking staffs 

stand, lined against the wall, ready to park or retrieve cars. 

“Where is security?”  Mary demands. “Who’s in charge 

here?” The head valet is in the lobby, to relay orders. He steps 

up, speaking deferentially but with authority. 

“I’ll get her for you, ma’am. Trouble?” 

“Not sure. A missing guest. Left, maybe? Perhaps one 

of your team saw her?”  

“Description? I’ll ask my guys. We know the identity of 

every driver who arrives. The gate looks at every entry. No one 

gets a car or leaves without my verifying. They must show 

credentials we check against our list.” 

“A tall redhead, wearing a shimmery silver dress. Hard 

to miss, even in this guest mix.” 

“I’ll get security.” He speaks urgently into his shoulder 

microphone, and walks out to his uniformed valet group lined 
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up against the wall. In moments, a pleasant woman enters the 

lobby and approaches Mary. 

“I’m head of security, ma’am. Nancy Fyer. F-y-e-r. My 

people call me ‘Gun.’ Yeah, terrible, but what can you do? I 

thought of changing my name, but it’s a hassle. I’ve been in 

this racket long enough to have a good rep around town. A 

shame to waste it.”  

She grins ruefully. “What’s the problem?”  

A young Mexican valet enters the lobby. He seems 

intelligent and willing. He looks around, then walks to Mary 

and the security head. 

“I see your frien’,” he says. “She lef’. The car, she b’long 

to a Mr. Bah-dell. I got the paper—the, how they call it?—yes, 

the receipt. We keep tabs, y’know? Iss the rules. He have two 

girls with him. Real pretty. A blonde and a redhead. The 

redhead’s silver dress—wow. She smoke a cigar. Sexy ladies, 

eh?” He chuckles, hands the receipt to the security head, and 

provides further information. 

“I bring his car. Issa Jag-wahr SUV, I think. I’m plen’y 

po-lite to him. He don’ tip me nothin’, neither. Think I’m a 

fuckin’ peasant, a dumb greaser. He prolly guess I don’ got no 

papers. No rights.”  

The head valet puts a hand on the young man’s 

shoulder. “C’mon, Miguel. You’re a good boy, one of my best. 

No one’s going to shop you to ICE. I got your back.” The 

young Mexican steps away, shaking his head, concerned that 

he has spoken out of turn. 

Fyer’s eyes narrow. “Oh, him. I know Badell. I don’t 

know how he does it, but he wangles invitations to events like 

this all over town, again and again. I’m only one of a dozen 

security contractors locally. I don’t cover all these gatherings, 

but I know him. Trouble.” 
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“Any idea where he might have gone? I must find my 

friend. She’s, uh, easily led.” 

“Badell is kink city, from what I’ve seen and heard. If I 

had to guess, he’ll have gone to a BDSM club. Five, six around 

town with a decent rep. Some better than others, though I 

don’t know how you’d rate them. Not my thing. Let me do a 

quick search.” She opens her cell and manipulates the keys 

with stunning dexterity. Fast as thought, she has answers. 

“Six likely: Sanctuary, on La Cienega. Den of Iniquity, 

on 6th. Ivy Manor, downtown. The Dominion, on Venice 

Boulevard. Dungeon East in the Arts District. And Threshold, 

in North Hollywood. Ready for the phone numbers?” 

Mary reaches into her purse, removes her rosebud pad 

and ballpoint pen, and writes rapidly. She takes out her cell 

phone, to run through the numbers Fyer gives her, rapid fire, 

with a simple message: “A threesome. Male, tall, dark hair, 

beard, 30s. A blonde, late 20s. And a redhead, tall, pretty, silver 

sequin dress.” 

In all but two of her calls, she draws a blank. As for the 

two remaining spots, whoever answers is evasive. She glances 

at her watch and gauges her knowledge of Los Angeles 

geography, freeways and arteries. At this time of night, she 

decides, any of Fyer’s addresses could be reached quickly, even 

in traffic-congested LA. I’ll have to go there, she decides. She is 

certain Fyer’s information is reliable. She turns to the valet 

team leader. 

“Can I order an Uber to pick me up here, at the door? 

Will it be admitted at the front gate?” 

“Sure, ma’am, if the driver gives your name. You are?” 

“I’m Mary Steff, Oakland, California. S-t-e-f-f.” She 

watches him write. He speaks to the gate through his radio. He 
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nods approval to Mary. She lifts her cell, and books. In fifteen 

minutes, the Uber arrives. 

The drives seem infuriatingly slow. Mary realizes 

anxiety is playing time-distortion tricks on her, five minutes 

crawling by like an hour. At the first location the staff are 

defensive, determined to protect their visitors’ identities: 

Badell and his companions have not been there. 

At her final destination, Mary is near panic. Last 

chance. She tells the Uber to wait, and approaches the 

establishment, an industrial building of negligible character 

and less charm. She scans the parking lot: the Badell Jaguar is 

here. She sees the outside surveillance cameras focused on her. 

She is determined to accept no denial from whoever is in 

charge. Delight must be here. Must. She states her case in the 

featureless lobby and receives grudging admission: the 

threesome came in half an hour ago. 

“I know they’re here. Their car is in your lot. I want to 

see them, now.” 

“Only if they agree. This is a private establishment. We 

don’t know you. We’re committed to our clients’ privacy. We 

respect their identities and interests. You must understand.” 

“I do, but I must retrieve my friend. She’s mute. She 

can’t protest if she were brought here against her will. I’ll make 

it worth your while to help.” 

“Wait here.” 

After an interminable delay, Badell, Miki and Delight 

emerge. Delight rushes to Mary and clings to her, whimpering 

softly, as Badell scowls in the background. Miki stands, 

looking blank and disengaged. Out of it, ripped, stoned, Mary 

decides. She hopes fervently they have not tried to drug 

Delight. They would likely not know how to feed it anything. 

Only she, with her squeeze bottles with long stems for water, 
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and liquid sustenance, knows how. Her amphetamine doses 

are few, and modest. But hard stuff, by smoking, or needle? 

She turns to Jack Badell, speaking coldly. 

“Don’t contact me again. I’ll talk to Sol Goldstein. I’ll 

explain your failure to escort my friend safely, knowing she’s 

mute. He’ll know what to do.” She reaches into her purse for 

her billfold, and hands a $100 bill to the woman at reception. 

She always delivers on her promises, and tips generously, as a 

matter of character, and faith.  

She heads to the waiting Uber. Delight clutches Mary’s 

hand, its heels clattering on the foyer floor. They get into the 

Uber to head back to the hotel. Delight holds Mary’s hand 

tightly, every mile of the way.  

 

§ 

 

Back at the Bountiful, long after midnight, they ascend in the 

elevator. Mary puts her arm round Delight, protection and 

affection, concerned for its wellbeing. They enter the suite, and 

sit side by side on the living-room sofa. Delight removes its 

shades. Mary reaches up to touch its cheek, concern in every 

line of her face and body. 

“You okay? I was worried sick. Desperate. I should 

have hired a bodyguard. When I went to find you, and you 

weren’t around, I panicked. I thought you might have been 

exploring. Then I feared you’d been abducted, hustled out, 

perhaps drugged, unable to protest or resist. I pictured it; it 

terrified me. In fact, Jack Badell, and Miki, had taken you. 

“Thankfully, the security supervisor knew Badell, his 

rep, his links with the local BDSM scene. I should’ve known he 

was a shady character. She theorized he’d taken you to a 

BDSM spot. He’s pulled that kind of stunt before. 
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“She cited likely places in LA. I called the six locations 

she identified. Five hadn’t seen you. I took an Uber to the other 

two, and found you at the final one. I was out of my mind with 

worry. You’re back with me now, safe and sound. I am so 

relieved. You’re safe.” 

She turns to Delight and draws it close. She kisses it on 

the lips, caresses its cheek. It responds by clinging to her, 

returning a long, lingering kiss, uncaring of being breathless 

while its breathing tube is sealed by Mary’s lips and tongue. 

More likely, Mary thinks, it is enjoying the sensation, as it 

always does, its release from a deeply unpleasant experience, a 

return to its normal companionship. After a long moment, they 

separate; Mary hears its breathing resume, feels its breath. 

Delight is irresistible, she says to herself, and all mine. 

Mary wishes Delight could speak, describe what 

happened, its feelings, its relief, its affection, and especially its 

forgiveness. Her earlier desire to control a silent, obedient 

property to undertake her every wish, obey her every 

instruction, thrill and delight her, fades briefly. She needs 

intimate verbal exchange, urgently, but none is possible. She 

herself made Delight impenetrably mute. Even now, as she 

longs for verbal exchange, she knows she will never break the 

silence she has enforced. Delight, in any form, will never speak 

spontaneously—to her, to anyone. 

“I failed you. I realize it. I’ll never let you be vulnerable 

again. I’ll protect you, always, I promise. You’re mute. You 

can’t function independently. I’ll never leave you unattended. I 

must be responsible, attentive, protective. I care, deeply. I’ll 

show you, always. You can trust me, believe in me. We go 

home tomorrow.” 

Delight draws back, head tilted, studying her. Finally, 

as if reluctantly, it nods. It stands, opens its purse, takes out a 
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cigar and walks onto the balcony. Mary follows and reaches for 

her lighter. Delight inhales, removes the cigar, turns away to 

plume out cigar smoke, and forces the cigar back between its 

lips. It steps to the balcony rail and stands, both hands 

gripping the balustrade, and looks out at the night sky, remote 

and distanced. 

Mary stays on the balcony, watching Delight as it 

stands, wearing its cigar. She remains agitated about the 

evening’s events, about her creature’s state of mind. It seems 

calm, composed. The beautiful, impassive face tells her 

nothing. She touches Delight’s shoulder, gently, tentatively. 

Delight does not react. 

“I’ll understand if you want to set aside your costume 

for tonight. You know I’ll only see you as Delight, ever, so I 

won’t look at you. You can take the bed. I’ll sleep on the sofa 

until you come to me in the morning, after you get up and put 

yourself together. Or you might prefer to stay with me, in 

bed?” Mary’s tone makes clear which option she prefers. 

Delight takes a final deep inhale on its cigar, removes it, 

plumes out smoke, stubs out the cigar in the balcony ashtray. It 

enters the living room, seizes Mary’s hand, and drags her to 

the bedroom, where the night staff turned down the bed while 

they were out. It takes up its baby-doll nightie and hugs it. It 

turns to Mary, holds her tightly, and kisses her on the lips. 

Question answered. 

For Mary, another increasingly difficult question 

intrudes, unbidden and unanswerable: when, she wonders, 

does the possessed become the possessor?  
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        HOME AGAIN, HOME AGAIN 

 

They start late, sleeping in, pushing the noon checkout. The I-5 

drive seems interminable. Mary stops for dinner, midway, at 

Harris Ranch, leaving Mindy resting in the car. She feeds and 

hydrates it before they drive on. They reach Snake Road after 

dark. In the garage, Mary parks, sighs her relief, actuates the 

garage door. The house is quiet, unlit, as they enter. Baffling to 

Mary, the motion-sensitive lights do not activate. 

Mary switches on a living-room light, as Mindy plops 

the bags down. “Ready to call it a night, sweetie? The drive 

killed me. You may have slept. I can’t tell unless you move or 

gesture. Much of the time, I can’t read you. No, it’s all the 

time—it’s how we are. I think you enjoy your mystery. I do. It 

gives you power. It’s scary, but exciting.”  

Mindy steps to the patio door, and makes a smoking 

gesture. Mary nods, takes a panatela from the box on the 

living-room coffee table, goes to Mindy as it steps outside. 

