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Eighteen Months - Inside Flap Summary
 
   In the near future, pretty, young Natalie Adams has finished college, left her boyfriend, and moved 650 miles to the outskirts of a new big city to begin her career and new life. As it happens, the new life is nothing like what she’d expected. The somewhat careless 22-year-old has gotten herself into trouble with the law in her new exurb hometown of River’s Edge. Now she faces punishment beyond anything she expected or considered fair: the temporary but lengthy loss of her sight. That changes not only her life, career, and financial future, but her perception of who and what she is.
 
   Natalie finds passion in the arms of several people. She finds love in the arms of the woman who is helping her cope with being blind. As her limitations become apparent, she’s pressured into a career as an exotic dancer, which she never would have chosen otherwise. Does the sexuality of the world that she’s attempting to navigate overwhelm her? Can the charming young woman survive the physical, social, and emotional changes forced on her? Will her sense of self remain intact as she negotiates the darkened environment of her new reality? Will she be forced to change so dramatically that Natalie will forever disappear, to be replaced by someone less innocent, more cynical, worldly, experienced, hard, and driven?
 
    
 
   
  
 

Eighteen Months - Publisher’s Summary
 
   Eighteen Months is erotic drama at it gut-wrenching best. It takes the reader on a journey from the highest emotional peaks to the deepest valleys. This is a tale of endangered innocence within an erotic mix that few stories can match. Once again, Ms. Napoli has put the reader squarely within the mind of the heroine so that we know her every thought, feel her every experience and see what she sees … or doesn’t see. Eighteen Months is a full-length, plot-driven erotic novel built around fetishes and threatened virtue, along with titillating hetero and bisexuality. Though not a BDSM novel in the traditional sense, Eighteen Months thrusts the heroine into a world where she seems enveloped by a BDSM mist which moves into all facets of her life. The dramatic ending gives the story an element of erotic horror that the reader will not soon forget.
 
   This is a solid, adult contemporary fantasy novel of well over 110,000 words. It contains fetish erotica including blindness, smoking, hair, addiction, body modification, sensory deprivation, and submission along with riveting heterosexuality and tasteful bisexuality.
 
   It goes without saying that Eighteen Months is serious adult drama containing open discussions and scenes of intense sexuality, erotica and sexual relations. Parts of Eighteen Months may be too intense for some readers.
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Prologue – Breaking the Law
 
    
 
   My name is Natalie Adams. At least, that’s the name I grew up with. This is my story.
 
   It takes place a few years from now, in that near future that’s almost like the present, but not quite.
 
   There is an important difference between now and then, which you need to appreciate to understand my tale. Society has changed how it handles those who break the law, those who commit crimes both minor and major. Sometimes a crime can seem serious, at other times, not so much so. What’s actually right or wrong seems to depend on how society feels at that time.
 
   For example, no one in the 1950s would ever have dreamed you could get cited for smoking in a bar in Ohio or a park in California. No one in the late 1800s thought smoking opium was anything other than a personal decision, and a personal responsibility. If it wrecked your life, you were at fault. An Italian immigrant to the US in 1920 would have thought the country had gone completely crazy – who would ever ban alcohol? In the first half of the 20th century, European and African Americans couldn’t use the same drinking fountains or public restrooms in Alabama or Mississippi or any of the other segregationist states.
 
   So, like I said, what’s good and bad are dependent on the times.
 
   There is one embarrassing, overriding fact that eventually, a few years after you read this book, will cause a step change in how the US treats people who break the law. The fact is that, though our wonderful, free United States has only about 4% of the world’s population, its jails, prisons and penitentiaries hold 25% of the world’s incarcerated population. A quarter of the people jailed in the whole world are jailed in the US!
 
   America is going to come to the realization that we simply lock up too many of our citizens.
 
   Being the inventive people that we are, we’ll use our technology to come up with other ways to rehabilitate or punish – pick the term that best fits your personal viewpoint – those who break our fundamental laws, and those who ignore laws that are merely incidental to the times.
 
   What happened to me involves one such alternative punishment.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 1 – You Gotta Go
 
    
 
   The end is in sight, I said to myself as I trudged home across the freshly-snow-covered campus of the University of Connecticut. I was referring to the end of my college days and graduation coming up in a few months. What I didn’t realize was that the end of my relationship with Jaxson was also imminent.
 
   Thinking about the end of school reminded me that I needed to decide on a job. Oh … I don’t mean that I hadn’t started looking. I was well past that and sitting on four offers. I had to decide which one to accept. Nice problem to have, but I’d earned it. When everyone else was easily sliding through business or education courses, sociology and psychology, I was beating my brains out in a STEM major – science, technology, engineering and math – biological sciences in my case.
 
   I’d thought about grad school and decided no, not right now. A lab tech job would be fine at this point in my life. I’d interviewed on campus and had visits to two companies in Connecticut, both in Hartford, close to UConn, one up in Boston, and another far out in the Ohio River Valley, in a lovely, new, exurban city called River’s Edge.
 
   There was no doubt in my mind where the best job was. River’s Edge Biotech was everything I wanted in a career. The money was good, the cost of living modest, and they’d even pay for grad school, should I decide to go. The other three jobs were pretty equal, with the one in Boston maybe slightly more attractive.
 
   River’s Edge was a long way from here. Frankly, I didn’t know if I could do it on my own, way out there, far from even the tiny support network that I had.
 
   The biggest problem was my boyfriend, Jaxson. He still had another year of college left, and he wanted me to stay near him. We’d even talked of getting a place together.
 
   I had no family left at all. My parents and grandparents were gone. I only had a few distant cousins in or near Connecticut, and friends from college who would be scattering everywhere after graduation. Other than Jaxson, there was no one to keep me there.
 
   Jaxson was, however, a big reason to stay in the Constitution State. I really liked him. I liked the idea of making a life with him. He was my man, and I needed to be with him. I depended on him. If I stayed around UConn, I could drive to either job in Hartford. Then, when Jaxson finished next year, we could decide where to go, and whose career would determine that. I was okay about following him wherever he went, if that’s how he wanted to do it. I could probably find something in most decent-sized places.
 
   But in the back of my mind, maybe in my soul as well, I didn’t want to only find something. I wanted a meaningful career too. I was willing to put Jaxson first, though, which meant choosing between my two least desirable offers.
 
   I was in a quandary. That’s why I hadn’t done anything about accepting a job yet.
 
   That day was Valentine’s Day. Jaxson was going to cook dinner for me at his place that evening. Then we planned to nestle around a fire, alone in his house. He was treating his housemates to a night out on him, so that we could be alone. I thought the whole idea was pretty thoughtful of him.
 
   He’d asked me to come at 6:00 so he could spend the afternoon cooking – he’s a wonderful cook who makes things up as he goes. He has an innate talent for it, which was especially surprising when you consider that he was a Chemical Engineering major.
 
   I felt bad about him spending the whole afternoon slaving away in the kitchen by himself, so I’d decided to go over about 2:00 to surprise him and offer to help. At home, I’d changed into one of my favorite sweaters, winter tights, and a short skirt. Three-inch-heeled, calf-length boots adorned my shapely legs. Jaxson always liked this outfit, and I wanted nothing more than to make him happy today. It was Valentine’s, after all, and I really loved Jaxson. Our almost-year together had been a particularly good one for me.
 
   I spent half an hour getting my very long, streaked-blonde hair just right. It was slightly bouncy and parted in the middle. The ends were meticulously styled with a curling iron so they curled and draped perfectly over my breasts in the front, and down to the middle of my back in gentle waves. It had stopped snowing and the sky had cleared to bright, dry, winter-blue, so I thought my hairstyle would survive the short walk to Jaxson’s.
 
   I never popped in on Jaxson, and he never showed up unexpectedly at my place either. That was a rule I’d asked for. I hated the idea that he might see me all disheveled if I had no prep time. I’ll admit that I didn’t have the confidence to hang out with no makeup, wearing whatever I happened to have jumped into that morning. Besides, I didn’t like to be interrupted if I were studying or in the middle of something else. I think I got that from my mother, who was the same way. I was trying to get over it, but I was sort of wired like that.
 
   Anyway, we always called each other before we came over. This time, I was gonna surprise him. A girl can violate her own rules, right?
 
   Jaxson was surprised alright. I was even more surprised when I knocked, his housemate answered with a very peculiar look on his face, and I stepped in without being invited. A naked Jaxson chose that moment to wander out of his bedroom, toweling his hair dry, dragging a buxom Latina, Gloria Padilla, by the hand behind him. Gloria, hair hanging in wet, limp layers, was more dressed than Jaxson; she was wearing the button-up shirt I’d bought him for Christmas.
 
   I just stood there. In a moment, Jaxson looked up and saw me. It took another moment for him to realize I was actually standing there.
 
   “Uh … Natalie … uh …” He stuttered, still holding her hand. He realized it and let go. Gloria looked right at me, clasped her hands, and rested them up on Jaxson’s shoulder, leaning against him with her chubby legs sort of crossed. She had the audacity to stake a claim – right there and then!
 
   “I thought I’d come and help with dinner.” I said, lamely. Then I recovered a little. “I see you’ve got it covered. Looks like I’m not needed.”
 
   “Natalie … let me explain …”
 
   “No need. It’s clear. See ya.” I took off the friendship ring he’d given me and laid it on an end table.
 
   “Natalie …,” His voice started to sound pleading.
 
   “Don’t ever call me,” I said and left.
 
   By the time I got home, I was more angry than hurt. I hadn’t seen it coming. I wondered if this were the first time, or if this had been going on all along. It didn’t matter, trust once lost …
 
   I entered my apartment, hung up my coat, and immediately called River’s Edge Biotech before I changed my mind. I accepted their job, planning to start in the second half of June. Then, to make sure there was no backing out, I sent emails to the other three companies, turning their job offers down.
 
   By the time I went to bed, Jaxson had called me 37 times. I’d never answered.
 
   I decided to treat myself to a skiing trip with friends during the President’s Day long weekend. I’d managed to graft myself onto their plans at the last minute. I had a great time … but I missed Jaxson. Apparently he missed me too. He’d called me at least a dozen times every day since Valentines.
 
   I made him sweat for another week before I finally gave in and agreed, via email, to meet him at a coffee shop near his house.
 
   It was a contrite, unkempt Jaxson who met me there, tail between his legs. That was totally uncharacteristic for the dominant male that Jaxson was. I decided I really didn’t like him that way. I’d been comfortably bottom in our relationship, and that’s where I wanted to be.
 
   He wanted me back, of course. He kept holding the friendship ring the whole time we talked. I think he was hoping, maybe expecting, that I’d take it out of his hands and put it back on.
 
   “Come back to me, Natalie,” he asked quietly.
 
   “That’s probably not gonna happen,” I said, surprising myself. “Besides, I’ve officially accepted the job in River’s Edge, and turned down the other three.”
 
   “WHAT?” I’d never seen him so surprised. He didn’t believe me. I was sure he didn’t think I had the courage to go that far away.
 
   “Come June, I’m moving. It’s all settled.”
 
   “Natalie, don’t do this …”
 
   It went on like that for a couple of hours. In the end, we decided to start going out again, to see what would become of it. I’m certain that Jaxson thought he could talk me into staying, even giving up the job and commitment I‘d made.
 
   It didn’t happen. I tried as hard as I could, but I couldn’t bring myself to trust him again – not in the way I needed to trust a long-term love interest. Not enough to change my plans.
 
   All the timing and logistics of my move had been worked out by May. My last personal act of preparation came from deep within me. I’d awakened one day with an overwhelming need to cleanse myself, to put everything behind me, to get ready to start anew.
 