Mary presses the cigar between its lips, forcing it, holding its 

jaw tightly, frowning determinedly, discipline it always enjoys, 

and flares her lighter. Mindy inhales, and sits. In the darkness, 

Mary watches its cigar glow, rhythmically, as it breathes 

evenly, hands in its lap. 

Mary re-enters the house, and goes to the kitchen. 

Again, the lights do not turn on as they should. Something is 

wrong. Then she sees it: the bud vase, which she positioned 

precisely in the island’s geometric center, has been moved. 

Someone has entered her home.  

Her outside and inside surveillance video-cameras are 

motion-activated, able to handle night vision. They will tell 

her. She opens the control-panel door in the hall closet, and 

selects the monitors. Nothing. No signal. The surveillance 
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system has apparently failed. Power? Fuses? A technical 

malfunction? Her installer will know. But the moved rose? She 

never misplaces her rose. Never. She knows, for sure, her 

house has been invaded. 

Mary curses quietly to herself. She feels suddenly 

vulnerable, violated. Who has designs on me? she wonders. How 

can I unravel the threat? Whoever it is knows their business, and 

her movements. The installer of the costly security and 

surveillance system claimed it was bulletproof, fully backed 

up. Confusion. Is it about Delight and its derivatives? No other 

significant events have occurred in her life recently. Not so. The 

chairman intends to crush me. He has limitless resources. Did he 

instigate the break-in? What will he do? How to respond? 

After turning on the patio lights, she goes to Mindy, not 

to alarm it, nor mention the break-in or failed surveillance. She 

plans an essential act in which Delight must play a central role. 

Mindy stubs out its cigar, re-enters the house, goes to 

the kitchen island and takes Mary’s rosebud-print pad and a 

felt-tipped pen from the drawer. According to its agreement, 

Delight, in any form, may never write notes, complaints or 

questions. It may only write one-page descriptions of its 

pleasure at being itself, pleasing its owner. By those rules, 

Delight must execute all instructions, promptly. Mindy writes, 

hand shaking, its fingernails suddenly, maddeningly hard to 

handle in its anxiety. It returns to the patio, and thrusts the 

note into Mary’s hand. 
 

YOU ABANDONED ME. 

HOW CAN I TRUST YOU? 

NO MORE MARIONETTE. 

FREE ME.  NOW! 
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It wrestles the signet ring from its right little finger, and 

hands the ring to Mary. 

Mary recoils, a reflex of rage she knows will not 

address the issue. Logic and reason are needed now, calm and 

conciliation. But Mary cannot manage the right response. 

“You toyed with me last night, and you know it. You 

led me on, to make sure I’d bring you home safely—the bed, 

your nightie, your simulated affection. Where could you go, 

anyway? You could not risk conflict with me while away from 

your home. You had to make sure, to pretend you’d forgiven 

me. For what? We were safe at the party, with people we 

believed we could trust. I couldn’t guess they weren’t straight. 

I went to the bathroom. I explained.  

“What happened with them was awful. It shattered me. 

I promised never to leave you unsupervised, unaccompanied, 

vulnerable. I repeat my promise, now. I value you beyond 

price. I’ve shown you, endlessly. I won’t let one mistake of 

mine destroy all we’ve accomplished. As it is, with our 

carefully constructed story and screenplay, we’re succeeding. 

“You want to be free? It won’t happen. I have your 

padlock key. I control you. You’re mine. You stay. Where 

could you go, even if you could escape your costume? 

Whoever you might have been in an earlier life is gone, 

vanished, eliminated. I ensured it.”  

She goes to Delight’s bedroom, takes the framed 

agreement from inside the closet door, brings it down, and 

thrusts it into Mindy’s hands. “Read it again, sweetie. 

Understand it. It’s serious. I mean it. You signed it, as Delight, 

your legal name. It’s legally binding. 

“Don’t miss a word. If you know what’s best, you’ll 

accept it, permanently, all of it.” She tugs firmly on Mindy’s 

padlock, her unequivocal sign of power and control. She pulls 
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out the key on her neck chain, and dangles it in Mindy’s face. It 

turns away, ignoring her. 

“Go ahead. Try your emergency signal. Remember? Of 

course: nod and shake the head three times. We both know this 

is not an emergency. You’re in control of yourself, as you are 

always, as I trained you, as you execute, confidently. You’ve 

learned how to do you, perfectly. You’ve improved on 

everything I outlined, with your skills and imagination. You 

revel in it. Your performance is flawless, in all your five forms. 

You’re my ultimate gynoid.” 

Mindy claws at its cheek, as if to escape its enclosing 

head. Mary smiles indulgently.  

“No escaping your second skin, sweetie. You’re locked 

in, securely. No way out.” 

How can Mary do this to me? How can she be so indifferent, 

so cruel? Doesn’t she understand what I went through? Mindy is 

confounded, stunned. It feels its tongue working ineffectually 

under its gag. It wants to attempt speech, knowing this is 

futile. It groans its misery, stifled by its gag. It shakes its head, 

clenches its fists in helpless rage, digging its nails into its 

palms. Mary has flatly denied its potential use of its emergency 

signal as an escape mechanism. It looks away, folds its arms, 

showing no sign of recognizing its owner. Mary’s tone 

becomes gentle, caring. She touches its shoulder. 

“Accept, my sweet. Calm yourself. Don’t struggle. It 

hurts me to see you suffer. You’re here to be happy. Cared for. 

Content. To live a lovely life as my possession, an existence 

you accepted, permanently. Choose again, here and now, as 

when you signed our agreement. I signed it, too. 

“Come to bed, my pet. Let me hold you, as you hold 

me. Tomorrow, we’ll deal with the chairman, forever. You, as 

Black Beauty, with your savage power, will execute his 
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downfall. We will crush him. If we don’t succeed, he may 

engineer my destruction, risking all we’ve achieved, hoped for 

and dreamed. My career is on the line. We could lose this 

house of ours.  

“Let me be clear: I can’t do this without you. You’re the 

most important element of my plan. You’re the center of my 

life, of our lives together. I need you as never before.”  

After a long pause, it nods its willingness and reaches 

out to Mary. Mary takes it by the hand, and leads it back into 

the house. They ascend the stairs to the master bedroom. 

Mindy turns to Mary and holds her in a long, silent embrace. It 

knows it must accept … for now. 
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                  COMEDOWNANCE  

 

As CEO, Mary always has access to the chairman, a perquisite 

she rarely exercises. The two exist on different planes, separate 

planets. If she never had to see him again, her life would be 

improved. She has immediate access to his office via his bolt-

hole, reproduced precisely in the new offices, without having 

to enter through the front door or be admitted by a receptionist 

or secretary. She need only call ahead, schedule her visit, arrive 

and depart promptly at the chairman’s convenience. Her 

requests are rare; the chairman is always willing to see her. 

“I need ten minutes, this evening,” she says over the 

phone, invoking rare privilege she knows he will not deny. 

“And please, this time, pour me a little Scotch, why don’t you? 

You have it, Mortlach single malt, even if you think it’s sinful, 

anathema. I admit it. I’m a sinner.” 

“You may come at 7:15, for ten minutes.” This means, 

Mary knows, 7:15. Not 7:14. Nor 7:16. She has ensured her 

digital watch is correct, to the second, via online time check. 

She has swallowed in silence the many humiliations 

accompanying the move: her new office is hardly better than a 

cubbyhole—no window, inadequate space for her furniture 

and lighting, insufficient wall area for her art. Those drawings 

now adorn her home.  

Mary has chosen Black Beauty as the instrument of her 

revenge. Knowing the chairman’s racist and white-supremacist 

dispositions, its appearance will outrage him further. Black 

Beauty is costumed for serious night games, in a black leather 

cat suit inspired by Valerie Steele’s erotic designs from her 

book, pushed into deepest kink.  

This is by far the most aggressively sexual costume 

Mary commissioned, ideal for Black Beauty, hardly suitable for 
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Xiuman or Putita. For demure Delight or juvenile Mindy? 

Never. It is inappropriate for street wear. Mary saves it for 

their special, shared night games at The D&S: steel-spiked, 

neck-corset collar and matching belt, breasts outlined in tiny 

white LEDs, a pink nipple LED on each breast, a red LED 

‘fingernail’ at each gloved fingertip, a large red LED 

illuminating an obscenely-contoured lens at the crotch, knee-

high, lace-up, spike-heeled boots. Its dildo battery is wired to 

its lighting system, the dildo function intact. 

Black Beauty’s costume signals dangerous, kinky sex. It 

loves the display, wants to wear it more often, described this 

longing in its writings: the raw sensations of power, tension, 

tight containment, the electrifying effect on spectators. It dared 

to demand—in a written note, no less, violating the rules of its 

agreement—a life-sized, framed photographic poster for its 

bedroom, with a playful title, not translating its name directly, 

one it invented: PUTAIN NOIRE—KINQUE DANGEREUX. 

Mary has withheld the artwork.  

“I forgive your violation of my rules, such an impudent 

note. Later, perhaps, sweetie, but your faux French is funny.”  

This refusal frustrates Black Beauty, but it does not dare 

to complain. It knows writing notes is forbidden. It must accept 

Mary’s decisions. Now, in its Steele-inspired costume, it feels 

physical and emotional transcendence, what Mary calls its 

savage power. Locked, loaded, and so ready.  

Mary leads Black Beauty to her limo by its gloved hand, 

and they settle in. Mary leans over, kisses it on its glossy 

purple lips, and raps on the divider, encouraging the driver to 

proceed. It caresses her cheek with its ‘fingernails.’  

Mary is wearing two tiny cameras: a still camera on her 

lapel with a wireless-controlled flash, operated by hand unit, 

and a tiny, lipstick video camera hanging between her breasts 
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from a chain, like jewelry, seemingly a decorative eye, its 

nature undetectable to casual glances, also wireless controlled. 

Like Black Beauty, Mary is primed.  

She takes Black Beauty’s hand and leads it to the bolt-

hole door behind the building. She pauses to insert and light its 

cigar, as it pretends to resist, liking how it glows rhythmically 

and provocatively in the darkness, as it breathes. The door 

itself is a Masonite slab set into a frame in the building stucco, 

finished with a thin stucco coating and painted a flat beige to 

match the building’s exterior walls. Inside the door, as in the 

chairman’s former Salesforce Tower office, a fake bookcase 

conceals the private entryway to visitors unaware of it.  

Door-construction precision offers vestigial evidence of 

its presence; it fits the frame accurately, with small gaps. No 

keyhole or external handle is visible. It is engineered to spring 

open a few inches when the electronic key is operated. As she 

enters, Mary will give the key to Black Beauty. She will 

summon it by radio. The chairman’s parking area, where her 

limousine sits idling, is remote from the private corporate lot. 

While tweaking his arrant racism, Black Beauty will 

also, Mary reminds herself, greatly exacerbate the chairman’s 

haphephobia, his irrational fear of being touched. Mary hopes 

its undesired intimacy, its aggressive physical contact with the 

man, will provoke nausea, vomiting or panic as he attempts to 

resist its blandishments. She pictures him again as Wound Man, 

from her explicit 1519 print, with devastated body. She smiles 

at the mental image. 

She still does not want to touch him, ever, under any 

circumstances. The idea of provoking his discomfort produces 

within her a giddy frisson of satisfaction, an extra dimension of 

potential humiliation to what she anticipates gleefully as his 

imminent comeuppance. It’s the wrong word, she tells herself. 
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Not comeuppance. It should be comedownance. She will capture 

the event with her cameras.  

Black Beauty stands beside her, glowing satisfactorily. 

Mary squeezes its hand, a gesture it reciprocates. She checks 

her watch: exactly 7:15. She knows the chairman will be 

watching his clock, expecting punctuality. She presses the 

electronic door-opening button, holds the door ajar, and gives 

Black Beauty the device. She pulls the door open and enters, 

noting the ambience, reproduced precisely to match his earlier 

Salesforce Tower setting: the same desk, credenza, and LED 

lamps, the humiliation station facing the desk and, in a similar 

space, behind the loathsome location, two comfortable 

armchairs, the familiar coffee table. His office lacks only the 

window and view. The door, on its ten-second timer, closes 

and locks behind her.  

On his desk is her requested Scotch, its placement 

implying the need for her to take the humiliation station, as he 

invariably requires. She takes up the tumbler, crosses the room, 

and sits in the distant armchair, placing the Scotch on the 

coffee table. She will let the chairman respond. He stands, 

reluctantly, walks to the armchair facing her, and sits. Lacking 

his LED backlighting, he leans forward, hands on knees, a 

looming and threatening presence, eye to eye. His frown 

reflects his dislike at her upstaging his seating priorities. Or her 

request for Scotch. Or both. 

“What do you need, Mary? You rarely suggest seeing 

me. It is always I who must ask you to visit. Couldn’t you have 

used the phone?” 

“I have an essential transaction to undertake with you,” 

she responds, smiling. “It must be in person. The phone 

wouldn’t work.” 

“Yes? Explain.” 
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Mary reaches for her Scotch, lifts it, sips. She dawdles, 

stringing it out, knowing this delay will cause the chairman 

dismay, annoyance at wasting his valuable executive time and 

influence. Anxiety? Anger? With luck. She sets the tumbler 

down, changes her mind, lifts it again, rotates it, studies it, 

takes another slow sip, then reaches across the table to place it 

close to the chairman. She clicks on her radio.  

“Come in, now.” 

The fake bookcase swivels, the door opens. Black 

Beauty steps in, in its obscene glory, and hands Mary the 

electronic key, as Mary turns on her miniature video-camera. 

The chairman sits, transfixed, shocked by this sudden, alien 

invasion. Black Beauty, briefed by Mary, knows what to do. It 

plonks itself in the chairman’s lap, reaches up to caress his face 

with its LED ‘fingernails,’ removes its cigar, and kisses him on 

the mouth. Then it forces its cigar between the chairman’s lips 

with a defiant gesture, picks up the Scotch and places the 

tumbler in his hand, reaches up to muss those carefully coifed 

waves of grey hair. 

After a moment of stunned silence, the chairman reacts. 

He snatches at the cigar and drops it on the coffee table, where 

it smolders and starts to burn the table top. He puts the 

tumbler down, and stands. Black Beauty hugs him, intensely, 

then kisses him again, both hands on his cheeks, clinging, its 

red-LED’d fingertips caressing him. He forces it away, 

violently; Black Beauty staggers back, stumbling dangerously 

on its spike heels, but regains its balance by reaching for 

Mary’s helping hand. 

I understand why Mary doesn’t want to touch this horrible 

old fool. Black Beauty is doing its duty, but is, itself, suitably 

repelled. My costume isolates me from him. A small mercy. He is as 

revolting as Mary explained. 
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Throughout the entire performance, in addition to her 

video-camera, Mary has activated exposure after exposure of 

the still camera in her lapel. Its flashes must have registered 

with the chairman. Now she has abundant video and stills of 

the sainted man violating all his supposed precepts against 

extra-marital sexual behavior, drinking and smoking, 

consorting with—horrors!—a Black person in a severely kinky 

costume. She knows where placing these materials will do 

maximum damage. She looks down at him coldly as he falls 

back into the armchair. 

“The world will soon know what a disgusting, dirty old 

man you are under your sanctimonious surface: drinking, 

smoking, sex play, consorting with a member of an inferior 

race. ‘We’re all sinners,’ as you like to say, to all your devoted 

Evangelical followers. The world will soon know you’re no 

exception, despite your claims to perfect probity. You like 

kinky sex, the kinkier the better. And—outrage!—a Black 

person. My video and still photos prove it, evidence that 

you’re … a sinner.” 

She turns to Black Beauty, standing over the chairman 

slumped in his armchair, deflated, and reaches for her radio.  

“Come, little one. Let’s leave this creepy old prick to 

stew in his own vile juices. Never forget, sweetie: the scum, 

like the cream, rises to the top.”  

She presses the electronic key; the door opens. She 

turns back for an instant to toss the device onto the coffee table, 

never to be used by her again, and reaches out to Black Beauty. 

It clings to her. They look back at the chairman, still sitting, 

stunned, seemingly unable to take in what has happened. 

Maybe, Mary speculates, if I’m lucky, he’s had a stroke. She checks 

her watch’s digits: she is leaving early, ahead of the chairman’s 

rigorous schedule. 



 

 

                                        Possessed                            Julia Wood                                                                                                         

__________________________________________________ 

 265 

Mary and Black Beauty stroll slowly, hand in hand, to 

the waiting limousine. They are at the rear door when a 

shadowy figure in a hoodie steps from behind the parked limo, 

and approaches the couple. The person thrusts documents into 

Black Beauty’s hands; Black Beauty has no choice but to accept 

them. Mary stands by its side, speechless. 

“You’ve been served.” 

Black Beauty, unable to hear what has been said, 

unaware of the meaning of the papers, passes them to Mary. 

Mary hustles it into the limousine, sits back, turns on the 

interior light, and scans the printed matter: a Cease-and-Desist 

order and subpoena with assigned date and time for a hearing 

in San Francisco Superior Court. Perusing, Mary sees that 

Robin Jinnes is being asked by William Wilkinson and Janet 

Wilson to void the contract with her. A copy of the agreement 

between her and Delight is attached, obviously obtained when 

her home was invaded.  

Mary pauses to reflect on the meeting. Once the 

chairman understands he has been photographed in flagrante 

delicto, a sinner by his own puritanical standards, he will try to 

buy her off. Mary is certain; he knows she has the evidence. 

Checked forensically for photoshop adjustment or deep-fake 

manipulation, they will be proved authentic. 

She will make a deal with him, in the millions; then she 

will release the materials, anyway, to the right people in the 

right places. The chairman’s enemies will relish them, and will 

know how to use them. Her fingerprints will not be on them, if 

she is careful. He has been merciless to her. Why should she 

spare him? 

If his vanity pushes him to propose a lavish settlement, 

as she believes he must, so much the better. What does he think 

his reputation is worth? His self-conceit and public image must 



 

 

                                        Possessed                            Julia Wood                                                                                                         

__________________________________________________ 

 266 

have a high price. Mary sees the chance to improve, tax free, 

her already significant net worth. 

Negative references, if he dares to suggest them, will 

expose him to the serious risk of a defamation lawsuit. Such 

characterizations would be discounted, anyway, by those who 

learn of his hypocrisy, his transgression of his own teachings 

and preachings. The word will spread quickly. He will never 

want to go public with accusations against her, surely. Alcohol, 

tobacco and kinky sex? Such levels of hell, such Gehennas! 

Outrageous, vile, deeply sinful. But in the moral- or ethical-

transgression arena, the only raised eyebrows or disapproval 

will come from hard-core religionists, and from politicians, 

businessmen, entertainers, sports figures, and various random 

celebrities, all of them attempting, as usual, to conceal their 

own hypocrisy. The world of influence has seen it all, too often, 

in the highest places, turned away, and yawned: next. Private 

accounting is equally effective, though invisible. The rest of the 

world may guess, but will never know. 

Now she will have more time to play with Delight and 

its other manifestations in fresh, delicious and dangerous 

ways, once she overcomes its current malaise, its apparent 

wish to be free. She is more committed than ever to her lovely 

creature. The wicked, dangerous sixth and seventh will appeal 

to its acting ambitions, its kinky nature. Now she must prove 

herself to it, to assure their joint future. 

Meanwhile, ITM’s Sol Goldstein has taken Mary’s 

expected initiative, and confirmed her role as HH-series 

showrunner, with full creative and management responsibility. 

MindCraft? History. 

But the Cease-and-Desist order, the court date? Mary 

reaches for her tablet, as the limousine glides homeward, and 

finds her lawyer’s data. She takes up her phone. 
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“Charlie, I seem to have a major problem. We must 

meet.” She summarizes the documents for him: William 

Wilkinson and Janet Wilson are demanding immediate voiding 

of Robin Jinnes’ agreement with Mary Steff. This is definitely 

going to end up in court in San Francisco, unless her lawyer’s 

ingenuity can put a stop to it. 
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                         FREEDOM? 

 

Mary enters the house. Black Beauty stays outside, enjoying a 

final cigar. Mary senses her possession’s changed attitude. She 

feels unease: Delight is not delighted. It is as if, with the 

chairman silenced, its duty done, it still seeks a new chapter in 

its life: release, freedom. Its handwritten note, not retracted, 

made that clear. 

At that instant, Black Beauty enters, violating Mary’s 

inflexible rule about never smoking inside. Mary turns, 

scowling, and uses her radio: “You know the rules, sweetie. No 

smoking inside, ever. I won’t tolerate it.” 

In response, Black Beauty inhales hard, to make its 

cigar glow. Mary reaches up to remove the cigar from between 

its lips, but her creature has forced the cigar deeply into its 

breathing tube, and is clamping down on it, inside its gag and 

with its lips, as tightly as it can, to stop her. Black Beauty 

writhes and twists its head, raises its hands to fend off Mary’s 

attempts to remove the cigar, and stands back, shaking. Then, 

deliberately, it inhales again, deeply, reaches up to remove the 

cigar, and plumes smoke directly at Mary: contempt, rage. 

Then it does what it must know may represent a final 

attempt to escape from Snake Road. It gives the signal for 

emergency release, which Mary has already rejected in 

advance: nod and shake the head, three times. Mary’s shocking 

response: flat rejection. 

“Emergency? I don’t think so. You’re fine. You’re trying 

to repeat your note of abandonment, right after we returned 

from Los Angeles. Your little charade, coming inside with your 

cigar, fighting to stop me from removing it, breathing on me. 

It’s no emergency. It’s disobedience, resistance, resentment. 

But it won’t work. 
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“You’re trying to get away. Impossible. I have your 

padlock key. I control you. You belong to me. You are my 

creature, all mine, all five of you. You will stay. Get used to it, 

or your discipline will be much stricter. You’ll soon realize 

who’s in charge.  

“Go to your bedroom. Open your closet door. Look at 

the agreement we both signed. Read it again. It’s serious, 

permanent. I mean it.” She reaches up to pat Black Beauty’s 

padlock, power and control she repeats often, beyond 

misinterpretation. Two minutes later, it returns. 

“I have news for you, sweetie. You and I are due in San 

Francisco Superior Court next week. You may get your wish to 

escape. Dr. Wilkinson, and your little friend Janet Wilson, the 

lovely voice talent who created your vocal life, as Delight, have 

challenged our agreement. They want you to negate our 

compact, to extract you from your safe, lovely life with me, to 

send you back to survival hell, or they’ll sue. 

“They seek your release from our contract, thus 

involving me. You won’t have to testify, just be there, silent, 

calm, beautiful. You’re mute, anyway. Our pact is unequivocal, 

binding: Res ipsa loquitur, my lawyer says. Know what that 

Latin phrase means? ‘The thing speaks for itself.’ You won’t be 

able to hear anything, or speak, anyway.  

“You liked Janet. Maybe you still do. Hopeless. Before I 

saved you, back when you were still a person, you dreamed of 

a relationship with her. You fantasized connection, intimacy. 

Don’t try to deny it. I saw how you looked at her, in my office. 

Then you found she was married, unavailable. Ironic: her 

marriage was over. You didn’t know. Now it’s too late. Sad, 

eh? But good—for me. I get to keep you as my possession. 