   I cut my hair.
 
   Actually, I paid a quality hairdresser to cut it into a slightly-longer-than-chin-length bob, give me short wispy bangs, and bleach it out to a very pale blonde. I lost over 15 inches of hair that day, along with most of my hair’s color.
 
   I felt great, and it looked great. Sophisticated, adult, and sexy-urban-professional.
 
   Jaxson had been aghast.
 
   As June approached, I prepared to move and say goodbye. Jaxson was still trying to keep me in Connecticut. We’d had some fun, some good times, some decent if predictable sex between winter and my graduation, but I was determined to move. I thought I needed the experience, and needed to get away from Jaxson. I might have been the submissive one in the relationship, but I wasn’t prepared to submit to him anew and be disappointed by another dalliance.
 
   I never took back or wore the friendship ring again.
 
   **********
 
   My new employer had picked up the tab for moving the modest number of things I had. The movers came that next-to-last morning in Connecticut and headed out that afternoon with all my worldly possessions, including the remaining furniture that had belonged to my parents’, which I hadn’t sold. I drove over to Jaxson’s apartment to spend the night, knowing I’d leave for River’s Edge in the morning.
 
   I adore Jaxson’s deep dish pizza, which he makes from scratch, including the dough. I thought he was going to make it for me on that final night. I was disappointed when I arrived and he was lying on the couch, mostly rumpled, clearly unwilling to be bothered to make my last night there memorable in any way. We ended up walking a couple blocks to a fast-food burger place.
 
   He could tell I was hurt, though I honestly tried to hide it. By the time we got back to his place, I think he was determined to make up for his attitude about my moving. The rest of the evening was mostly rather nice.
 
   We had the apartment to ourselves, since both of his housemates had gone home for short visits after final exams. We watched a romantic comedy on Netflix while we sat close and hugged and kissed on the couch. By the time the movie was over, we were both naked on the extra-long sofa, and Jaxson had used his hands and kisses along my neck and shoulders to get me ready for whatever was to follow.
 
   He was cupping me from behind as we both faced the flatscreen across the room. I felt his hand move from my breast, where his massaging had made my little nipple a rock-hard nub, to my cleanly-shaved pussy. After months of instruction from me, he knew what touch I needed there, and his fingers barely floated across my love button to start my arousal. In minutes, he had me breathing like a marathon runner and had my entire pussy ready for sex.
 
   That’s when he went down on me with his mouth – for the first time ever! In fact, I’d never in my young life experienced that from anyone. His ministrations brought me higher and higher, until he withdrew and slid up along my naked body to kiss my panting mouth.
 
   “Stay with me, Natalie,” he said.
 
   I was crushed. What I thought was a display of true passion had been another ruse to keep me there. And my things were already on their way. And we’d been over this so many times!
 
   “I can’t believe you’re wasting our precious time on something that’s been decided.” I said disconsolately.
 
   His head rose ever higher and he looked at me, looking up at him. “I was only trying to get you to reconsider.”
 
   “It’s too late …”
 
   “I was hoping it wasn’t.”
 
   “Then maybe you shouldn’t have taken me to a fast-food place for dinner.”
 
   “Sorry. I was feeling too down to cook …”
 
   “So now, you want me to reconsider, based on your lack of consideration?”
 
   He didn’t say anything, but went on, over the next almost-hour, to treat me to the best sex I’d ever had with him, or any other guy. Of course, I’d only been all the way with one other guy, and that had been three years ago, near the end of freshman year. That guy, a Poly Sci major, was now digging ditches in Rwanda with the revitalized Peace Corps.  I hoped it would serve him well when he ran for office in 15 years or so. Yeah, that one ended cynically too … but he left me.
 
   Jaxson’s mouth was more talented than I’d ever expected of him. I had this disturbing feeling that he’d been practicing – or holding out on me for fear that I’d realize that he was more experienced than I thought.
 
   I decided that, indeed, he was. I also knew that the practice had come along after I had, not before.
 
   That said, I must have cum two or three times before we finally fell asleep on the sofa. Jaxson gets full credit for the probing, massaging, arousing tongue on my clit, the fingers playing with my engorged nipples, the hard member thrust like a conqueror into my pussy, and the heat, musty aroma, and slippery perspiration of our rather vigorous sex. My body was quivering like jelly until I succumbed to exhaustion, with Jaxson’s dick once again fully thrust into my vagina.
 
   Before I dropped off, I realized - I finally, finally realized - that in Jaxson’s mind this was about Jaxson, not me. Dead tired, I actually fell asleep then. I suppose that he came in my pussy once more, after I’d conked out. If he did, I hope it made him happy.
 
   When I awoke in the morning, I remembered my realization about Jaxson’s self-absorption. After I got ready to leave, I told him goodbye, with no expectation of talking to him again. He seemed surprised and fumbled with words, asking me to reconsider and stay.
 
   “You don’t want me, Jaxson, you want the status quo,” I told him. “Unfortunately, you destroyed that months ago, and, try though we have, it’s definitely going to remain in the past.”
 
   “That’s not true, Natalie, I want you. I need you. Think about last night. We’re so good together. We’re compatible fuckers,” he actually smiled sheepishly at that comment.
 
   “We are compatible fuckers,” I agreed, “but that’s not all I’m looking for. I’ll call you to let you know I got there okay. I’d prefer that you don’t call me.”
 
   “What am I supposed to do?” He asked, truly uncertain.
 
   “Study. Find someone who’s willing to go where you go, do what you want, be whomever you want her to be. You could start with Gloria.”
 
   It was a mean thing to say. As far as I could tell, he had tried to fix things. But I was pissed about the night before, despite the sex, and I was simply ready to move on. I was glad to be going so far away. A little scared, but glad.
 
   He just stood there. I pecked him on the cheek and skipped down the steps to my car. I was more than ready to move on. A little piece of me doubted my ability to handle the move alone; I hoped I was making the right decision.
 
   By the time I was fifty miles past the Hudson River, the excitement of the first part of the long drive had already worn off and I continued numbly, interminably west. My thoughts drifted back to the last two days with Jaxson. I still needed to definitively sort the last of that out, and I was determined to not revisit it once I’d arrived in River’s Edge.
 
   As I’ve mentioned, Jaxson had another full year at school; his BSE in Chemical Engineering was a five-year program in the best of times. Even after catching him with Gloria, even after I forced him to realize that things would never be the same, Jaxson thought I should have chosen to be with him, meaning live close to if not with him until he finished.
 
   Of course, even if his infidelity hadn’t happened, we’d just be delaying where to go for one more year, and there was an open question as to whose career would ultimately drive our decision. Even before the blow-up, I was uncomfortable letting him have that kind of influence over me at that point in time, and this early in my adult life. That became particularly true after I caught him with Gloria.
 
   I liked Jaxson, I really did; he was flawed but human. I have my flaws too. The problem was that we weren’t compatibly flawed.
 
   When I’d told him I’d accepted the River’s Edge Biotech job and was definitely moving 650 miles away, he’d begun a full-frontal attack on my plans, using everything he could think of to try to persuade me to stay. When spring came and I’d mostly convinced him that I was going through with my plans, I could feel him begin to pull back from me, then try to persuade me to stay, then pull back again. That kind of hurt, though I should have expected it. I initially told him I was willing to reconsider when he finished next year, but that wasn’t helpful. What I’d hoped was that, if we were meant to be together in spite of my misgivings, he’d find a chemical engineering job near River’s Edge next year. There are over three million people in that growing area, so there’s plenty of opportunity.
 
   Given the situation when I left UConn, I’m certain that we’ll never make it to that point.
 
   For almost a year though, we’d been good together. Sure, he could be glaringly self-centered, but he was the dom in our relationship and, by and large, I expected him to be that way. Honestly, I did. Even that last night, as we continued to stretch the emotional bonds we shared to near-breaking, I still felt safe, warm and contented in his arms.
 
   I simply couldn’t trust him. That was the bottom line, and I finally knew it with certainty.
 
   Given that realization, I made peace with the fact that it was over. About twelve hours after I left, I arrived in River’s Edge.
 
   **********
 
   I spent the first night in a nice hotel on the outskirts of town, courtesy of my employer-to-be. Before I turned in, I called Jaxson as a courtesy, to let him know I’d arrived. He wasn’t there so I left a message. At that point, my responsibilities and agreements were satisfied. I determined to put my old life behind me.
 
   The next morning was sunny and bright. My spirits were as moist as the dew on the grass, and as brilliant as the sun in the cloudless sky of River’s Edge. I’ll admit it, I’m one of those eternal optimists, even when I’m a scared, uncertain one. Maybe, as they sang in that old movie, South Pacific, I’m a cock-eyed optimist.
 
   It hadn’t felt so much that way when my parents were both killed in that awful crash, but eventually, and probably in less time than I’d thought it would take, I bounced back. Post-Jaxson, I’d bounce back too.
 
   It was mid-June and here I was, alone in a pleasant though peculiar town on the edge of a sprawling urban, suburban and exurban area in one of the states bordering the Great Lakes. My furniture and personal possessions had arrived yesterday and were supposed to be unloaded this morning. Today, a Sunday, would be my first day in my newly-rented house in River’s Edge.
 
   After some self-pampering in the tub, followed by a perfect shower, I felt great! Fresh, new and ready to take on the world. I finished my hair and make-up, loaded my things into my overnight bag, and left the room.
 
   I checked out of the hotel. Using my GPS, I headed for the small house I’d rented on the other side of River’s Edge. I was passing a very pretty, open-air shopping center when it happened.
 
   On the far side of the intersection and to my left, a middle-aged woman, in late-spring shorts and sleeveless top, was slowly crossing the street with one end of a long, white cane held against her cheek or neck on the right side, and the other end tapping the street between the crosswalk lines. I remember a yellow, diamond sign saying something like, “Stop for (silhouette of a person with a cane) in crosswalk.”
 
   The woman was barely a quarter of the way across the intersection of the wide street. I had plenty of time and room to continue through the intersection and the crosswalk, before she’d get within 15 feet of me. So I went on ahead.
 
   I hadn’t gotten more than a few hundred yards beyond the crosswalk, when I saw blue lights flashing in my rearview mirror. Oh … that’s just great! I thought.
 
   Remembering my dad’s instructions from over six years ago, when he was teaching me to drive, I kept my hands on the wheel where the policeman could see them, sat back, and waited.
 
   I got cited for not stopping for the woman, of course. The cop was clearly angry with me, and I got the distinct feeling that he was actually trying to suppress some of his anger. It was as though I’d done something horrendous, but he didn’t want me to know how awful he thought I was.
 
   I apologized profusely as he handed me my ticket and walked away. It was for THREE HUNDRED AND FIFTY DOLLARS! I almost jumped out of the car to scream at him. Remembering how my dad had told me to act around policemen or policewomen when he taught me to drive, I just swallowed hard and drove on to my new house. I found out later that he could have fined me up to five hundred dollars!
 
   I wish that had been my only run-in with River’s Edge’s finest. Alas, it was not to be.
 
   The movers were carrying my things into the house when I arrived. I spent the entire day getting enough assembled and put away so that I could stay there somewhat comfortably, a mind-numbing task if ever there was one. I was fortunate that I didn’t have that many possessions yet. Nevertheless, it took me the rest of the day and all of the next to get the house in order. 
 
   **********
 
   The next night, my second in my new home in River’s Edge, it was dark, well-past midnight, and raining cats and dogs. I’d put everything away and had even made a list of what I needed to buy tomorrow for the house, and pick up at the supermarket tonight, before I called it a day.
 