“The other individual, who no longer exists, cannot be 

recovered. Vanished. Gone. No social-security ID number, no 
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phone, no internet or social presence, no known address, no 

money, only a post-mortem report. Trying to reconstruct that 

other person would be a huge task. You—whoever you might 

want to be—will be in a worse situation than before, starting 

from scratch in a hostile world. You were suicidal, then. 

Consider how much worse it could be. Think hard, if you can.  

“You’re better off as Delight, my prized possession, a 

magnificent, beautiful creature I support and care for in all its 

forms, according to our pledge. I signed it, too. Safe, secure, 

with a wonderful future. But remember, there’s the court 

business and its possible outcome. 

“If they win their judgment in court, you’ll be free. My 

lawyer assures me they won’t prevail. Our contract will stand. 

They’ll pay your lawyer’s fees—the ones I’m paying for you, 

since you are penniless, without assets of any kind. We’ll win, 

so you can kiss pretty, clever little Janet goodbye, and come 

back to me … forever.”  

Black Beauty turns away, head lowered, defeated. Its 

emergency signal has failed. Its padlock remains in place. It 

steps outside, walks to the patio table and sits. Mary follows. 

“I saved your life when I created Delight. Delight 

experienced joy at the Legion of Honor, the de Young, Stow 

Lake. Xiuman dazzled at the Asian Art Museum. Black Beauty 

wowed the Geary Club, escaped arrest, and captivated a man. 

Putita saved me at Carnaval, learned to use its nails as 

weapons, and cared for me tenderly. Delight scored in 

Hollywood, despite the danger—my fault, and I admitted it. 

Little Mindy helps around the house and garden, and comes 

shopping. Black Beauty just destroyed the chairman. You 

seduce me, all of you. We need each other. 

“I cherish, support and enjoy those five companions 

with one life: mine. Delight has more great experiences ahead I 
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have planned, in addition to the magnificent materials it enjoys 

here at my home—film, television, books, about museums, art, 

music, theater, the wider world you love to learn about. You 

have time to practice and refine your drawings skills. Soon, we 

will visit the wonderful museums of New York, Paris, London, 

and more. We have linkages, sharing, bonds.  

“Relax, accept, be happy. I’ll care for you. I promise, 

and I keep my word. Sit with me, smoke for me, look beautiful, 

sexy: my Delight, here and now my Black Beauty, savagely 

powerful.”  

She sits, and takes its gloved hand. It tries to speak. 

Through the severe, impenetrable gag, Black Beauty can utter 

only its usual tiny, muffled whimper. Mary smiles: “I can’t 

understand you, sweetie. I must assume the sound you’re 

making, trying to speak, represents affection. 

“Tomorrow, Sunday, we’ll visit the Folsom Street Fair. 

You’ll be a star. The Fair celebrates the BDSM community and 

its games, play that brought us together long ago. I urge you 

again: relax, accept, be happy.”  

“Our legal adversaries will make final attempts to 

change our destinies. I ask you only to indulge me a little 

longer, until the court hearing is over, and your resolution is 

clear. Please do it for me. For us.” 
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              EMPRESS MAGNIFICA   

 

Wilkinson, Wilson and Marron confer. Beyond the legal 

paper’s allegations, the Cease-and-Desist order, and the 

subpoena, which Marron adeptly arranged to have served, 

they need eye-witness proof. Offering photographs of the F/X 

prostheses and signed agreement, obtained via illegal drone 

surveillance or forced entry, would fail in court.  

For firm evidence, the P.I. should interview Mary Steff 

at the Folsom Street Fair, an annual event featuring the Bay 

Area’s BDSM edge play. This officially-sanctioned daytime 

affair raucously celebrates San Francisco’s deviant sexual 

behavior, attracting tens of thousands, in a benign, public 

environment. Mary Steff will surely be there, with Delight. 

They want proof of the relationship between Steff and her 

apparent property. Marron, known to Steff from the office 

interview, cannot confront Mary. Denise’s associate Samantha 

Joiner will go as a reporter, seek Steff in the throng, and probe 

her secrets. Wilkinson and Wilson will observe discreetly. 

Marron will take photographs, safely distanced. 

The P.I.’s associate has no trouble finding Mary, who is 

reviewing the exhibits, strolling where participants recognize 

her. She is costumed magnificently in black leather, head to 

toe: gold-spiked crown, matching spiked collar, and belt, with 

black riding crop and whip, as from The D&S, and as seen by 

Denise in the closet at Steff’s house. Wraparound shades 

conceal her eyes. Behind her, connected by a chain clipped to 

Mary’s belt and attached to the lion’s-head ring on its collar, is 

a spectacular … whatever it is. It seems human, yet …. 

Denise has explained to Samantha that the creature 

accompanying Mary Steff is her apparently willing captive, 

Robin Jinnes. The Black captive’s costume is stunning: a black 
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turtleneck, the matching belt and collar, purple leather micro-

miniskirt, spangled black hose, Louboutin ankle boots with 

five-inch heels, outlandish bling. Its elbows are clipped to its 

belt, preventing it from reaching up to remove the cigar 

between its lips. It stands tall on its heels. But its face, hair and 

hands are the focus. 

The dark-skinned beauty’s luxuriant black Afro, its 

surface a misty purple, frames its fabulous face. Huge, black-

rimmed shades conceal its eyes. Its lips are luscious and full, a 

shimmering, iridescent purple to match its exaggerated 

manicure of curved talons. Massive, pendulous purple earrings 

adorn its earlobes and peek from the hair.  

The P.I.’s partner, Samantha Joiner, approaches Mary. 

Joiner, a tall, slim young woman wearing a dark jumpsuit, and 

a San Francisco Giants baseball cap, is holding a microphone 

with entirely fictitious station call letters displayed in three, 

120° segments on the barrel. The microphone is wired to a 

recorder Joiner is carrying in her purse. 

“Good morning, ma’am. I’m Samantha Joiner, a 

reporter from KRTC—KayRoTiC Radio, San Francisco’s sexiest 

station, here at the City’s sauciest public gathering. May I 

interview you on this fine, Folsom Street Fair day?” She holds 

up her microphone, the station letters prominent. 

“Go ahead. What would you like to know?” 

“You seem to be special, in charge here. Who are you? 

What’s your role?” 

“I’m Empress Magnifica, Top of the Tops. You can call 

me Maggie. We’re not formal at the Fair. Many people here 

know me. My role is Empress--the name, right?”  

“What brings you here, Maggie?” 

“I come every year, without fail, to visit my subjects 

and enjoy the scene. Isn’t it wonderful?” 
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“It’s … remarkable. It’s hard to imagine a more unusual 

place and time.” 

“We’re playing, having fun. Forget the classic ‘move 

on, nothing to see here’.” She waves expansively to the street: 

“Don’t move on. Lots to see here.” 

“You’re right. But why don’t you tell me about your, 

um, your assistant.” She gestures at Black Beauty, standing tall, 

silent and erect, cigar rampant. 

“It’s not my assistant, dear. It’s my captive. My 

property. I own it.” 

“Own it?! I thought such things ended a hundred and 

fifty years ago in the United States, around 1865.” 

“Not in San Francisco. Here, captives are quite the 

thing. Look around. You’ll see a ton of ’em. They like it, or they 

wouldn’t be at the Fair. Go ahead. Ask it questions.” 

“‘It?’ Isn’t it a person?” 

“No, it’s an object. A thing. An android, or gynoid. I 

designed it. Sexy piece of work, eh?” 

“No kidding. Is it a human or a machine?” 

“Yes.” Mary smiles opaquely, obviously enjoying the 

repartee. “Yes, it is.” 

“May I remove the shades, to see the eyes?” 

“Go ahead. It won’t mind. You may be surprised.” 

Samantha reaches up, as invited, to pull the shades 

from Black Beauty’s face. Big, motionless brown glass eyes 

gaze back, fixedly. Samantha manages not to gasp, in her 

reaction of amazement. She replaces Black Beauty’s shades, 

shaken, attempting nonchalance. 

“Beyond those spooky eyes, it’s amazing. It’s still 

difficult to decide whether it’s a person or a machine. It’s exotic 

and pretty. Is it male or female?” 
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“Yes. Both. Neither. It’s a gynoid. But it doesn’t care 

about male or female. Do you? Gender’s just equipment. 

Which do you like? Who do you love?” 

“It looks as if it’s almost human, to me. Any idea of its 

dimensions? Quite a body, I’d say.” 

“Certainly. It measures 42-24-40. It’s six feet tall on 

those five-inch heels. Plus hair.”  

“I see that it’s smoking a cigar—disgusting, antisocial, 

unhealthy. Why do you permit it?” 

“Self-protection. It always wears one in public. Loves it. 

I encourage it. As long as it wears a cigar, no one can kiss those 

pretty lips. Believe me, people around here would like to. 

Those lips are made for kissing, right? I bring its cigars in my 

purse. I help it chain them as they’re smoked. I must handle 

them, because its arms are restrained, as you can see. It likes 

that, so I make sure it’s trussed up securely. It’s amusing to 

watch it struggle. It loves to thrash about, pretending it wants 

to be free. It’s having a high old time here.” 

“If you’re into that stuff, I guess. Does it have a name?” 

“Delight. It comes in several distinct forms of gynoid. 

This one is what I call Black Beauty.” 

“Delight? Black Beauty? Why so?” 

“My beautiful, obedient gynoid delights me. As its 

owner, I delight it, by caring for it. Simple logic. As for being 

Black Beauty, look at it: Black, and beautiful, right? The other 

versions are Chinese, Chicana, teenager, and Caucasian. All are 

my captive toys, my beautiful, exotic gynoids.”  

“Do they have names, too?” 

“Certainly. The Chinese is called Xiuman, the Chicana 

is Putita, the teenager is my little Mindy, and my original, the 

Caucasian, on which they’re all based, is Delight.” 
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Mary turns to Black Beauty, reaches down, to operate a 

switch on her belt.  

“You’re my Delight, right? But right now, you’re Black 

Beauty, my very own cigar-breathing, sexy gynoid. Delight, 

meet Samantha.” The creature nods, reaching to Samantha, to 

the limit of its elbow restraints. Mary removes its cigar, to pat 

off ash, and replaces the cigar carefully between its lips. It nods 

acknowledgment. Samantha takes its right hand, admiringly. It 

squeezes her hand in an entirely human way. 

“Show Samantha your sexy moves, sweetie.” Mary 

smiles warmly at Black Beauty. It sways, and executes a few 

simple dance steps, wiggling its hips, extending its forearms to 

display claw-nailed, be-ringed fingers, shaking its magnificent 

Afro, snapping its fingers, tugging on its elbow bondage 

suggestively, as if struggling to be released.  

“Some manicure! Let me try to ask it something,” says 

Samantha, offering the microphone near those purple lips. 

Mary intervenes. 

“It can’t speak or hear you. It’s radio controlled. I’ll 

relay your queries over our radio system, and it will answer. 

You must ask yes/no questions.” 

“Okay,” says Samantha. “Tell me, Black Beauty, are 

you enjoying yourself here today?” Mary speaks to it over her 

radio, relaying the question verbatim. It nods its satisfaction, 

wiggles its hips, claws its nails. 

“You must feel vulnerable, mute and restrained. Do 

you feel safe?” Mary relays the question; Delight points to its 

owner with a long, purple fingernail. Mary responds. 

“It relies on me. I protect it, always. No one messes 

with me. Security here is good. I’ll send Black Beauty to get 

Joel. He handles the Fair. He’ll explain. The Fair never has 

security issues.”  
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She turns to Black Beauty and clicks her radio on. 

“Sweetie, go to Security—two blocks on the right, the shady 

side. Bring Joel. Make sure he understands you need him here. 

He knows you. He’s in lust with you. Wait a moment—I’ll help 

you chain a fresh cigar before you go.” 

Mary opens her purse, extracts a fresh cigar, and shows 

it to Black Beauty. Black Beauty nods, inhales extra hard, as 

Mary reaches up to remove its almost-spent cigar. Black Beauty 

turns away considerately to plume out cigar smoke; Mary 

seizes its chin and forces the new cigar between its lips, and 

applies the old stub to the new tip. In two or three breaths, its 

new cigar is lit. Samantha, a dedicated non-smoker, watches 

with amazement and disgust. 

“Perfect, sweetie,” says Mary over her radio. “You 

make it look sooooo sexy! I know you love it, right?” Delight 

nods agreement, vigorously, as Mary drops the spent cigar, 

and crushes it with her boot.  

“Off you go. Joel will welcome the break.” She unclips 

the chain connecting her to Black Beauty’s collar, and its elbow 

restraints. Black Beauty wiggles away, its provocative walk 

provoking stares and whistles from passers-by. An aggressive 

male visitor reaches out to pat its prodigious posterior; it steps 

back, slaps his hand away, shows clawing talons to his face, 

and walks on. No mere man messes with me, it says to itself. I 

know how to use these nails. 

Soon it returns to Empress Magnifica, clutching the arm 

of a huge, bearded Black man. Joel pins its arm tightly to his 

side, walking fast. Black Beauty struggles to keep up on its 

heels, in its tight mini. Mary smiles her greeting. 

“Joel, meet Samantha, from KRTC, here in town. 

Samantha, this is our security chief, Joel.” Mary gathers her 

chain, and clips it to Black Beauty’s collar, reconnecting them. 
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“No one gets outa line here, Samantha,” says Joel. 

“We’re happy, peaceable folk.” 

Mary cuts in. “Let me show you what happens when 

Black Beauty makes those lips available, or has them made 

available on my suggestion.”  

She turns to Joel. “Go ahead, remove its cigar, hon.”  

Joel complies, planting a vigorous kiss on those pouty 

purple lips, arm round Black Beauty’s waist, bending it into a 

passionate embrace, reprising the V-J Day sailor/nurse smooch 

in Times Square, immortalized in Alfred Eisenstaedt’s LIFE 

cover photo. Black Beauty clings, co-operates, kisses Joel 

passionately, digs its nails into his beard. It reaches for its 

cigar, but he holds the stogie high, above its grasp, chuckling. 

“They’ve dated,” explains Mary. “Black Beauty likes 

him, a lot. I told it to.”  

She touches her radio: “Show him much you care, 

sweetie. Go for it.”  

It caresses Joel’s cheek with its nails, and clings, presses 

it body to him, humping him, prolonging the kiss. It manages 

to snatch its cigar from Joel, pats off ash and inserts it firmly 

between its lips, inhaling, dropping its hands. Samantha 

describes the action over her microphone. 

“I can do that, too. Let me show you.” Mary removes 

Black Beauty’s cigar, and draws it into an embrace, kissing it 

on the mouth, then replaces the cigar between its lips. It nods, 

and shows a few dance moves, running its hands over its body, 

caressing its breasts, waist and hips provocatively, pleased 

with itself. It thrashes its elbows, and Maggie obliges by 

reconnecting its restraints. It pretends to struggle, simulates 

resistance, and flails its pinioned arms, to show Samantha. 

“We’ve seen enough here,” says Samantha. We’ve met 

Empress Magnifica, her captive Black Beauty in its obscene 
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glory, and event security specialist Joel. Thanks, guys. For 

KRTC, here at the Folsom Street Fair, I’m Samantha Joiner.”  

 

§ 

 

“What did you discover that we didn’t already know?” Janet 

frowns anxiously at the P.I. 

“Mary Steff is one cool customer. Robin is her willing 

captive, now legally known as Delight. Today we got an 

eyeful, the Black captive she calls Black Beauty. She described 

and named the other four versions. She’s confident, cocky. 

“Looks to me like classic Stockholm Syndrome: the 

prisoner entranced by the captor. I saw it, as you did from a 

distance, watching Samantha record the interview. I shot 

photos. You’ve seen my drone video and stills of Delight, Black 

Beauty, Xiuman, Putita, and Mindy, from Snake Road—Steff 

named them. They’re all her captives, in thrall to her. 

“Robin seemed relaxed, happy, spontaneous, an 

amazing performance. I’m case-hardened, but I was impressed. 

You’ll have to visit Steff’s house, to confront Mary and Robin, 

to negotiate the contract release without going to court, always 

a last resort. We have the agreement, the letter, the photos, the 

recording, and your eye-witness proof of the relationship.” 

“Anything else we should know” 

“Yes. Remember those pills I found in Steff’s night 

table? The analysis came through. Benzedrine—a powerful 

amphetamine. She’s taking it, or feeding it to Robin, in some 

form or other.  

“It’s a Schedule II controlled substance.” Wilkinson 

registers his alarm. 

“Yes,” Denise agrees, “but easy and cheap to get on the 

street: ‘Bennies.’ You up for the visit?”  
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“Couldn’t hurt.” says Janet. “Steff knows we’re going to 

free Robin, who must withdraw from the agreement. As you 

know, Dr. Wilkinson’s and my lawyer drew up Cease-and-

Desist papers, got the judge’s approval, subpoena, and court 

date. You had them served. We can withdraw, but only if we 

must. We can save Robin.” 

“Go to Snake Road. You can win. I’ll testify, if needed.” 

Janet Wilson, stunned, recalls her recording project: 

Delight’s voice, in a range of languages and accents, work 

Mary Steff must have financed. 
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                     LAST CHANCE?  

 

Relax? Accept? Be happy? Mary’s urging: easy to say, harder to 

achieve. Despite its Folsom Street Fair performance, Delight is 

not relaxed, accepting, or happy. Robin—struggling to retrieve 

personhood—has thought and planned, hoped and schemed, 

since LA’s perceived abandonment. The fear and doubt, the 

reluctance and resistance, the written note and its aftermath, 

the emergency release and its rejection, have changed nothing.  

Delight has reverted to indulging Mary, following the 

rules, as if accepting and obedient once more. Yet the Fair was 

apparently its functional finale.  

Mary wonders if this concludes a doomed experiment 

in which she has invested immense time, effort and money. 

Does it negate the joys and achievements she and her creatures 

have shared over the most unusual times of her life? Must she 

abandon her Rebirth screenplay concept, if she can no longer 

produce its critical publicity element: Delight? The idea 

remains compelling, her intellectual property. At least she has 

her HH showrunner assignment.  

Robin, long gone, realizes the agreement endures, Mary 

determined to retain it. Delight remains Mary’s possession, 

captive, isolated at Snake Road, unable to communicate, still a 

helpless prisoner. On weekdays, Mary takes her mobile, 

leaving no communications devices. Evenings and weekends, 

escaping its head and gag is impossible—its head padlocked, 

its gag inextricable. Though captive, Delight has privileges: the 

support and care of an owner who nevertheless imposes her 

will relentlessly. It has much to love about its daily life in art. 

One escape possibility remains, if Mary will accept it, 

though she has already rejected it: simply repeat the agreed 

emergency signal calling for immediate release, make it stick. 
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Nod and shake the head, three times. Then do it again. Worth 

trying, one last time.  

When Mary arrives on Monday evening, radio at her 

belt, microphone at her cheek, Delight is ready, assembled 

demurely in its LBD, its jet-black pageboy wig in place, ready 

to wait at table, padlocked. Mary pauses before entering the 

house. She verifies the gag tube with her finger, lifts her lighter 

and plays the flame on Delight’s cigar, the familiar routine. She 

tugs on its padlock, the reminder of its situation, certifying her 

ownership. She waves, signaling Delight to start its walking 

and smoking routine on the patio. She follows it, and stands by 

the table, radio on, as Delight performs. 

“About those legal papers. Your would-be rescuers, Dr. 

Wilkinson and Janet Wilson, want you to void our agreement. 

They’re coming Saturday. We face them in court next week. 

Are you ready? Do you want to leave? Can you trust me? 

Remember the Legion of Honor, the de Young, Stow Lake, the 

Asian Art Museum, the Tenderloin, Carnaval, Los Angeles—

play, danger, risk. Is this your chance to escape? Think it 

through. You’re smart. Pretty, too. No, you’re not pretty. That’s 

a trivial word. You’re gorgeous, spectacularly beautiful, as I 

demanded and Larry Rogers created you. An 11.”  

Mary’s bantering tone is intended to put the recent 

difficulties in the past. She still harbors nagging fear. For 

Delight to stay, it must be willingly. For the first time since the 

memorable dinner at Quince, and the subsequent signing of the 

agreement, here at her house, she must speak with deep 

sincerity. Their joint future is at stake. 

“You’re unhappy. I understand. I feel it. Despite your 

concerns, you’ve performed brilliantly—with the chairman, at 

the Fair. Recent days have tested us, since LA. Please listen 

before you decide. We’re dealing with the essence of our lives 
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together, lives we agreed to share. In the end, I must respect 

you, and your needs. Sit, please.”  

Delight returns to the table, sits, controlled and elegant, 

distant, hands in its lap. It lifts its chin, displays its cigar, turns 

away—disdainful, dismissive, barely present.  

“In the beginning we thought it would be easy,” Mary’s 

ruminates. “It seemed straightforward: I offer to save you from 

suicide, with a wonderful opportunity for a new life, and you 

accept. Your miseries are ended, my wishes fulfilled. But life 

isn’t simple. It’s messy, complicated, often painful.  

“Unless we’re committed to each other, it can’t work, 

for either of us, long term. We both want and need a future to 

live and share. It was our intent, in our agreement, in the vows 

we signed, knowingly and willingly. We’ve done our best.” 

Delight remains unmoved, ignoring Mary. 

“Consider what we’ve already achieved. Anyone can 

do cosplay and private, safe BDSM in a secure club. It’s how 

we found each other originally at The D&S, long ago, recall—

pleasant, stimulating diversion. If we hadn’t been there, and 

played together, we wouldn’t be here today.” 

Delight sits motionless. Only its glowing cigar reveals 

its breathing, its interior existence. Mary longs to embrace it, 

but she does not dare to touch it. 

“I will say this once. Hear me, then decide. 

“What we’ve achieved, what we share, transcends 

frivolous, closet play. We’re creating public lives, far beyond 

private games. You’re not safe in a club, on stage, in a studio, 

at a convention, surrounded by friends, secure and sheltered. 

You’re living your new lives, in public. We’re trailblazers, 

probing the limits of reality, dancing on the rim of eternity. 

“You—Delight, Xiuman, Black Beauty, Putita, Mindy—

go into the world, unguarded, at risk, putting those lives of 
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yours out there repeatedly, no one aware of your fantastic 

performance, imagination, skill, will, concentration, courage. 

You embody my artistic visions, everything I’m not, and can 

never be. You live my far-out fantasies, express my wildest 

imaginings. The world sees you, but cannot imagine the 

challenge and reward of your existence, your invention of 

complete, diverse characters, along with their lives, in ways 

most people couldn’t conceive. Your spirit, your courage. 

She reaches out, longing to caress Delight. It turns 

away, then, at last, back to her. 

“You’ve had the audacity to abandon yourself, all 

you’ve known since birth, reimagined yourself as entities 

expressing original creation, the quintessence of great art—in 

your case, living art, for hours, for days, continuously. Only 

you and I know the terror, the dangers we share—jeopardies I 

create, and we partake in. You make real what few would dare. 

You’re pioneering, in acting and performance.”  