   I looked on the internet and found a 24-hour Kroger’s less than a mile from my house. I got into my car and headed out, determined to buy bacon, eggs, croissants, yogurt, coffee, and any other yummy stuff I could find in about half an hour. It was late, after all. I got drenched running to my car, which was parked on the street out in front of my rented house. I suppose I should have put this off until morning, but I was looking forward to getting up and being able to eat something while I leisurely lingered over coffee.
 
   There were no cars … and I mean NO CARS in the supermarket lot. It was still pouring down rain so I parked in the pick-up/drop-off lane next to the store and ran in. Even with parking that close, my feet and sandals got soaked so I grabbed a small cart and stopped first in the women’s room by the now-closed pharmacy to dry off my feet. While I was there I thought I’d take care of business. There were three stalls but I like a little more room so I popped into the handicapped stall. How did I know that was the handicapped stall? The wheelchair icon and a sign on it that said something like, “This stall provided for use only by the handicapped.”
 
   Oh come on – the store was practically empty, and no one else had been anywhere near the restroom when I went inside.
 
   I took me a little longer than I’d expected. I finished, unlatched the door, and stepped into the restroom. There, to my surprise, sat an attractive, female police officer in a wheelchair, her hat and jacket soaking wet. She looked at me with intense, steel-gray eyes and an expression of disappointment.
 
   “Wait outside the door,” she told me. “We need to talk. I suggest you be there when I come out. I’m pretty sure I have your license plate number.”
 
   I washed my hands and waited as I’d been instructed. I couldn’t believe that I’d messed up with the police in River’s Edge again! And a handicapped officer to boot!
 
   She finally emerged, told me to go move my car to a legitimate parking place, and then come back inside with my license and registration. She knew, somehow, that I was the one parked in a no parking zone. To make things worse, there was an ambulance pulled up right behind my car. Apparently one of the night shift workers had become ill. That made my parking there problematic for them to get close to the door, because of how the sidewalk was shaped. Uh-oh!
 
   “Visiting from Connecticut?” She asked me when I came back inside the store, now really wet from the incessant rain, and handed her my documents. 
 
   “No, Ma’am,” I said, trying my best to be polite. “I just graduated from college and moved to River’s Edge two days ago to take a job.”
 
   “My check of your license plate showed that you had a moving violation yesterday? Failure to yield to a blind person in a crosswalk? Don’t they teach you in Connecticut about obeying the law when you’re driving?”
 
   “I’m sorry Ma’am. I thought the blind woman was so far away that I could proceed safely.”
 
   “I know those signs. They say, ‘Stop for handicapped person in crosswalk.’ They don’t say, ‘Stop if a handicapped person is near you in crosswalk,’ do they?”
 
   “No Ma’am. I screwed up.”
 
   “You seem to be on a losing streak here. Not only did you park illegally, which ended up blocking an emergency vehicle, you then proceeded to use a handicapped stall in the restroom when one: the sign said it was only for handicapped use, and two: there were two other, empty stalls besides!”
 
   I was completely deflated. I’m really not a bad person, nor an inveterate screw-up. I stared at the ground and mumbled something about being sorry and ashamed.
 
   “Ms. Adams, you do know what kind of community River’s Edge is, do you not?”
 
   “Yes Ma’am. It has a high-percentage disabled population.”
 
   “Yes, and at about 40 percent, it’s the highest in the country except for a few retirement communities. We take treatment of the disabled very seriously here. That’s why one of the three stalls in there is reserved for the handicapped. That’s one third of the stalls for more than one third of the population. And because of the concentration of others like me, we have an ordinance, clearly displayed, that holds those stalls for those who can only use them.
 
   “If it were busy in there and you had an urgent need, I could probably give you a break on this, but the place was empty! All the stalls were clean and functional!”
 
   “Yes Ma’am. I’m very sorry.”
 
   “Ms. Adams, you put a blind person in danger, you parked illegally and blocked an emergency vehicle, and you violated the state’s Disabled Citizens Act and a city ordinance about handicapped facilities. All in a day and a half! And by your own admission, you’ve been here only two days!”
 
   She pulled out her ticket pack and started writing two citations. The first was for illegal parking - $250! The other was $100 for using the handicapped facility. So I’d managed to run up $700 in fines since I got to River’s edge. Then, to make it worse, she told me I’d have to appear in court, since I had more than one citation in a 12-month period!
 
   I wanted to go crawl in a hole. Terribly embarrassed, I apologized over and over until she told me to go get my groceries and be more careful in the future.
 
   “I’m sure I’ll see you around River’s Edge, Ms. Adams. I hope the circumstances are more pleasant.”
 
   I decided to do my shopping while I was there – the shopping had already cost me $350 and I hadn’t even bought anything yet! I went home more upset with myself than with River’s Edge, but I wasn’t very happy about my new hometown either.
 
   I tried to make light of the experience in my mind, to calm me down when I lay in bed. That was certainly the most expensive pay toilet I’d ever used! I chuckled at that thought, until I thought about going to court and the embarrassment that would be. This wasn’t how I was planning to start my new life. I was all alone and I was hurting – mostly because of my bad luck, and my anger at myself. I shed more than a few tears until I finally fell asleep.
 
   **********
 
   As instructed by the ticket, I called the Clerk of the Mayor’s Court the next day and got a court date for the following Tuesday. I asked them if I needed to have a lawyer with me for my appearance in court. Of course, they said that was up to me. I told them I had never faced anything like this, I was new in town, I was alone, and I would appreciate their advice. They said that, to be cautious, I should see an attorney.
 
   I vaguely remember my dad saying if you ever had to go to a local court for a misdemeanor, get a local lawyer, if you felt you needed one. They have all the community relationships and connections with the DA, the judges, the clerks, and so on. So I went online and found a local law Office, Bennett & Kiefer, and called them. I ended up making an appointment with Avery Kiefer, who turned out to be the son of the Kiefer in Bennett & Kiefer.
 
   Avery was in his late 20s, thin, nice looking in an angular sort-of way, and had only one finger on each hand, a congenital defect that he said was common in his family. Shaking hands was a bit strange, but he seemed confident and capable enough. How was I supposed to be able to tell?
 
   I showed him the citations. After looking at each of them in detail, his first words were, “Ouch!”
 
   This is not what one wants to hear from one’s lawyer. It’s equivalent to a surgeon saying, “Oops,” or a pilot saying, “Oh shit.”
 
   “How much trouble am I in?” I asked, swallowing hard.
 
   “Well, Natalie, let me be frank. You have two Disabled Citizens Act – DCA - violations in the most disabled-friendly city in the United States, along with a parking violation which indicates that you actually DID block an emergency vehicle. Totaled, you’re looking at a first-degree misdemeanor, with the DCA violations together, and a possible second misdemeanor from blocking the emergency vehicle. That could put you in jail for two, six-month terms that might be sequential or concurrent, depending on the mayor’s mood, I suppose. In addition, you’ve got the fines you’ve already been given, plus court costs.”
 
   I barely heard his last sentence. I had fixated on “… jail for two, six-month terms!”
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding! I can’t go to jail! I’m supposed to start my new job!”
 
   “I can probably get this lowered to six months. Or maybe nine …”
 
   “No! I can’t believe I may have jail time for these tickets! You’ve got to keep me out of jail!” I was in a panic. After all, I’d watched Orange Is the New Black! I couldn’t survive in jail for a week, let alone a year! “Can’t I pay a huge fine or something? I have a little money saved from my inheritance.”
 
   “That isn’t done much in River’s Edge or anywhere else. After all, it gives the impression that rich people can buy their way out of anything …”
 
   “But I’m not rich!”
 
   “No, but nobody else knows that. Hmm … there is potentially another way, if the DA – the city attorney in this case - will agree. It would keep you out of jail, and the city and state are moving more and more to cutting the prison population by using other rehab and punishment methods.”
 
   “You mean like wear an ankle bracelet to track me or something?”
 
   “Uh … not so much that anymore. There’s a program in River’s Edge that’s designed to educate repeat offenders of the Disabled Citizens Act. Increase familiarity, that sort of thing. They make you disabled for a period of time.”
 
   “How do they do that? Do they put you in a cast or something?”
 
   “No there’s technology … let me call my paralegal in here, and you’ll see what I mean.” He pushed a button and asked someone to join us. In a minute, a pretty brunette rolled into the office in a wheelchair. She was wearing a short skirt and I could see her legs, which were thin from atrophied muscles.
 
   “This is my paralegal, Sara Wakeland. Sara, this is Natalie Adams.”
 
   “Hi, Natalie,” she said. Then she looked expectantly at her boss.
 
   “I’d like you to tell Natalie about your participation in the DCA sensitivity program. I know you don’t mind talking about it.”
 
   “Meaning how I ended up here,” she said, actually smiling, as she swept her hand across her lap, indicating the wheelchair and her emaciated legs.
 
   “Yes. I’ll step out to make a call while you tell Natalie.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll try to be concise, Natalie. Feel free to ask me questions if you want.
 
   “It was my twenty-first birthday and I’d gone out with a bunch of friends - to party, of course. Right here in River’s Edge. Everyone drank too much. When it was time to call it a night, all the other people took a taxi or bus or Metrorail home and left their cars to pick them up the next day. I had an early class uptown and didn’t want to take Metrorail in the morning so I decided to drive home.
 
   “I had no business driving. I wasn’t that familiar with the area around the pub and, as a result, I got lost. It was after 10:00 at night. I drove up to what I thought was a four-way stop. I remember seeing a black woman standing on the far corner on my side of the street because my lights reflected off of the metal of the brace on her left leg. She was about to cross the street, but couldn’t tell if I were going to stop or not.
 
   “Since she was standing there waiting, I decided to go on, as I noticed a car approaching from the left, on the cross-street. Since I thought it was a four-way stop, I went on. I must have been too drunk to realize that the oncoming car wasn’t slowing down. I remember thinking, as the car smashed into me, that the driver had failed to yield. Of course, it wasn’t a four-way stop at all, and cross traffic didn’t stop. There had been a sign and everything, but given the state I was in, it didn’t register, I guess.
 
   “The car that hit me was diverted right toward the partially crippled woman standing on the corner and hit her, knocking her back against a low, concrete wall. Then that car flipped somehow. My car got pushed to the right and my driver’s side front was smashed.”
 
   “And you injured your back in the accident?” I asked, not understanding what this situation had to do with me, and my predicament. I just wanted to get on with this uncomfortable meeting with the attorney. Legal stuff always makes me nervous.
 
   “No. I walked away from the accident uninjured, except for a little stiff neck the next day.”
 
   “Then I don’t understand …”
 
   “I’ll explain in a moment. The police and ambulances arrived quickly and the cop could see I was DUI. I blew a 0.15, almost twice the legal limit. The people in the car, driven by a leg amputee using hand controls by the way, were hurt but fully recovered  in a couple of months. The woman who was standing there couldn’t move out of the way in time because of the leg brace, which she wore because she’d contracted polio as a child in her native Ethiopia. When she hit the edge of the low wall, it severed her spine at T9. Now she’s in a wheelchair, the same as I am.
 
   “In the end, I was facing twelve years in the state women’s penitentiary, with no possibility of early release. My lawyer got me an alternative punishment deal as part of the DCA sensitivity program, even though technically, I hadn’t actuated violated the DCA, but I had injured two disabled people, and one other car occupant.
 
   “I was sentenced to eight years disability, to be matched to the permanent injuries that the black woman suffered.”
 
   “But how?” I still didn’t get it.
 
   “They took me from the courtroom, across a skywalk, and directly to the sheriff’s infirmary in the basement of the county jail downtown. They had me put on one of those dumb hospital robes, and a pull-up adult diaper.”
 
   “Wait. A diaper?”
 
   “Yes. You’ll see. They laid me down on my stomach on a table in the infirmary and bared my back. A doctor was standing by with a syringe. She pushed the needle into my lower mid-back. That was it. They sat me in a chair to wait, with a nurse in attendance. Over the next hour and a half, I started to feel tingles in my body from about my bellybutton down to the tips of my toes. The tingles got stronger and I could feel a sluggishness in my legs when I tried to move them. About two hours after the injection, I could feel nothing from my navel down, and I couldn’t move anything either, including my lower abdominal muscles.
 
   “I’ve been wheelchair-bound ever since that moment. Nothing works below my bellybutton – and I do mean nothing.
 
   “That was two years ago. I’ll be like this for another six. Then they’ll reverse it. I’ll have my sensation back, which will satisfy a huge frustration from my lack of sexual response. In other words, I can’t feel anything so I can’t cum. I’ll also have control over my intimate bodily functions again, which I have no control over now. That’s why I still wear a diaper. All the time.
 
   “I’ll be out of my twenties before I can ever enjoy sex again. It’ll mean eight years of my youth without meaningful sex. Of course, in prison, there wouldn’t likely be meaningful sex either, only partners of convenience. Oh, I can be fucked as I am without any problem. And I have been – exactly once. I felt nothing, only some tugging on this dead half of my body. I didn’t even know when I was penetrated. After that experience, I didn’t want anything to do with sex.
 
   “I don’t know if I’ll be able to walk again. I used to have these lovely legs – I always thought they were my best feature. Now you can see the muscle atrophy that’s set in, turning my beautiful legs into these stick-like, useless appendages. I’ve done electrical muscle stimulation since I was paralyzed, but it doesn’t work much for me. So I may not recover the ability to walk, but my lower body sensation and potty control will return.”
 
   “You volunteered for this?”
 
   “Yes. To keep me from going to prison for twelve years.”
 
   I wasn’t at all sure about this. “Was it worth it?” I asked timidly. It didn’t sound like it was.
 
   “Are you kidding? First of all, eight versus twelve years makes it worth it. I’m a paralegal, and I’ve spent plenty of time interviewing people in jails and prisons. You DO NOT want to go there. I think I caught a terrific break. This works better all around. Instead of being locked up at the state’s significant expense, I’m being punished and rehabilitated on my own dime, and I remain a productive member of society. I guarantee you that I am paying my debt. I have to live with my punishment and deal with my disability every hour of every day.
 
   “They made it my own body that’s punishing me, and I can never get away from it until I’ve served my time.
 
   “I guarantee, I’ll never drink and drive again. But I live with what happened to that poor woman every day. This is my penance. I deserved it.”
 
   The attorney returned right then. “I have more information to share when you’re done,” he said to Sara.
 
   “I’m done unless Natalie has any other questions.”
 
   “Are you saying I might be able to volunteer to be crippled instead of going to jail?” I asked. I actually thought I might be able to do that. It would be the lesser of two evils by far.
 
   “I don’t know,” Sara looked up at Avery questioningly.
 
   “That’s uncertain,” he said. “We might use DCA sensitivity training to mitigate the sentence, but that only will work if the city’s attorney agrees. While you were talking, I called her office and got details on the charges. They are as you described, Natalie, but now there’s an additional charge pending.”
 
   “WHAT!” I shouted standing up. What else had I done?
 
   “Don’t get too upset yet. It turns out that the store employee for whom the ambulance was called was disabled …”
 
   “OH GOD, NOT ANOTHER ONE!” I shouted after hearing that.
 
   “They had some difficulty getting him into the ambulance because of how it had to park and he was slightly hurt in the process. Nothing serious, but he needed a couple stitches in his hand. The city attorney is contemplating adding a third DCA violation to your list.”
 
   “I’m completely screwed …” I moaned, sitting back down, my head in my hands. I was starting to cry, and I couldn’t hold it back.
 
   “Two of your offenses involve people who are crippled and one involves a blind woman. Since that one is a moving violation, it’s actually the most serious. But I think we can make a case for you pleading guilty and asking for a DCA appreciation punishment. You’d forgo jail time in exchange for three to six months in a wheelchair, somewhat like Sara, since two of the three charges involved that kind of disability. That way, you could start your job on time, and do it from a wheelchair for a while.”
 
   “Ah … Ah … That sounds better than jail time, I suppose,” I said tentatively. Frankly, I was imagining myself wearing diapers and the subsequent many-times-a-day mess. “Do I stand a better chance with a jury? Should we go to trial?” I thought that was a reasonable question, even if it cost me more in legal fees.
 
   “If we go to trial in River’s Edge, you will lose. I don’t think I could prove you not guilty. There’s little room to develop reasonable doubt. If I ask for a change in venue, they’ll refuse because the crimes aren’t felonies.”
 
   “Then I don’t really have much choice?”
 
   “Sadly, I don’t think you do.”
 
   “You can handle this,” Sara said in sympathy. “After a few days, it gets easier, and after a couple weeks, it isn’t so bad. You deal with it. I think I felt that this was pretty much normal after a couple months.”
 
   “How long would I be like that?” I asked the attorney.
 
   “With your agreement, I’ll shoot for three months and settle for six if I have to. I can have the conversation with the city attorney by this afternoon. Then we can see what she’ll agree to. Remember, of course, that the judge - meaning the mayor - could disagree with the idea, once it’s presented to him. He could forgo the DCA appreciation punishment and send you to jail, or implement the sensitivity training punishment differently.”
 
   The meeting pretty much concluded at that point. I went home in a deep funk to await his call.
 
   I felt like a whipped puppy and I hadn’t even been punished yet. Yeah, yeah, I’m an adult, but I’m just out of school and I’d NEVER been in trouble before, unless you count a few detentions in high school, usually for talking in class. I always thought of myself as a basically good person. Careful too. I have no idea what I was thinking to cause all these problems in my first two days in River’s Edge. It made me question if I were really the person I’d always thought I was.
 
   I felt scared to death about being punished. But I was also very, very upset with myself for not living up to my own standards.
 
   I was alone and needed someone to talk to. I called back to the attorney’s office, and asked Sara if she would let me buy her lunch. Fortunately, she agreed.
 
   So a while later I drove back over there. There was a restaurant she suggested a block or so away, and we walked there in the pleasant summer sun. Well, I walked and she rode in her wheelchair.
 
   By the time lunch was over, I was reassured that I wasn’t a bad person, I was resigned to deal with whatever the punishment was going to be, and determined to put this all behind me once I’d had my court date next Tuesday. Sara was being punished for six years. She was paying her dues and having a life while doing it. She admitted that sex sucked, and admitted to being worried about not ever walking again. However, if I were in a wheelchair for even six months, my legs would recover over time.
 
   As we were going back towards her office, where my car was parked, she got a text from Avery, asking for me to stop in for a minute. He’d known she was with me.
 
   I said goodbye to Sara and went to his office, where his secretary let me in. Avery and I shook hands again in his curious way, and I sat to hear what he’d found out.
 
   “I talked to the city attorney, who serves as the DA for this jurisdiction. We have an agreement to keep you out of jail, with the proviso that the judge accepts it.”
 
   “That sounds good,” I said, “what’s the agreement?”
 
   “You plead guilty to the charges, which include …” He started to read from notes at this point. “One: a moving violation of entering a crosswalk already occupied by a blind person. Two: parking in an emergency vehicle zone, and blocking an emergency vehicle. Three: interference with the treatment of a person with an ambulatory disability. Four: expropriation of a handicapped facility by the non-handicapped …”
 
   He looked up at me at that point. In my mind, I examined everything he’d said. It sounded much worse than how I would have described it, but I couldn’t actually dispute any of it.
 
   “Yes, that’s basically what happened,” I told him.
 
   “Then if you plead guilty, the city attorney will recommend six months of DCA sensitivity training in lieu of jail time and/or a fine, though there is a charge for the training that you’ll have to pay. It’s probably a few hundred dollars.”
 
   “Six months?”
 
   “She wouldn’t buy anything less. I tried three months and she essentially told me to go pound sand – an expression my grandfather uses. It means …”
 
   “I get it. And the DCA sensitivity training will put me in a wheelchair?”
 
   “Most likely, at the discretion of the mayor, but that’s what she’ll recommend.”
 
   This was a way out with minimal damage. I could still start work as a cripple. Every business in River’s Edge strictly adhered to the handicapped policies of the city. The facilities at my new employer, River’s Edge Biotech, would allow me to get around without difficulty. One of the reasons they’d been successful was because handicapped scientists, who were less comfortable elsewhere, had found a productive home at their facility.
 
   I could survive this. Jail would be awful.
 
   “Okay, I’ll take the deal. What happens next?”
 
   “We go before the mayor on Tuesday. If he agrees, they’ll take you to the jail downtown and inject you that morning. He’s unlikely to decide to put you in jail. If, for any reason, he’s leaning that way, the city attorney is willing to argue it with me. On the other hand, he could change the conditions or implementation of the DCA appreciation punishment. We won’t know until Tuesday.”
 
   I got it, but I didn’t like any uncertainty. That said, I understood that there was no way of nailing this down before the hearing. I told Avery, “Okay, let’s go with that.”
 
   **********
 
   As I got ready for my court appearance on Tuesday, I heard my dad’s voice in my head, telling me to dress up and be polite if I ever had to go before a judge. I tried to dress respectably, and as conservatively as I possibly could, for court. I was at the River’s Edge municipal building by 7:30 that morning. I wanted this whole situation to be over. I didn’t even particularly care whether or not I was crippled for a while, as long as the worry and uncertainty about what was going to happen was in the past.
 
   I waited impatiently in the lobby outside the courtroom for Avery, who showed up at about 8:00. We immediately went into the courtroom. The only time I’d ever been in one before was when my dad took me to a Mayor’s Court back in Connecticut, so I could observe as part of a high school government class assignment.
 
   “That’s the city attorney for your case,” Avery said, indicating a middle-aged woman who was frowning over a stapled document she was reviewing. She saw us when she looked up and motioned for Avery and me to come to her. It was then that I realized she was in a wheelchair. Was that good, because, being disabled herself, she’d support a plea that would make me a cripple for a while, or was it bad because she’d be angry with me for violating DCA laws?
 
   It seemed to be neither. She was straightforward and business-like. She clearly laid out her position, which was what Avery had told me last week. She asked me if I agreed to plead guilty in exchange for her recommending the deal to the mayor when my hearing began. I said I did. She reminded me that the mayor could change the agreement at his discretion. I told her I understood that. I was so nervous I thought I might be sick. I wanted this to end, and never have to face a judge again.
 
   At 8:30, the mayor entered. I half-expected that he’d be blind, deaf and crippled.  As it was, he seemed not to be one of River’s Edge’s disabled citizens.
 
   I was called up before the mayor, with Avery at my side. The city attorney sat to one side, after handing the bailiff a paper which he gave to the mayor. The document contained the proposed plea agreement. It introduced me and stated that I pled guilty to all charges and asked to become part of the Disabled Citizens Act sensitivity training. It went on to state that the city agreed and recommended a paraplegic punishment for six months.
 
   The judge – the mayor – read over the paper. He grunted a few times as he read it which made me even sicker to my stomach. When he finished, he looked up from the page and down at me, his glasses pushed down low on his nose so he could see over them. He took them off as he began to speak to me.
 