Mary steps behind Delight, and rests her hands on its 

shoulders. She reaches down and cups its breasts in her hands. 

Delight reaches up, and places its hands on hers. The skin-to-

skin contact gives her intimate connection, the possibility of 

reconciliation.  

“Only you comprehend the rewards: the wonders of 

true transformation, becoming another, all the way, deep 

inside another person’s mind, heart, and skin. You experience 

the marvel and mystery of seeing the world through new eyes, 

through the smallest thought and feeling, action and gesture, 

the essence of acting. You’re creating … magic. 

“Actors worldwide seek these breakout roles, live for 

these moments. Many method actors stay in character for long 

periods, isolated in their roles. You do it, too, courageously, a 

leap into wonder and joy, no safety net, out in the world, 
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interacting with others, improvising continuously, superbly. 

Your achievements thrill me, amaze me, delight me.  

“Numb civilians, leading safe, narrow lives, don’t know 

you exist, wouldn’t believe if you tried to tell them. But you 

and I know. We share it all. You’re brilliant, beautiful, and 

brave. All five of you. Your sixth, and your seventh, will push 

you into new dimensions of public performance. 

“I’ve developed the dramatic sixth and seventh. Larry 

Rogers is creating a dangerous, scary goth with backlit eyes to 

intimidate viewers, plus a third, matching eye in the forehead, 

all blinking in unison. The seventh? A flamboyant hip-hop 

artist, a video vixen, Diabolique, costumed outrageously for 

concert performances, tiny LEDs embedded in the face, 

synthesized, multi-octave vocal range from rumbling bass to 

shrieking soprano—I’ve written your first song: Wow! Your 

‘voice’ will come from your ‘bosom,’ like Delight’s. Your 

rewards, as a unique character and entertainer, will exceed 

anything theatrical you ever imagined. Fame, fortune. 

“You’ve acquired control and confidence no one can 

take from you. Together we’re creating new worlds, new ideas, 

new lives. This is performance at its pinnacle. You’re the key 

element. You make it all intensely real. You inhabit your 

characters, in every living detail. 

“Please stay. Continue your amazing life on the edge. A 

world of unrestrained sensation and deep eroticism, of sensual 

bliss and freedom of expression. Of shared intimacy, strong as 

bonds of steel—you delighting me, me delighting you by 

making it possible. The highest high wire, no safety net. You’re 

a beautiful, subtle miracle, inventing new … souls. 

“I need someone to care for, who needs my affection. 

We’re made for each other. We can make it, together. That’s 

what we share, day to day, moment to moment: love.” 



 

 

                                        Possessed                            Julia Wood                                                                                                         

__________________________________________________ 

 286 

Robin, in Delight’s intimate embrace, must attempt 

resolution. Security or misery? Safety or risk? Creation or 

numbness? Joy or sadness? Escape a painful life, still dimly 

remembered? Embrace future heaven and its possibilities, or 

return to past hell? Achieve dreamed-of, poly-dimensional 

performing opportunities? 

Delight walks to the mirror inside the living-room door, 

studying its reflection. It inhales intensely, cigar glowing in the 

gloom. Once, twice, three times it removes its cigar, exhales, 

and replaces the cigar between its lips, determinedly. It runs its 

hands over its breasts, waist, hips.  It examines its manicure, 

pats its lips. It caresses the silver tips of its wig, touches its 

cheek, taps its eyes with its nails. It nods. Recognition? 

Satisfaction? Pleasure? 

For Mary, time stretches excruciatingly, memories of 

the day they signed their agreement. She has done all she can. 

She feels fear and anticipation, unable—as always—to guess 

what Delight is thinking or feeling, what decision it will reach. 

Being deprived of its company, in its present and future forms, 

fills her with … emptiness. 

It circles the patio, moving with flawless poise. Finally, 

it returns to her, slowly, removes its cigar, and stubs it out, 

delaying its exhale as long as it can, provoking her. It steps 

close to Mary, face to face, motionless for a long moment. Mary 

waits and wonders, hopes and dreams, looking into its green 

glass eyes, seeing human eyelids flicker in the pupils. For the 

first time in more years than she can recall, shocking herself, 

she finds her face wet with tears. 

It lifts an index finger, asking for time. It walks inside, 

to the kitchen island, takes out Mary’s pad and pen. It writes, 

slowly and carefully, tears off the sheet, replaces pad and pen 

in the drawer. Then, impulsively, it re-opens and searches the 
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drawer for a red pen, to make an essential addition. It returns 

to Mary, and hands her the paper. 
 

THIS IS WHAT I AM,  

WHAT I WANT TO BE. 

I’M YOURS, ALWAYS AND ALL WAYS. 

I’LL NEVER DOUBT YOU AGAIN.  

PLEASE, RETURN MY RING. 

Your Delight.   

It has penned a pair of luscious red lips under its 

signature. It takes Mary’s hand and presses that hand to its 

heart, embraces her passionately, its lips seeking hers in a long, 

breathless kiss. I want this moment to last forever, it tells itself. 

Being Mary’s treasured possession is my permanent state, my deepest 

desire, my true destiny.  

Mary reaches for her purse, and extracts Delight’s 

signet ring. Delight takes the ring, replaces it on its little finger, 

with a gesture of closure, and holds it up for Mary to see. 

“Just as you’re mine, I’m truly yours. My ring reunites 

us, forever.” She holds and kisses Delight’s hand. Joy and 

contentment emerge from Delight’s mute crimson lips, as it 

holds her—unintelligible sounds, yet full of meaning for both. 

“Mmmm.” A pause. “Mmmmm. Mmmmmmm.” Then, 

urgently: “Mmmmmmmmmm.” 

“Oh, yes,” says Mary. “Yes, yes, yes.” 

Can they win in court? Is it even possible? For Mary 

Steff, there is hope. Her lawyer is optimistic. Delight has 

chosen its destiny, committed itself. They still face William 

Wilkinson’s and Janet Wilson’s legal challenges. 
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                   MINDY’S WORLD   

 

Saturday mornings are busy at Snake Road. This Saturday is 

no exception: the schedule is tight. William Wilkinson and 

Janet Wilson will visit at eleven AM. 

Mindy is awakened at seven by its electronic alarm 

clock’s beep in its earpieces. It slips out of Mary’s magnificent 

Alaskan King bed, sliding silently across the silk sheets, careful 

not to arouse its owner, sleeping peacefully. It removes the 

sleep mask protecting its eyelashes. It stands, in the night 

light’s dim illumination, looking down on Mary, wishing it 

could embrace and kiss her, its adored owner. It goes to its 

bathroom and closes the door carefully, before doing its duty, 

hydrating itself and cleaning its breathing tube with a brush 

Mary has provided. It holds up its hand mirror and brushes its 

ponytail carefully, watching its reflection in the wide, high 

mirror above the double basins. It nods, satisfied. 

It returns to its bedroom, removes its nightie, and 

dresses as required: flesh-tinted pantihose, tight, red-velvet 

jeans, belt, a fluffy black sweater with loose, cowl neck, and its 

simple, elegant, black-and-red flats with heart-adorned vamps 

bearing the word Mary. It sits at its mirror, and meditates for 

the prescribed period. It finds this intensely enjoyable, feeling 

its teenage impulses flood in, accepting them, relishing them, 

becoming them. For Mindy, teenage life is full of play and 

promise: sexy clothes, exotic makeup and manicure, pretty 

bling, boys to tease, hip-hop music, crazy rap, video games, 

and the VR headset Mary has provided for it.  

In the kitchen, it dances about as it performs its familiar 

duties, setting the breakfast table for Mary in the dining niche: 

bowl, cereal, spoon, creamer, cloth napkin, cup and saucer for 

French-press coffee. It fills the creamer from the carton in the 
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fridge, places the matching sugar bowl alongside. It will not 

initiate the coffee until Mary comes down, at eight AM. 

It pauses, pensive, index fingernail to its cheek. What’s 

missing? Mary won’t tolerate omission or error. In the fridge, it 

finds the morning rose, inserts it in the crystal bud vase on the 

counter, dribbles water into the vase and places it at the 

island’s precise geometric center, for Mary’s approval. It grinds 

the coffee beans, measures the water, and sets the French press 

on the counter. It checks the clock, impatient: 7:55. Then it 

remembers the newspapers, The New York Times, The Wall Street 

Journal, the San Francisco Chronicle. It dashes to the driveway, to 

retrieve them in their plastic sleeves. It extracts and unfolds 

them, smooths them, careful not to snag a long, pink fingernail, 

and aligns the papers beside Mary’s cereal bowl. 

Mary comes, at last, in her nightgown. Mindy rushes to 

her, embraces her, kisses her, receives the expected finger in its 

breathing tubes as it holds her hand and moves the finger in 

and out. This morning the ritual is extended. Mary disengages, 

smiling and patting Mindy’s cheek. She is not wearing her 

radio and can communicate only by gesture. 

She sits, Mindy serves: cereal shaken into the bowl, 

until Mary lifts her hand to indicate sufficiency, creamer 

similarly controlled. The coffee water has boiled, the beans are 

ground, the French press ready. Mindy adds the water, stirs, 

waits the prescribed four minutes, measured on the oven’s 

digital clock, as Mary consumes her cereal, presses the plunger 

into the transparent cylinder, pours the coffee into the carafe, 

places the carafe on the range’s warm plate. At Mary’s signal, 

tapping the lip of her cup, it pours coffee and cream, adds the 

required one lump of sugar, stirs gently. It stands back, 

holding a napkin with which it wipes Mary’s lips carefully and 

tenderly when she has finished, an opportunity for another 



 

 

                                        Possessed                            Julia Wood                                                                                                         

__________________________________________________ 

 290 

embrace. Mary never tires of displays of affection. Nor does 

Mindy. It mews softly to her through its gag. 

 

§ 

 

One of Mindy’s duties is to accompany Mary to the market on 

Saturday mornings, to help her with the shopping, drop off 

and pick up clothes at the cleaners. It enjoys this brief time in 

the world, among people, seeing the scene, improvising, 

though mute. 

They leave at nine. Mindy has already vacuumed the 

Lexus with the hand unit, and cleaned the windows, while 

Mary dressed. Mindy dons its wraparound shades, jumps into 

the car and pulls on its seatbelt. Mary backs out of the garage, 

operates the door-closing button and turns to Mindy. She pats 

its thigh; Mindy holds her hand briefly, lifts the hand to kiss it. 

It checks Mary’s shopping list, on a small, ring-bound notepad 

attached to its left wrist by an elastic cord, with accompanying 

ballpoint pen, inserted into the binding rings. It holds up 

notepad and pen for Mary to see and check. She nods her 

approval. The shopping list is on the first page. 

At the cleaners, the proprietor recognizes Mindy, and 

smiles his usual greeting. Mindy deposits the week’s items, 

takes the receipts, and picks up the cleaned clothes, using the 

tags and cash Mary has given it, as Mary waits in the car. At 

the market, Mindy pushes the cart as Mary completes her 

shopping. It checks the purchases on its notepad, item by item. 

Mary buys staples, plus oatmeal cookies; Mindy tugs on her 

arm, pointing to the gingersnaps. Mary smiles and adds them 

to the cart. Shopping complete, Mary tears off the notepad 

page, all items checked.  Satisfied, she puts the list into her 

purse. Mindy pushes the cart to the checkout, and loads the 
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items onto the conveyor, for Mary to complete payment, ready 

for it to move the cart to the car. 

Waiting at the end of the conveyor, as Mary pays the 

checker, Mindy confronts a bagger it has encountered before. 

He is a young man of pleasant demeanor, tall and loose-

limbed, seventeen or eighteen, a football player from the local 

high school, perhaps. He smiles at Mindy and says something 

it cannot hear. It cannot return the smile with its fixed but 

engaging features, but nods its recognition. He must think it 

indifferent. I like him. He’s cute, though boys are not my thing. 