   “I see that you’re a new River’s Edge citizen, Ms. Adams.”
 
   “Yes, your Honor.” My heart was pounding and my palms were sweaty. I didn’t like being there. No, I HATED being there.
 
    “A little over a week?”
 
   “Yes, your Honor.”
 
   “My, my, you’ve certainly been busy …” I thought I saw a faint smile flicker across his face, then vanish.
 
   “I was careless, your Honor,” I admitted.
 
   “I would certainly agree with that. What do you have to say for yourself, Ms. Adams?”
 
   “I’m guilty, your Honor, and I’m embarrassed and I’m very sorry.” Avery had told me to answer any questions simply, but the mayor did ask and I intended to be scrupulously honest. “I was inconsiderate and that isn’t the kind of person I always considered myself to be. I’m starting a new phase of my life here in River’s Edge, and I want to be a good citizen, not a discourteous and careless one.”
 
   “Nevertheless, you were,” he told me. I wasn’t filled with confidence at that point. “It appears you have no record of any violations, moving or otherwise that we can find.” I was a little more confident again.
 
   “I don’t, your Honor.”
 
   “Ms. Adams, as a new citizen with a clean record, I could probably forgive one violation or give you a few hundred dollars fine. But with three DCA violations in two days, along with illegal parking which blocked an emergency vehicle, I can’t set this aside. It wouldn’t be justice to everyone else.” He paused and looked at me; I thought he was waiting for me to say something.
 
   “I understand, your Honor.” It was my fault after all, not his.
 
   “You do realize that you have enough violations here to put you in prison for up to a year?”
 
   “I do, your Honor.” Oh how I wanted this to be over!
 
   “Very well. How do you plead?”
 
   “Guilty of all charges, your Honor.” Those are the exact words Avery told me to say when asked directly.
 
   “Very well. For the most part, I agree with the city attorney’s recommendation. I think taking part in the DCA sensitivity training program would be more instructive and better serve River’s Edge than incarcerating you. However, the most serious violation is the moving violation with a blind woman in the crosswalk you sailed through. You were far enough away not to hit her, but hearing you suddenly in front of her could have caused her to panic and possibly run into the path of still another vehicle. You put her at risk.
 
   “Therefore, I’m assigning you to the blind sensitivity program, not the paraplegic one. That makes more sense to me. Your period of blindness will be the nominal three-to-five month period, recognizing that it cannot be less than three months, and may be more than five months, based on your own physiology.”
 
   He looked at me, Avery and the city attorney. I’m sure my mouth was hanging open and I had a look of panic on my face. Did he just tell me they were going to blind me for three-to-five months? Or longer?
 
   Fortunately, I thought, Avery spoke up right then. “Your Honor, Ms. Adams is due to start her new job at River’s Edge Biotech in less than two weeks. She could perform that job with a paraplegic punishment. It would be impossible if she were blind.”
 
   “Mr. Kiefer, it’s quite simple: the punishment fits the offense. In my mind, that makes it just. That’s what I’m trying to do, sitting up here. I understand that Ms. Adams may have to delay starting her new job, but that’s the consequence of her actions. Decisions we make affect us, for good or ill. We go on and learn from our mistakes. I want Ms. Adams to learn, and I want to be fair compared to all the other cases I hear.”
 
   He paused again and looked at me. “You’ll be taken down to the sheriff’s infirmary where the procedure will take place. After your treatment, someone from Uptown Disability Services will meet you, to begin your orientation to your punishment period.
 
   “The sentence is to be carried out immediately.” The gavel came down and Avery pulled me aside, uncomfortable concern clouding his features.
 
   “They’re going to blind me? THEY’RE GOING TO BLIND ME!” I didn’t shout loudly, but I did react with all the shock I felt. “What’s going to happen now? How will I work?”
 
   “I didn’t expect the judge to change the agreement, but he has the prerogative to and he did. I’m sorry, Natalie, it was always a risk, but I thought it was very unlikely.”
 
   “What happens now?” I knew, but I wanted to hear him say it, somehow make it less threatening.
 
   “In a minute, the officer over there will take you with her and drive you downtown. You won’t be handcuffed or anything, but you will be in the back of a police car …”
 
   “Will you go with me?”
 
   “I cannot. It’s not allowed. She’ll take you to the county jail’s infirmary where a doctor will perform the procedure.”
 
   “You mean blind me!”
 
   “Yes. That is the sentence. Afterwards, you will go with someone from Uptown Disability Services to their location uptown. They will help you adjust to being blind and train you to get around and so forth. They will also help you find a job that you’ll be able to do while blind. I will look for one for you also. Between us, we’ll find something to tide you over.”
 
   The officer came up to me then. “Ms. Adams, we need to go now.”
 
   “Call me when you get back home. Here’s my mobile number. The Uptown Disability trainer will bring you home. Try to keep your emotions under control and this will be easier. You’ll get through it. It’s a thousand times better than prison.”
 
   With that, the officer took me by the arm and led me out of the mayor’s court and to a River’s Edge police car. As we drove off, she said, “Try not to be too afraid. This happens more and more often. Neither the city nor the state want to put people in jail anymore. In many ways, this is a more humane and effective punishment.”
 
   “Is it going to hurt?” I asked, trying not to sound as timid as I felt.
 
   I think she could sense that I was this young girl who was scared to death – which was true. I guess she was at least understanding, maybe sympathetic.
 
   "I know a little about how this is done. There won’t be any pain. When everything is checked and ready, they’ll put drops in your eyes to anesthetize them and make them immobile. After that, they’ll do more drops and then the laser procedure and you won’t feel a thing.”
 
   “What’s the laser procedure?”
 
   “They use a laser to trigger whatever it is that causes the blindness. I think after the doctor is done, the effect begins in a few minutes.”
 
   “And then I’ll be blind?”
 
   She nodded her head, and didn’t say much else.
 
   I remembered all the talk a couple years ago when I was a sophomore, about how the US locked up too many people, and how newer methods of rehabilitation and punishment would be both a better and a lower-cost way to handle offenders. I’d hardly paid any attention to the debate going on then. It didn’t apply to me, so why should I care?
 
   Now I knew why.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2 - Blind
 
    
 
   Almost an hour later, we pulled up to a dock-like entrance of a big, mid-rise building on the edge of downtown. The building was mostly featureless dark beige brick with little slits for windows circling it on all floors. It wasn’t that old, but it really looked like a jail. I shivered when she opened the door to let me out of the car.
 
   If anything, the building was more austere inside than outside. It smelled funny, too – kind of like an old gym with inadequate ventilation. We went through two checkpoints and down two floors in a stark elevator to a lobby-like area that was the entrance to the infirmary. Two short corridors branched off of it, a busy one to the right, and an empty one to the left. We went down the empty corridor, and, through a heavy, metal door, entered a room with a thick, Plexiglas window directly in front of us. A bored-looking, African American woman in uniform sat behind the Plexiglas.
 
   “Natalie Adams. River’s Edge,” the officer with me announced at the window. I saw the black woman look down at something, then nodded.
 
   “I have her. You can sit her down and be on your way.”
 
   My officer gestured to a row of seats and I went and sat down. She left and the metal door slammed behind her. It was then that I noticed there was no door handle on this side of that door.
 
   I was locked in. I wouldn’t leave here able to see.
 
   My anxiety climbed higher and higher.  Finally, a door which turned out to lead to an examination room opened and a woman who appeared to be a nurse called out, "Natalie?" 
 
   "That's me."
 
   She smiled. That was hard to take. At that moment, I thought she might be the evilest person I’d ever seen.
 
   She wasn’t, of course. All that was nothing more than me and my fear.
 
   I got up and walked towards her like I was going to the guillotine. It was almost that bad. They were going to blind me. It seemed surreal, but, at that point, I believed it.
 
   I sat at a table in an otherwise bare interview room while the nurse asked me questions and typed stuff into the laptop on the table. Apparently, everything they needed from the court had already arrived. My account had been set up here and at the disability services place, which would send someone over to get me when the infirmary was done with me.
 
   She led me to an ophthalmology exam room which was mostly taken up with a reclining chair and the contraption with dials and lenses and other unfathomable buttons that’s used to check your eyes. There was a 12-inch cylinder on a movable boom suspended overhead.
 
   Before we could strike up any casual conversation while we waited, there was a knock and the doctor entered. He extended a hand and introduced himself as “Doctor Genovese.” I shook his hand limply, without getting up.
 
   He looked Italian, stocky and dark with combed-back, black hair. He was obviously not from Italy as his accent was plain old American. He was a little gruff, which did not put me at ease.
 
   He started in immediately with an eye exam, including having me read an eye chart and checking my eyes with the dials-and-lenses gadget and various lights and probes. He seemed pleased when he finished.
 
   “Is everything okay?” I asked.
 
   “You’re eyes are in perfect condition. And your vision is 20/20 or perhaps a little better.”
 
   “Not for long, I guess.”
 
   “No, sadly, not for long,” he sighed. Maybe he wasn’t gruff, but he sure didn’t make me feel any better. “We’re going to lay you back and put some drops in your eyes. The first drops will numb your eyes to prevent any discomfort and the second will make them immobile for an hour or so.”
 
   He nodded to the nurse and the chair laid out mostly flat with me in it.
 
   “These are the numbing drops. We don’t want you to feel any irritation during the procedure.”
 
   The nurse gently held my right eye open and I felt drops go in. Then they did my left eye. I suppose my eyes got numb, but I couldn’t really tell.
 
   “Now I need you to look directly at the large red dot on the ceiling,” he said. “Keep staring at it while I put these other drops in. Try not to move your head. These drops will paralyze your eye muscles, to prevent them from moving your eyes. That’s for your own safety.”
 
   I felt a lot of things, but safe wasn’t one of them.
 
   Once again, the nurse held my lids open and the doctor put drops into each eye.
 
   “Now stare at the dot and don’t move,” he said again.
 
   In about fifteen seconds, he held his finger in front of me and asked me to follow it. I couldn’t! I couldn’t move my eyes! I think that’s when it really hit me for sure. They were actually going to blind me!
 
   “I can’t move my eyes!” I shouted in a high-pitched squeal.
 
   The nurse tried to calm me down. “It’s okay. That’s what’s supposed to happen. You’ll be able to move them again in less than an hour. There’s no need to worry.”
 
   “You’re going to blind me!” The terror of my situation was bearing down on me.
 
   “Yes, dear,” she almost whispered, “that’s why you’re here. That’s what the court ordered.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say. I’d volunteered for this to stay out of jail. Sort of. I thought I would roll around in a wheelchair for half a year. This was infinitely worse!
 
   Still, it wasn’t their fault.
 
   Where the nurse was trying to be kind, the doctor was all business. “Ms. Adams, I’m going to start the procedure now. First, we’ll put a strap across your head to hold it still. Then I’m going to put clips on your eyes to hold them open. This may feel strange, but it won’t hurt. Next, I’m going to inject the medicine behind each eye. Again, there will be no pain. After the medicine has a few minutes to diffuse behind your eyes, we’ll sit you up and position you on the equipment here. I’ll then use the laser to trigger the polymerization of the medication, which will, effectively, block your optic nerves from receiving input from either eye, and sending it to your brain.”
 
   "How long will I be blind?" I knew what the judge had told me, but I wanted to hear it from the doctor.
 
   "In most cases, it lasts anywhere from three to five months – total blindness usually ends in three months. The polymer stays in place the whole time you’re blind, then suddenly degrades a little over a period of a day or so. At that point, you’ll be able to see light and dark patches. About a month later, the polymer will quickly degrade a little more and some usable, though myopic vision will return; glasses will allow you to see almost 20/20 then. A month or six weeks later, the rest of the polymer will rapidly vanish, again over about a day or overnight, and your vision will be restored.”
 
   "Will I be able to see dim light or dark patches after you do this?"
 
   "You will have no vision at all, not even any light perception. Everything will be black or, actually, it will be nothing, meaning you won’t see black, you just won’t see. The effect is the same as though you had no optic nerve in either eye."
 
   “Can you reverse this if something crucial comes up and I absolutely need to be able to see?”
 
   "No. That doesn’t matter to the court. Even if there were an emergency, there's no antidote for reversing the blindness. You are going to lose your sight shortly, and there’s nothing that will restore it until the treatment runs its course.  In fact, after the treatment, I will need to insure you will have no vision for at least three months, before you’re allowed to leave here.”
 
   “Ah … ah …,” I couldn’t speak. I was terrified.
 
   While I still lay there, the nurse lifted a strap with a curved rubber pad from next to my head and positioned the pad tightly over my forehead. Then she fastened the strap to a Velcro patch on the other side of the chair.
 
   “I’m going to clip your eyes open now,” the doctor told me. I could see him doing something to my upper and lower eyelids. There wasn’t any pain, but it was uncomfortable. I could no longer blink or close my eyes at all.
 
   The nurse was making an attempt to sooth me. She could obviously tell that I was in a panic. I thought I might faint. The doctor was going to inject me behind each eye!
 
   “Don’t worry, dear, this won’t hurt at all. You’ll be fine.” She spoke kindly, as though she really did care.
 
   I knew I wasn’t going to be fine for a long time, but I was too scared to say it.
 
   Once again, the doctor came into my field of vision and what looked like a spear, but was actually a very thin hypodermic needle, moved toward the upper part of my eye. It must have gone in right above my eye, near where the inside of my eyelid meets my eye, though I could feel nothing. It only took a second. Then he did it again on the other side.
 
   After several minutes, they sat me upright, still strapped in place, eyes still propped open. My head strap was taken off. A bar was moved toward me, and I had to rest my chin on the padded part of it. The nurse then pushed my forehead against another pad above the bar, and I was strapped to it, with a band going across the back of my head. I couldn’t move my head or eyes.
 
   The lights in the room were dimmed.
 
   “Now Ms. Adams, I’m going to pulse each eye three times with this laser,” the doctor told me as he moved the cylinder attached to the overhead boom down and positioned one end of it in front of my right eye. “This will catalyze the polymerization of the optic-nerve-blocking agent. After that, the polymerization will continue for about five minutes. As it does, your vision will fade to nothing.”
 
   Oh God! This was it! They were going to take my sight now!
 
   “Please don’t do this,” I said in a tiny voice. I don’t know if they heard me, but neither one said anything.
 
   I could see a faint light at the end of the tube pointing at my eye. I was almost overwhelmed with the horror of the situation. The doctor was adjusting its position. “Ready,” he said – a statement, not a question.
 
   Immediately, I saw three bright blue flashes, less than a second apart. That was it. I felt nothing. The doctor repositioned the laser in front of my left eye and it pulsed three times again.
 
   Then he turned the lights back up, and the nurse removed the clips holding my eyes open. I blinked immediately, then repeatedly while she unfastened my head and tilted my chair about half-way back again. 
 
   The doctor told me to sit relatively still as the treatment took effect. “I’ll return shortly to test your nerve response. If there’s still potential for some stimulation to be transported through your optic nerves, I’m required by law to give you an additional treatment. That’s why we numb and immobilize your eyes for almost an hour.”
 
   “I’ll stay here with you,” the nurse told me, patting my shoulder in a comforting gesture.
 
   With that, he left.
 
   The nurse stayed in the room with me, talking in a subdued voice and patting my shoulder from time-to-time to make me feel better. I wasn’t as panicked, but I was terribly anxious, waiting for the awful thing that was about to happen.
 
   I realized a couple of minutes later that it was happening already, the brightly-lit room was becoming dim and fuzzy, and no one was moving the dimmer switch.
 
   "I’m already having trouble seeing. I think it’s affecting my eyes already. Is that what’s supposed to happen?”
 
   "Yes. Once the laser triggers the medication, everything goes rapidly,” she said.
 
   It got darker and darker. Toward the end, my vision seemed to shrink to a small circle directly in front of me, and then it was gone. There was nothing.
 
   Oh my God! I was blind! I was actually blind!
 
   I kept blinking my eyes, trying in vain to get my vision to return. Everything was black. I couldn’t see anything at all!
 
   “Ah … ah … nurse! I … I … I can’t see! Everything is black!
 
   “It’s alright dear, that’s what’s supposed to happen. You’re not in any further danger here. You’ll be fine.”
 
   “No, no, no! This isn’t right!” I screamed, but not loudly. I found myself afraid of doing anything to rattle the System that had done this to me. I was suddenly afraid of authority, in a way that I had never been before.
 
   “You joined the program as compensation for the, regrettably, poor decisions you made,” the nurse said patiently. “This is what it’s all about. In a few months, maybe a little more, when this is all over, you’ll be a better person for it. Trust me. In a week or two, the darkness will seem completely normal to you.”
 
   “This isn’t normal! I’m blind! Please … please help me!” I didn’t know what to say, so that’s what I said.
 
   “Unfortunately, dear, it’s normal for you now. Honestly, you’ll adjust to it surprisingly quickly. What I was trying to say, was that in a very short while, you’ll feel that being sightless is your normal way to be. It’ll be ordinary, routine; it’ll simply be the way you are. For a while, you’ll wake up in the morning and be momentarily shocked at not being able to see. Then that feeling will go away. You’ll wake up knowing what senses you can rely on. You’ll stop thinking of sight.”
 
   I wanted to argue with her, but she suddenly said, “What’s your first name, dear?”
 
   No doubt she was trying to divert me from my blindness. It wasn’t going to work. But I told her my name was Natalie.
 
   “Natalie, you’re a young, blind woman. You’re going to be blind for a while, but not forever. There’s nothing you can do about that. You’ll have to accept it for what it is. Your eyes don’t work anymore. Nothing on earth can fix your eyes right now. But over time, your sight will return.”
 
   “I was supposed to start work in a little over a week. I just graduated. I’m only 22.”
 
   “Then you’ll either start on time, or call them and tell them you’ve had a medical emergency that keeps you from starting for three to five months. The state isn’t allowed to tell them that it’s blinded you as punishment, but it will tell them that you are, indeed, blind. So the state will back your story to your employer. At that point, it’s up to your new employer. They can wait or not. If not, you’ll find another job. That’s all you can do – this is what you agreed to in order to avoid serious time in serious lock-up.”
 
   “All I did was drive through a disabled persons’ crosswalk, park in a loading zone which unintentionally blocked an ambulance, and use a handicapped bathroom stall!” I sobbed.
 
   Actually, when I said it that way, it did sound worthy of some punishment. But not this!
 
   “Natalie, I don’t know any details … but I assume that your punishment and rehabilitation sentence was fair.”
 
   “But they made me blind for a what I thought was safely driving in front of a blind woman and a few minor offenses! Now I might lose the job I went to college for four years for!”
 
   “Don’t jump to conclusions. They’ll probably be willing to wait for you.”
 
   “I hope so! But how am I going to live day-to-day?”
 
   “Like every other blind person does. And the state will provide for someone to teach you how to cope with being sightless.”
 
   I heard the door open and Dr. Genevese apparently reentered.
 
   “Ms. Adams, the state requires that I test your eyes, in order to determine that your blindness is complete and will last at least the required three months. This test isn’t perfect in predicting, but it is required.”
 
   “What else are you going to do to me?” I asked angrily.
 
   He apparently paused before replying. “I’m going to put electrodes on your temples and then examine the signals that might be coming from the optic nerves of your eyes. You may feel slight pressure behind your eyes as I do this.”
 
   I thought that this guy had a serious problem with bedside manner. Because of his – what felt to me like - arrogant attitude, I started to get angry. I wanted to tell him to stick his test, but I didn’t. I was blind, and that made me feel very inferior.
 
   I felt the electrodes as someone stuck them to my temples. Then everything was quiet.
 
   I heard him say, “There’s residual activity,” and then mumble something, not understandable, to the nurse. I heard what sounded like an argument – more like a disagreement – going on between them. Eventually, Dr. Genevese said, “Ms. Adams, the instrument indicates that there is a very slight signal bleeding through the optic nerves of both of your eyes. There’s certainly nothing concerning about that, but the state specifically requires me to render your optic nerve inert, and incapable of working, for a minimum of three months. Realize that the state does not care if your vision returns in three months or three centuries. The law is written such that you must be blind for the punishment period. If you are blind for longer than that … for, say, five months, the state neither cares, nor will it offer compensation.
 
   “With the slight bleed-through that my instruments register, I’m required by the Disabilities Act statute as implemented by River’s Edge, to re-inject the medication at a five-fold increase in concentration, and re-catalyze it with the laser pulses. Then, I must recheck you for activity shortly afterwards.”
 
   “Why do you need to do something else? I guarantee you that I can’t see anything.”
 
   “And I believe you. But the law is the law.”
 
   “What will this mean to me?”
 
   “Maybe nothing at all. It will, at least, insure the minimum period of your sightlessness. Maybe it will lengthen the amount of time that you will be blind.”
 
   “No! I was told three to five months! I don’t want to be blind longer than that! How much longer?”
 
   “Ms. Adams, you will be blind as long as you will be blind. You will avoid prison. I will do what I’m required to do. The second treatment insures that you will be sightless for the minimum period of your commitment, three months. Regrettably, it usually lengthens the three-month period to five full months plus a couple more months for complete recovery. But, on occasion, it has lengthened the period to a year or more.”
 
   “THEN NO! Leave me alone!”
 
   “I cannot; the law is the law. You have no say in the punishment the state exacts, or how it’s administered, any more than you would have a say if you were locked up. Nurse, please immobilize the patient again and restrain and gag her this time.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Natalie,” the nurse said. I felt straps connect to my arms and legs and a ball gag enter my mouth. This was awful! I could be blind for a year! And I already knew being blind was a terrible experience!
 
   I heard another heated discussion. I probably couldn’t have heard it before they blinded me, but now my hearing already seemed to be heightened, as though to compensate for the fact that I was sightless. I heard the nurse say, “Regardless of what the law says, I don’t think you should go that high in concentration. She’s just a young girl, new to River’s Edge. Give her a break. She doesn’t deserve to be blind for a year or more.”
 
   “The court determined that she needs a lesson, and that’s what we’re here to provide.” He said quietly. “The law requires that I re-treat in this way. She’ll fit right in in River’s Edge.”
 
   “If you use the lower dose, no one will ever know.” The kindly nurse said.
 
   “I will not risk my license or contract over this. She still has weak optic nerve activity. Thus, I must administer the increased dosage and catalyze its polymerization.”
 
   “NO!” I tried to yell through the gag, not realizing that my struggles were making the doctor angrier. An anger he was now even more willing to take out on me. I didn’t care if the law did require him to do it! I didn’t sign up for this! I started to sob.
 
   I felt the chair tip back again, and heard the nurse encourage me kindly to be still, it would all be over soon. She said, almost lovingly, that there was nothing I could do.
 
   I tried to struggle, but to no avail, as someone opened my eyes and held them open with the clips.
 
   “That’s too concentrated …” I heard the nurse hiss in a whisper to Dr. Genevese.
 