As usual, securely gagged, it cannot speak, but feels its 

tongue working silently under the gag’s severe but enjoyable 

embrace. It hungers for personal contact, human interaction, 

the exchange of thoughts and ideas. Even as it feels the 

longing, it senses its isolation, its detachment from real life, its 

gynoid Mindyness. Mindy grazes the bagger’s hand with its 

fingernails, as he loads the cart, enjoying his startle reflex. It 

contemplates blowing him a kiss. “Hey, cutie,” he says, but 

Mindy cannot hear him. 

Checkout complete, Mary turns on her radio: “Mindy, 

my pet, stop romancing the bagger. He’s a kid, not in your 

league. No one is, except me. I’ll forgive your flirting, this once. 

Don’t let it happen again.” Mindy looks back wistfully at the 

bagger, wanting to wave, fearing Mary’s disapproval. It 

fantasizes its first real, teenage kiss with a live boy. 

A middle-aged woman with a bulging shopping bag is 

walking ahead of them as they approach the parking-lot 

crosswalk. Mindy, looking to its left, notices a silent electric car 

approaching. The woman, inattentive, steps into the crosswalk. 

The car strikes her. She falls. The car pauses, as if the driver is 

deciding whether or not to stop, then it pulls away, slowly at 

first, then accelerating. 
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Fast as thought, Mindy reaches for its notepad, pulls 

out the pen, sees the fleeing car’s license plate, writes the 

number down. It tears off the page, gives the page to Mary. It 

goes to the woman, lying groaning on the ground, her grocery 

bag’s contents scattered. It knows not to move her, for fear of 

neck damage, but kneels and holds her hand. It flicks its 

ponytail out of the way. It wishes it could utter comforting 

words. A crowd gathers, including the store security guard, 

who reacts, to summon the police, and the store’s medical 

team. Mary helps Mindy to its feet. 

“You amazing creature,” says Mary. “You got the hit-

and-run evidence, the license-plate number, for the police. 

“You’re adorable, an angel. I’ll never forget.”  

She hands the guard the notepad page. Mindy cannot 

hear their exchange, but sees the vital information has been 

passed. It has the achieved the intimate contact with life it 

craved minutes earlier, close to words it can never utter. Mary 

embraces it tenderly. It removes its shades, clings to her, 

whimpering to her softly, careful not to crush its lush, heavily 

mascaraed eyelashes.   

Mindy pushes the cart to the car, and places the grocery 

bags in the trunk Mary opens for it. It returns the cart to the 

store. It sees the bagger at the front entrance, and gives him a 

small wave. He smiles and waves in return. 

I’m almost human, it tells itself. Almost, but never again. I 

am Delight, whatever my form. It is all I will ever be. 
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               SNAKE ROAD RESCUE? 

 

Wilkinson and Wilson travel from San Francisco in silence. 

They have rehearsed their questions. They know Mary Steff's 

power and intelligence, rising to what they consider evil 

genius. As well as witnessing the events at the Folsom Fair, 

they have heard Samantha Joiner’s recording: Steff admitting 

to owning her captives, describing and naming them. They 

have seen Denise’s Fair photographs, her stills and drone 

videos of the house, the signed agreement. They have all they 

need to confront Steff and obtain Robin Jinnes’ release.   

They arrive at eleven. A pretty teenager greets them, a 

young person, not quite human, dressed in a loose, shaggy 

black sweater, the cowl collar framing a sweetly chaste face, 

the hint of a smile on the shocking-pink lips. It is wearing tight, 

red-velvet jeans, red-and-black flats resembling fashionable 

ballet slippers. Its brown ponytail cascades almost to the waist, 

bangs over the brow, the embodiment of gentle innocence.  

A predatory ballerina manicure of long, pink talons, the 

bright shade matching the lips, appears too mature for such a 

youngster. Exotic eye makeup and elaborate lashes seem, 

similarly, too ‘old.’ The electric-blue eyes are glass, motionless, 

which the visitors find disquieting. They follow it into the 

large, luxuriously furnished living room, where Mary Steff 

awaits. She waves them to the sofa and sits opposite them, at 

the coffee table. “Meet Mindy,” she says. 

I knew them when I was a human, says Mindy to itself, but 

they want to alter my life. This is me, now, permanently, in my five 

forms, with two more exciting new forms coming. I love what I’ve 

become. I don’t want to change. They can’t make me. 

The teenager sits in an armchair close to Mary, gripping 

the chair arms with its claw-nailed fingers. Snuggles enters, tail 
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erect, looks at the visitors on the sofa, and hops onto Mindy’s 

lap, expecting and receiving friendly, deep digs behind the 

ears from those conveniently long fingernails. Snuggles purrs 

noisily, eyes closed in feline bliss. 

Janet Wilson tries to integrate the sight of this poised, 

pretty teenager with the Robin Jinnes she met and liked, long 

ago. She fails. Steff is speaking, distracting her. 

“Thank you for coming. May I offer you refreshment? 

Mindy prepared coffee for us.” The visitors notice Mary Steff’s 

tube microphone, flesh tinted, lying close to her cheek.  

They accept, determined to examine the young person 

more closely. Mindy must approach, when serving. Mary turns 

on her radio, and glances at Mindy. “Serve our guests, sweetie. 

The tray’s on the counter. Don’t forget the oatmeal cookies. 

Add your gingersnaps. And napkins, of course.”  

Mindy stands, dislodging Snuggles gently, and returns 

with coffee and cookies, cups, saucers, and teaspoons, the 

creamer and sugar bowl, napkins alongside. After placing 

cups, saucers and spoons in front of the three at the coffee 

table, and dispensing napkins, Mindy pours the coffee, takes 

up the creamer, and queries the guests with tilted head. Janet 

takes cream. Mindy lifts the sugar bowl and offers lumps, and 

both Ws accept. It displays the cookies, and each takes one. 

They examine, with undisguised curiosity, Mindy’s sweet, 

slightly smiling face. The unreal normality, except for the glass 

eyes and motionless features, unnerves them. 

Mary takes her coffee black. She is sure her guests will 

notice the tattoos on Mindy’s hands, and understand their 

significance. She watches them study Mindy closely, sure the 

impressions have hit home. The visitors exchange glances; 

Wilson taps the back of her hand. 
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“Let’s not waste your time,” says Mary. “You’re here to 

free Robin Jinnes from my cruel grasp. You’re asking Robin—

now, legally, Delight—to abandon our binding agreement. You 

had my home invaded, while I was away, so you could find 

and copy the document. I should sue you for the break-in, but I 

won’t. Have I got it right, so far?  

“The court hearing next week will determine whether 

Robin—Delight—will reject the binding agreement. Though 

your lawsuit addresses Robin, I’m your target. You’ll find your 

move will fail.”  

Wilkinson: “It’s elementary. You effectively destroyed 

and took control of Robin, now your prisoner. You tried to 

play god: erasing one person, creating another. We have solid 

evidence. We were there, at the Folsom Street Fair. We have 

photos and recordings. We intend to free Robin.” 

“It’s not so simple. Robin was in extremis, failing, 

suicidal. Robin agreed to be saved. I was the savior. I applied 

no persuasion, merely made the offer. My offer was accepted.” 

“Don’t be naive,” Wilkinson interjects. “We know your 

tastes and interests. You took advantage of the situation to 

recruit a captive, essentially an adult toy, a sex object.” 

“It’s not sex, it’s BDSM play, shared interest in erotic 

tension. In Delight’s case, it’s sustained for hours, days. You 

know about BDSM, Doctor Wilkinson—your book, right? 

Robin is like Snuggles, there: my rescue pet, safe and sound, 

not a care in the world. No more problems or misery.  

“I offer companionship and play, day-to-day support, 

no strings; to Mindy, here, also to Delight, Xiuman, Black 

Beauty, and Putita, all radically different, fascinating variations 

on my imaginative themes. Each has its own origins and 

history, character and behavior, wants and needs, interests and 

amusements. For each, it’s a full, lovely life it creates for itself.  
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“Your operative, who recently invaded my house and 

neutralized my security system, must have photographed 

them, including the agreement. A neighbor told me a drone 

surveilled my patio several times.”  

“This charade is nothing but a horror show. You’re a 

monster.” Wilson cannot contain her anger.  

“You’re confusing sex with intimacy. They’re different. 

I prefer intimacy. It’s intellectual and emotional, not just 

physical. Sex of all kinds is bought and sold, worldwide, 

daily—a commodity, mere trade, no real or lasting value. It’s 

the collision of bodies, momentary release. Rapport is priceless, 

honest, enduring. Some people—bisexual, polymorphous, 

concupiscent—crave endless, insatiable sexual satisfaction, the 

antithesis of affection. It’s masturbating at others, scratching 

uncontrollable itches, responding to mindless physical urges, 

the opposite of closeness. It’s addiction. Do we know anyone 

like that? Do I have my sources? Well, do I, Janet?” 

Wilson bites her tongue. She knows, murmurs Janet, 

inside her soul. Oh god, she knows. 

“You’re delusional, hopelessly twisted. People are not 

toys. We’re talking about human freedom.” Wilkinson’s voice 

shakes as he speaks. Mary is unmoved. She smiles serenely, the 

expression of confidence, of control. 

“Ethical ownership requires care and responsibility, 

unconditional support. It demands the deepest trust by the 

possessed—here, Delight and its derivatives. You apparently 

don’t know the difference between voluntary choice and 

involuntary control. Delight chose me, like it or not. You’ve 

seen the signatures on the agreement. Delight and I both 

signed it, of our free will.” 

“Unconditional support? When you, here, have total 

authority? Your captive has been brainwashed. You’ve created 
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a bizarre experiment of no value or meaning. I cannot, will not 

let it continue.” 

“How will you stop me, Dr. Wilkinson?” 

“In court, if necessary, if you won’t end it now. You 

have the subpoena and court date. We’ll sue.” 

“You subpoena doesn’t frighten me. I have legal rights. 

So does Delight. We’ll respond in full to your subpoena, as 

required under law. We’re not afraid of you. Sue, if you wish. 

If you can.” 

“Words, words, words.” Wilkinson turns away, stone-

faced. Mary continues, blithely. 

“You’d like my toys. They’re wild and wonderful, 

sensual and seductive, playful and passionate, flawlessly 

designed. Better than most humans. They love their lives, but 

they do what I tell them, as you should know if you read our 

agreement. No backtalk or arguments, just silent assent. Like 

more photos? Stills or action video? Provocative. Ultra-sexy.” If 

she had been striking them with her crop or whip, her sarcasm 

could not have been more painful. 

Janet Wilson jumps to her feet, outraged, wanting to 

lunge at Mary Steff. Wilkinson restrains her, and urges her to 

sit. Steff continues, unfazed. 

“You don’t get it, do you? Delight and I share links of 

erotic imagination my beautiful creations inhabit, willingly, 

daily. Unspoken mind/heart connections, beyond words, 

which humans crave, seek for lifetimes, and rarely find. It’s 

what we know. They have me, as I have them. We don’t need 

anything or anyone else. See Snuggles, now, sharing silent 

friendship in Mindy’s lap. They need not talk. They’ve chosen 

each other, as Delight and I have.” 

“Freedom supersedes all that—real human freedom.” 

Wilkinson frowns. “Captivity is degrading, inhuman.” 
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“Robin—or, as we now know, Delight—is as free as 

Snuggles. Mindy, here, need not stay, nor the others, unless 

they want. Snuggles can leave, at any time. No coercion is 

involved. If you free Robin, as you put it, what then? Robin 

was an utter failure. Will you provide work, food, money, 

housing, medical care? I don’t think so. You can’t take care of 

anyone. Most people have enough trouble just managing 

themselves, without adding the burden of another. My support 

is unequivocal, well within my means. I cherish my 

possessions. I pamper them. They rely on me. They love me. 

“Let me show you something.” She turns to Mindy, and 

keys her radio: “Stand, Mindy, sweet thing, with your back to 

our visitors.” Mindy stands and turns. Mary pulls the cowl 

collar down and lifts the ponytail, to reveal the head lacing, 

padlock in place. She tugs on the padlock. 

“See? Mindy’s safe and happy. You can’t invade its 

privacy. I have its key, but it doesn’t want to be unlocked. It 

prefers being Mindy.” Mary adjusts the collar, lets the ponytail 

fall. She takes Mindy’s hand, eases it back into the chair, 

looking down into its eyes. She extracts her neck chain, and 

flourishes her padlock key, dangling it in front of Mindy’s face. 

Mindy reaches up, tucks the key back securely into Mary’s 

blouse, and caresses her cheek. 

“We want to speak to Robin, now.” As Janet speaks, 

Snuggles returns to Mindy’s lap. 

“Robin’s gone, forever. Right now, you see Mindy, one 

of Delight’s five beautiful manifestations. It served you coffee 

and cookies. So cute, so sweet, so adorable, isn’t it? Locked in, 

safe from your prying. It loves its life. They all do.”  

“Let's hear from Mindy. Robin—or Mindy, if you 

insist—must have heard everything. Robin can speak, surely, 

even in that getup.” 
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“I’m afraid what you’re suggesting is quite impossible.” 

Mary’s crooked smile appalls her visitors. “Mindy’s deaf-

mute—it hears nothing you say, it can’t speak. Only I can 

communicate with it, when I choose. You don’t get to talk with 

Mindy. Not here, not now, not ever.” 

“Mindy, or Delight, or whatever it is, will have to 

testify in court.” Janet is horrified to find herself referring to 

Mindy as a genderless object, not a person.  

“Not so. I have Durable Power of Attorney, agreed to 

by Delight. It entitles me to speak for my client, and verifies 

Delight’s legal name. I made copies of the Power of Attorney 

and the legal name change. Here, take them. You pressed your 

suit in Robin’s name, no longer legal, but my attorney and I 

accept. I’ll speak for Delight in court, if necessary, but my 

lawyer can cover anything relevant, under prevailing statutes.” 

“You won’t get away with this.” 

“Think not?” Mary smiles her cunning smile. “Delight 

and I will beat you in court. Furthermore, you’ll pay our legal 

expenses. Ask your lawyer, if he or she has half a brain, to 

study the relevant statutes. You may think I’m an ignorant 

peasant, a dimwit, unable to fight your legal adventure, but I 

didn’t become rich and powerful from being slow and stupid. 

Give up. Withdraw. I will win.”  

“We’ll see.” 

“Let me show you something, before you leave, about 

unspoken intimacy.” Mary stands, and extends her arms to 

Mindy. Mindy stands, spilling Snuggles again, and turns to 

Mary, who enfolds it in her arms. Mindy presses its lips to 

Mary’s, caressing Mary’s buzz-cut blonde hair. It takes Mary’s 

hand, and guides her middle finger between its lips, into its 

breathing tube. Holding her hand tightly, it moves the finger in 

and out, rhythmically, a motion whose meaning and intent is 
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unambiguous. Snuggles sidles against Mary’s leg, purring 

noisily, returns, and nuzzles Mindy’s leg. 

Wilkinson stands, turns to Janet, his head motion 

indicating departure, and touches her elbow. They look at the 

couple embracing, without responding. They turn to go. Mary 

releases Mindy and reaches for her radio. 

“Mindy, sweetie, see our guests out. Show them your 

sexy walk, you little minx.” She looks at Wilkinson and Wilson, 

unwaveringly: “This has all been a waste of your and my time. 

See you in court.” 

Mindy sashays to the front door, a jiggling, hip-

swinging gait, snapping its fingers, displaying its manicure, 

shaking its head, tossing its ponytail, a playful juvenile, 

followed by the visitors. It opens the door and steps aside. 

Janet reaches toward Mindy, to attempt a hug. Mindy stands 

back, lifts a decorative hand and blows her a kiss from its 

pretty pink lips, as the visitors depart. 

Mindy returns, embraces Mary, and kisses her on the 

lips. It puts its hand behind her head to prolong the kiss, as 

Mary’s tongue seals its breathing tube. It savors the sensation. 

“Tonight,” Mary says over her radio, as they disengage, 

“Black Beauty and I will visit The D&S. Black Beauty will be 

dressed to thrill, in the vicious, brutal costume that turns you 

on, LED lights and all, my Putain Noire. I’ll get you the framed, 

life-size poster for your room. You nagged me, you naughty 

thing, even wrote me a forbidden request, with clever, faux 

French title, Kinque Dangereux. Or was it Delight? Or one of 

those others? I sometimes lose track of what you are, day to 

day. You want to defy me, to control me. I love it. Keep trying. 

Don’t stop. You’ll never win. You’re my possessions, forever. 

“Tonight, we’ll show the Scene how Black Beauty likes 

to play: its defiance, how it struggles to resist, how it needs and 
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loves my discipline that defeats it—restraints, cuffs, blindfold, 

my crop and whip applied to its epidermis—painless for Black 

Beauty, but the thwacking sound stuns onlookers. Drives ’em 

crazy.” Mindy nods vigorously, goes to the door, wiggles to 

the patio table, and reaches for a cigar, as Mary follows it. 

“Naughty, naughty, my wholesome, virtuous Mindy. 

You’re a child. You shouldn’t even know about Black Beauty’s 

costume, or how we play. I shouldn’t have said anything. And 

teenagers shouldn’t smoke. It’s disgusting, unhealthy. Under 

your oh-so-innocent exterior, you’re … nasty. You’ve listened 

to those others—Xiuman, Black Beauty, Putita. They like to do 

it to me. Mindgasms. They know how, without even touching. 

They’re plotting to possess me.” She smiles a knowing smile.  

“Right now, Mindy, I want you to show me. Move me. 

Wet me. You can do it. Xiuman told you how.”   

Mary takes the cigar from Mindy and seizes its chin, 

knowing how it likes the firm discipline. She forces the cigar 

between its lips, almost violently, as it feigns resistance. It 

steadies Mary’s hand holding her lighter, inhales deeply, 

removes its cigar, closes its lips tightly, tosses its ponytail, 

examines its manicure, turns away for an instant, takes two or 

three steps, turns back to her. After an impossibly long pause 

Mary can barely endure, it finally plumes out cigar smoke. It 

replaces the cigar between its pretty pink lips and tilts its head, 

curious, confident, hand on raised hip. Did it work? Mary’s 

expression confirms it. It nods its satisfaction, flicks its 

ponytail, and decides to do it to her again, longer. The pleasure 

is mutual. It’s Mary and me, sharing, it exults. I get mindgasms, 

too. I do them to myself, even without my dildo.  

“I have a life-changing gift, if you—as Delight—will 

accept it. Tomorrow, before court.” 
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                    JUDGMENT DAY  
 

The grandeur of the San Francisco Superior Court courtroom 
chamber commands respect and silence. The plaintiffs, William 
Wilkinson and Janet Wilson, and the defendant, Delight, are in 
�W�K�H�L�U�� �D�V�V�L�J�Q�H�G�� �S�O�D�F�H�V���� �0�D�U�\�� �6�W�H�I�I���� �K�R�O�G�L�Q�J�� �W�K�H�� �G�H�I�H�Q�G�D�Q�W�•�V��
Durable Power of Attorney, sits with Delight, ready to testify. 
Denise Marron, the faithful private investigator, is here for 
Wilkinson and Wilson, but has not been called. The hearing 
has been brief. Only the lawyers have spoken. 

The judge is a middle-aged Chinese-American woman 
of severe mien. She glances at the interested parties and lifts 
her prepared statement. She looks over the top of her rimless 
bifocals, frowning, and reads aloud.  

�·�3�O�D�L�Q�W�L�I�I�V�� �D�V�V�H�U�W�� �W�K�D�W�� �W�K�H�L�U�� �S�U�R�I�H�V�V�L�R�Q�D�O�� �L�Q�W�H�U�H�V�W�V�� �D�Q�G��
financial wellbeing have been damaged by defendant, formerly 
known as Robin Jinnes, now known legally as Delight, in that 
by entering into an exclusive contract for services to a third 
party, Mary Steff, Delight became unavailable to provide 
services to them.  

�·�3�O�D�L�Q�W�L�I�I�V��have demanded that defendant withdraw 
immediately from the contract , and require Ms. Steff to release 
defendant from it, to permit defendant to serve them with 
unspecified writing and editing services. Such services are 
widely available from many local sources. Plaintiffs have not 
demonstrated to the court �•�V�� �V�D�W�L�V�I�D�F�W�L�R�Q the possession of 
exclusive, specialized knowledge or skills on the part of 
Delight without which they could not conduct their business.  

�·�0�\�� �U�X�O�L�Q�J�� �L�V�� �P�D�G�H�� �X�Q�G�H�U�� �W�K�H�� �W�H�U�P�V�� �R�I�� �F�R�Q�W�U�D�F�W�� �O�D�Z��
cited by lawyer for the defendant, not rebutted by lawyer for 
the plaintiffs. The agreement was entered into for the sole 
benefit of the parties involved, Mary Steff and Delight. It was 
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�5�R�E�L�Q���� �L�Q�� �’�H�O�L�J�K�W�•�V�� �L�Q�W�L�P�D�W�H�� �H�P�E�U�D�F�H���� �P�X�V�W�� �D�W�W�H�P�S�W��
resolution. Security or misery? Safety or risk? Creation or 
numbness? Joy or sadness? Escape a painful life, still dimly 
remembered? Embrace future heaven and its possibilities, or 
return to past hell? Achieve dreamed-of, poly -dimensional 
performing opportunities ? 

Delight walks to the mirror inside the living -room door, 
studying its reflection. It inhales intensely, cigar glowing in the 
gloom. Once, twice, three times it removes its cigar, exhales, 
and replaces the cigar between its lips, determinedly. It runs its 
hands over its breasts, waist, hips.  It examines its manicure, 
pats its lips. It caresses the silver tips of its wig, touches its 
cheek, taps its eyes with its nails. It nods. Recognition? 
Satisfaction? Pleasure? 

For Mary, time stretches excruciatingly , memories of 
the day they signed their  agreement. She has done all she can. 
She feels fear and anticipation, unable�‡ as always�‡ to guess 
what Delight is thinking or feeling, what decision it will reach. 
Being deprived of its company, in its present and future forms, 
fills her with �«  emptiness. 

It circles the patio, moving with flawless poise. Finally, 
it returns to her, slowly, removes its cigar, and stubs it out, 
delaying its exhale as long as it can, provoking her. It steps 
close to Mary, face to face, motionless for a long moment. Mary 
waits and wonders, hopes and dreams, looking into its green 
glass eyes, seeing human eyelids flicker in the pupils. For the 
first time in more years than she can recall, shocking herself, 
she finds her face wet with tears. 

It lifts an index finger, asking for time. It walks inside, 
�W�R���W�K�H���N�L�W�F�K�H�Q���L�V�O�D�Q�G���� �W�D�N�H�V���R�X�W���0�D�U�\�•�V�� �S�D�G���D�Q�G���S�H�Q���� �,�W���Z�U�L�W�H�V����
slowly and carefully, tears off the sheet, replaces pad and pen 
in the drawer. Then, impulsively, it re -opens and searches the 