   “Be quiet,” he said in response. “I’m following the rule.” I felt the slightest of pressures above my eyes, under my eyelids. I assume he injected the medication as he had before.
 
   After several minutes, the nurse sat me upright and strapped me, immobile, to the bar again.
 
   I heard the doctor say, “Ready,” as he had before. He must have zapped me with the laser in each eye for the second time.
 
   I could feel myself being unstrapped and half-reclined.
 
   “I’ll be back to check again,” the doctor said. Then I heard the door close.
 
   “What did he do to me?” I asked, terribly afraid again.
 
   “He needed to make sure that the treatment made you blind for the three months you were sentenced to,” the nurse said. “The state requires him to do it. He followed the rules.”
 
   “What’s your name?” I asked the nurse.
 
   “Trudy,” she replied.
 
   “Tell me the truth, Trudy, did he make me blind for a longer period?”
 
   “Probably, Natalie.”
 
   “How long will I be blind?” My heart started to hammer again.
 
   “For at least three months.” Her voice was flat now, with a tinge of pity.
 
   “How long will I be sightless, Trudy? Really.”
 
   “Most likely, a year or more,” she said. I panicked. “The doctor was within the authority the state’s given him to do what he did to you. To meet the letter of the law, he really had no choice. Since the instrument detected small activity in your optic nerves, he was legally required to put the most concentrated medication available in your eyes, and catalyze its blocking action with the laser.”
 
   “Oh … ah … no, no, no … this isn’t happening!” I shouted.
 
   “It’s happened, Natalie. It is what it is. When he rechecks you in a few minutes, I’ll ask him to do a more in-depth check so you’ll know more about how long you’ll be blind. Then you can better plan your upcoming months.”
 
   I sat there stunned, panicked, and more emotional than I’d ever been in my 22 years of life, except when I’d heard that my parents had been killed. Trudy continued to try to calm me down, and kept hold of my hand with one of hers, while she gently massaged my back with the other. My eyes were wide open but unmoving, there was no mistaking that, but I saw nothing, only blackness. Not even a glimmer of light. Strangely, I was having trouble recalling what she looked like.
 
   I decided it didn’t matter, since I couldn’t see her anymore, anyway.
 
   A while later, the doctor returned and repeated the test with patches on my temples.
 
   “Good,” he said, “there is absolutely no activity in your disabled optic nerves. It’s as it should be, as though your optic nerves were missing or not working at all.”
 
   “They aren’t.” I said. “Dr. Genevese … please tell me … how long will I be like this?”
 
   “I’ll have the estimate in a minute …” I waited, hearing clicking and tapping noises that, I assumed, he was making.
 
   “My best estimate is that you’ll be totally blind for about sixteen months …”
 
   “OH MY GOD!” I exclaimed. “You weren’t supposed to do that to me!”
 
   “I followed standard, legally-required procedures. Neither you nor I had any recourse. Here is what the state requires for your sentence, your punishment as it were: I must administer the optic-nerve-disabling treatment by injecting two cubic centimeters of a specific concentration of monomer into each eye. I must then test within 30 minutes, using a state-sanctioned instrument that detects optic-nerve activity – meaning attempts by your eyes to signal your brain. If there is ANY detectable, residual signal through the nerves – which I did find in your case – then I’m to inject the monomer again at maximum concentration, followed by laser activation. I’m to repeat that procedure until your optic nerves are not functioning, meaning that your brain receives no visual input. You still had a slight signal at your eye-nerve junction when I first tested, but now you no longer do. This happens about six percent of the time.
 
   “Of the six percent who have some small level of still-active signals, even if not detected visually by the subject, about 40 percent will be able to see before their three-month sentence is completed. As you know, the state requires that all offenders remain blind for at least three-months before vision returns, EVEN IF THAT MEANS THAT 60 PERCENT WILL BE BLIND LONGER THAN THE MINIMUM THREE MONTHS.
 
   “As you now know, you are in that 60 percent.
 
   “Your eyes will partially recover after about sixteen months. They will be essentially useless for another four weeks or so after that. In other words, you’ll remain legally blind. Over the next six weeks, they will provide useful sight, though you will require corrective lenses for that time. Fortunately, your eyes will be stable during that time, and lenses made at the beginning will work for you for the whole six weeks or so. After that, your eyes will jump back to where they were before you were treated. That happens 99 times out of 100, which is enough for the state. The other one percent continue to have vision problems, though usually in only one eye. Anyway, you won’t be blind or legally blind within a year and a half.”
 
   I was too horrified to say anything.
 
   “Ms. Adams, the nurse will stay with you until your trainer arrives from UDS - Uptown Disability Services - in a few minutes. I wish you well.”
 
   He left. I was so far from well … but I didn’t say so. I was blind, and I’d be this way for a very long time. I could almost have accepted this, if I’d had an accident or a disease. But River’s Edge had taken my sight as punishment! For a few little mistakes! My life had changed in the space of a couple hours. My future was now anything but certain.
 
   The only certainty was that I was sightless, and, as a result, seriously disabled.
 
   “What am I going to do?” I sadly asked Trudy, who was still holding my hand as she unstrapped me from the treatment chair.
 
   “UDS will be there to help you, like they would any other blind citizen,” she said. “You live in River’s Edge, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said, not very fondly. At that moment, I hated what my new hometown had done to me.
 
   “They have the best support environment for their disabled citizens of any community in the whole country,” she noted, with a lot more enthusiasm than I felt.
 
   “Trudy, I don’t know how to be blind. I don’t want to be blind.”
 
   “UDS will teach you how. For now, I think it’s best if you try really hard to accept it. If you don’t it will consume you. You still have a life to live, after all.”
 
   “You call this a life?”
 
   “Yes, Natalie, I do.”
 
   “I’m a young woman …”
 
   “Who did well in school and found a job in a new area and came there to make her mark, right?”
 
   “YES!”
 
   “WRONG! You aren’t anymore. You are a young, blind woman who has to find a new way to live. Natalie, you’ll make it, but you really aren’t the same woman you were when you woke up this morning.”
 
   That was for sure. But I was angry and hurt. “I don’t deserve this!”
 
   “Nope, I don’t think you do either. Tough shit. You are what you are. Regardless of how you got there, your now-disabled body has been altered to be less than it was, to let you down, as River’s Edge feels you let it down. You need to start thinking of yourself as a blind girl, or a blind woman. Sight is a long way in the future for you. Put it out of your mind.
 
   “Natalie, you’re not going to see anything again in the near-to-medium term. Hell, you might as well assume you’re always going to be blind. Then, in a year-and-a-half or so, you can reevaluate.”
 
   As I was about to say something snide and mean, I heard a knock, and a too-perky voice said, “Hi Natalie! I’m Rina, your O&M – Orientation and Mobility - instructor!”
 
   Oh, joy.
 
   After Trudy introduced me, I held out my hand towards where I thought Rina was, she took it, and we shook hands. Rina kept hold of my right hand, and put it above her left elbow, my four fingers on the inside and my thumb on the outside. “It’s time to get out of here. This is how you’ll tell sighted people to guide you,” she said. 
 
   “I am a sighted person!” I yelled.
 
   I suspect that she looked at me, strangely, though I had no way of knowing. But what she said hit home really hard.
 
   “Really? Then how many fingers am I holding up?”
 
   “How would I know? I’m …”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   With that she escorted me out of the jail and to a nearby bus stop. We took the bus to a metro station, and then rode uptown, getting off near Uptown Disability Services at the Mt. Auburn stop. We walked a few blocks to the UDS facility, which Rina said was in an out-building on a hospital campus. I certainly couldn’t tell. The area was noisy with traffic though.
 
   During that time, my eyes began to move again, from their frozen, forward-looking position. I barely noticed.
 
   According to Rina, we entered the building through an employees’ entrance and she led me around inside for a while, letting me sense her movements left or right or up and down stairs from my position, half a step behind her. Eventually, we entered a room somewhere and then stopped. “Alie – that’s what I’m gonna call you whether or not you like it; consider it the end part of ‘Natalie’ that’s left after you remove her sight – you’re a blind girl. Deal with it.”
 
   And then she said, “I’ll show you how.
 
   “Alie, I know you can’t see anything. When you think about seeing, you ‘see’ – in quotes - black. But you really don’t see black, do you? You see nothing. Though your brain is convinced that you’re in the darkest dark, it really doesn’t see black, it simply doesn’t ‘see’ – again in quotes. As a result, sight is a meaningless concept to you, so forget about it.”
 
   I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I said nothing. She led me to a chair, and I sat down.
 
   “The first thing I’m going to do here is introduce you to your new, best friend – a gift from the community that has taken your vision from you.”
 
   She lifted my right hand, and laid something in it. It felt like a folded stick. “What’s this?” I asked. Was she going to put me to work cleaning or something?
 
   “It’s your white, folding cane. It has a special tip to allow you to sense the texture of what it’s touching, once you learn how. I’m going to spend most of the afternoon showing you how to get around, and that will be your best tool for doing it. Eventually, you might want another one or two of different lengths.”
 
   “It’s not much of a replacement for my eyes.”
 
   “Alie, it’s what you have. Your eyes are useless for … how long?”
 
   “It was supposed to be three months … but that hack doctor had to re-treat me … so now they’re saying eighteen months.” I started crying. I couldn’t help it.
 
   I felt her hands on my face. She was obviously staring at me, though that was only a supposition, but I could feel her breath when she spoke. I could smell it too, and she reeked of smoke. Obviously, my trainer was a smoker. “Look Alie, for all intents and purposes, you’re blind forever. It’s so far off in the future when you’ll be able to see again, that you might as well forget about it. One thing I’ve been told by blinded people is that the first couple of years go along at a snail’s pace, because they have to concentrate so much on doing all the things that were easy before. It’ll be the same for you.
 
   “So now Alie, I’m going to teach you how to get around.”
 
   I was still sobbing. “Don’t call me that, my name’s Natalie.”
 
   “Nope. Sorry. As I understand it, Natalie could see – I’ll bet her vision was 20/20. You’re blind as a bat. Blinder, because you haven’t learned to use your other senses to get around yet. So while you’re blind, as far as I’m concerned, you’re Alie. Get used to it.”
 
   Who did she think she was, talking to me like that? “Fuck you!” I yelled at her.
 
   “We’ll see what time brings …,” she answered, not giving an inch. “I’ve been known to swing both ways, how about you?”
 
   That actually made me laugh for some reason. “Well, I’m not gay, as though it’s any of your business. I’m straight as an arrow, as they say.”
 
   “Perhaps … regardless … now it’s time to get to work.” She was already turning out to be one of the most irritating people I’d ever met.
 
   “I wanna go home.”
 
   “Can you find your way on your own, Alie?”
 
   “I’ll get a cab.”
 
   “Can you find your way out of this building?”
 
   “I don’t know … eventually … maybe not.”
 
   “Then let me show you what to do.”
 
   And she did, for the next 90 minutes. I was tapping and counting and listening and even smelling. In particular, I was listening.
 
   She more or less led me to an office near the front door of the building, where I met the woman who was their receptionist.
 
   “Betty, I want you to meet Alie,” Rina said, irritating me with the unwanted nickname.
 
    “Alie as in short for Alison?” I heard Betty ask. By her voice, I guessed she was bumping up against 60. She had that pleasant, melodious voice of a kindly grandmother.
 
   Rina spoke up before I had a chance to say anything. “No, Alie is the perfect nickname for Natalie.” 
 
   “So Rina seems to think,” I said, a bit disgruntled. “I’ve never had a nickname before – I always hated ‘Nat’ and never came up with anything else.”
 
   “Well,” Rina added, “it’s Alie now.
 
   I held out my hand and felt someone take it and guide it a few inches to Betty’s. At that point, I wondered if Betty might be blind.
 
   “I’m pleased to meet you, Alie,” she said pleasantly. “Welcome to the club.”
 
   “The club?” I asked.
 
   “The visually impaired club,” she said chuckling, I can tell you’re a recent inductee.”
 
   “How did you know I was blind?” Did my eyes look different now? That was a frightening thought in itself! But that couldn’t be it; being blind, Betty couldn’t see my eyes.
 
   “First of all, I knew Rina had a new recruit today so I assumed you must be the one. Secondly, I can easily detect the tremor in your voice from being upset, as I would expect you to be. Thirdly of course, Rina had to guide your hand into mine. As you adjust to it, you’ll find there are all kinds of non-visual cues about what’s around you, which you can pick up on.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure I’ll never adjust to this. I don’t think I’d want to. Frankly, I’m scared to death. Are you’re blind too?”
 
   "Yes, dear, I’ve been blind for many years. You don’t need to be frightened, we’ll take good care of you while you’re here, and we’ll get you home safely too. Over the next few days, Rina will teach you what you need to know in order to function and get through this." She laughed softly.
 
   I wasn’t scared about being at this place; I was afraid of what would happen later, when I wasn’t here anymore. I told her that.
 
   Up to that moment, I don’t think I’d ever spoken to a person without sight. And now I was one. I guess I thought a blind person would sound, ah … er … blind or something. I know it doesn’t make sense, but my wits were not really about me at that moment. I was still struggling to hold it together. She’d also surprised me by chuckling about it.
 
   "Alie, it's not the worst thing that can happen to you, and you won’t be the first to enter and successfully complete the program. As strange as it sounds, dear, you will adjust to being sightless, much more quickly than you expect.”
 
   I think she could sense that I was this young girl who was getting close to panic – which was true.
 
   “I don’t think that I’ll adjust at all, no matter how long I’m blind. I can’t see how I’ll ever become accustomed to this,” I said, not realizing how I’d said it.
 
   “No, you ‘can’t see,’ but you will adapt and learn to get along – much better than you expect. Did they do a duration estimate? How long are you in for? It’s usually at least three months.”
 
   “Eighteen months!” I exclaimed, trying not to cry again.
 
   “Oh … well, it happens sometimes. Believe me, you will adjust and you will get used to it. You’ll have to, Alie, you haven’t been given a choice. Rina and all of us are here to help. You can call her or me or anyone else, even if all you want to do is talk.”
 
   “Thanks,” I stated flatly. After all, this woman wasn’t at fault, and she was genuinely trying to make me feel better.
 
   “I hope the rest of your day begins to improve,” Betty said. “Bye for now.”
 
   “Bye.” I resisted saying “see you,” as we walked off.
 
   After we left Betty, Rina made me ‘count’ my way back to her office, then find the front door on my own. I actually did it. I found that something like a map formed in my mind, with step-counts and ‘turn left/turn right’ memories, instead of visual cues, laced throughout it.
 
   I managed to do it both times, then again from the front door to another office on a different floor and back.
 
   “Alie, you’re a natural. You have great spatial navigation skills.”
 
   “Yeah, I never got lost when I could see.”
 
   “Yeah, ok, but that’s in the past. You’re a promising, talented blind woman now.”
 
   “I’m not a …” I was about to say that I wasn’t a blind woman. That’s not how I identified myself. Before I said it, I realized that I was wrong and she was right. I was a blind woman.
 
   Period. End of story.
 
   I needed a lot of help.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3 – Hold On
 
    
 
   Rina had been putting me through my paces for the better part of three hours. We finally took a break, and she made me find the soda machine, and buy a diet Coke. It was difficult. I had to feel for the dollar slot and the coin return, after I finally found the machine with the cane - my cane. My life had become more complicated and more challenging in every way.
 
   We sat at a small table. I think it was in something like a break area.
 
   “What do I look like?” I asked Rina.
 
   “Well, you’re very pretty,” Rina said. I like your blonde hair and the deep blue of your eyes. You’ll probably discover that your hair length is going to be too difficult to style right, though.”
 
   “Oh … I hadn’t thought of that.”
 
   “I’d suggest you cut it all short. Feel mine.”
 
   I reached out toward her voice and managed to find her head. My fingers ran through her hair. From the feel I judged that it was something less than three inches long and cut up over her ears.
 
   “Wow. Your hair is really short. I could never do that.”
 
   “Trust me on this; you’re going to quickly discover that you can’t properly style that hair. But I’ll let you find out for yourself.”
 
   I doubted that would happen, but I kept quiet. Thinking about it for a moment, I really didn’t doubt it, I feared that she was right.
 
   “As I said, you’re very pretty – you have lovely features, you’re healthy, and you have a great figure.”
 
   “What about my eyes? Do they look normal?” I was still thinking about that.
 
   “Mostly but not entirely.”
 
   “What do you mean?” That was not what I wanted to hear!
 
   “As often happens when the second treatment you had is required, you picked up a little esotropia strabismus in your right eye.”
 
   “What’s that?” My heart started to pound again.
 
   “Strabismus is when your eyes don’t quite align, so one always seems to be looking somewhere slightly away from where the other is. Your right eye is turned in just enough to be obvious. That turning in makes it esotropia strabismus. Remember that since your brain sees nothing, it doesn’t know where to position your eyes. So they tend to wander anyway. That will probably lessen as the automatic portion of your brain gets used to not having input from them and shuts down your visual processing brain area. Then it’ll subconsciously forget about them, and they’ll likely assume a neutral position most of the time.
 
   “Sometimes that heavy second treatment dose spills over and causes a disturbance in one or more of the cranial nerves that make your eye muscles work. Your brain uses those nerves when it aims your eyes and focuses on something – which it can’t do now anyway. But that’s probably why your eyes aren’t lining up. You’ll never notice it until you can see again.”
 
   “But I know about it! I must look bizarre!”
 
   “Actually, you don’t. It’s not real pronounced, and it honestly looks kinda cute on you. Gives you even more innocence I think.”
 
   “Will it get worse?”
 
   “I don’t know, maybe a little, maybe not.”
 
   “Will it go away? This is awful!”
 
   “It might go away eventually, when that cranial nerve or nerves regains its normal state and your brain can receive vision from that eye again. If so, that’ll happen sometime after you’re no longer blind.”
 
   “What? Do you mean that when my sight comes back, my eyes will be crossed?”
 
   “Your right one will be a little off. Eventually it might return to normal on its own – maybe as soon as a few months after you can see again. If it doesn’t, you might need corrective lenses or surgery to fix it.”
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding! Corrective lenses? Surgery?” I started to cry again, I couldn’t help it. “Why did they do this to me, Rina?”
 
   She ignored my last comment. “Lenses are the most common way it’s fixed. I wouldn’t worry about it. Right now, your eyes are useless anyway. If you want, you can wear dark glasses to hide them, but I wouldn’t bother. Like I said, without control from your brain, your eyes will move randomly some anyway, and the slight misalignment really does look endearing, charming even – ask other people if you don’t believe me.”
 
   “I feel like I’ve been hit by a train …”
 
   “Alie, let it go. Play the cards you’re dealt. Come on, we need to get to the Lighthouse store for the blind before they close.”
 
   Before I could say anything else, we were outside in the early summer heat, which I could feel, but see no evidence of.
 
   “You will need to come back here for the next two-to-four days, and from time to time after that, so you need to mentally map your way to the bus stop. Public transportation is about to become your next best friend.”
 
   “You know, when I got up this morning, I was a perfectly normal, reasonably happy college grad. Now I’m a handicapped, goofy-eyed cripple.”
 
   “Yeah, pretty much. So you’ll have to work hard to overcome it.”
 
   “Speaking of work, what am I gonna do? I was supposed to start a new job in a little over a week.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “River’s Edge Biotech – as a lab technician.”
 
   “Alie, I don’t think that’s gonna happen.”
 
   “Tell me about it. What will I do?”
 
   “What was your major?”
 
   “Microbiology. I have a little money saved from the trust my parents left, but I need to work to live! I’m all alone here. Actually, I’m all alone, period. Even my boyfriend and I are pretty much over except for the shouting.”
 
   “I’m sorry about your parents. The state will provide some aid, which I’ll apply for on your behalf today, but you’re right, we’re going to need to find you something you can do.”
 
   “All the skills I have require that I’m able to see!” Now I was really panicking. “I’ve lost this job anyway. There’s no way they will wait 18 months for me!”
 
   “You’re probably right about that. Before you get too worked up, give me a chance to see what I can do. What did they offer you, if you don’t mind telling me?”
 
   “Forty-three.”
 
   “That’s gonna be tough to match. What do you need to live?”
 
   “I don’t know …” I thought about it. “Probably thirty.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll work on this first thing in the morning.”
 
   “Is there any chance?”
 
   “Of course …” I wasn’t buying it.
 
   **********
 
   We took the bus and walked a block. She made me wander around the store for the blind and bought some things for me, including a talking watch with alarm, and an extra cane, voice synthesis software for my laptop, braille training software, and some other things she said she’d show me later. She had already given me an ALVA braille display and keyboard that River’s Edge provided for as long as I was blind.
 
   Of course, I didn’t know how to read braille, but Rina assured me that I could learn quickly, and that I needed to make learning braille a high priority. She said the software would help a lot. I appreciated her trying to help me, but I felt myself spiraling farther and farther down the blind well.
 
   I hadn’t yet been able to sit down introspectively and internalize what had been done to me, or convince myself that this was a long-term condition. I kept thinking that it would soon wear off, despite what they told me. I’m not a particularly driven or forceful person; most people who know me think of me as a sweet, kind, gentle girl who wouldn’t hurt anyone. That’s how I thought of myself, and I didn’t know if I could even get through this for a few days, let alone a year and a half!
 
   When Rina told me I looked pretty and innocent, she mostly nailed it. That’s how I look and that’s how I am.
 
   Rina suggested we stop for coffee before she helped me get home. That was the first time I had to deal with sighted people since I’d become blind. I didn’t count the Lighthouse because they dealt with the visually impaired all the time.
 
   I was embarrassed but I managed to order, pay and find the spot to wait for my coffee. I’m sure the barristers could tell I was blind, and they placed my cup right in my hand, telling me where the condiments were. I caned my way over to there and managed to find some kind of sweetener and liquid cream or half-and-half.
 
   The whole experience was awful, but I was almost proud of myself in the end. We talked over coffee.
 
   “Mind if I smoke?” Rina asked.
 
   “No, not at all.” I heard her shuffle and then the click of a lighter.
 
   “Want one, I’ll light it for you?”
 
   “I don’t smoke.”
 
   “You might want to rethink that too. You need something to calm you down, big time.”
 
   “Maybe animal tranquilizers …”
 
   She laughed. I’d surprised myself with the first light moment since I lost my sight.
 
   “Ever try smoking?”
 
   “No. It never interested me. Besides, how would I know how to light one when I can’t see it?”
 
   “You learn by feel. You can also use a flameless lighter.”
 
   “Seems like a bad idea to smoke blind. How would I know if I put it out? I could burn the house down!” I laughed again.
 
   “You tell by the smell. Don’t smell smoke, no fire. Of course, you can always drown it with water.”
 
   “Nah … I’ll pass on smoking.”
 
   “Your call, but think about it. I could show you. So, what other skills or experience do you have?” 
 
   “I can type, but I’d have no way of knowing if I made a mistake. How would I know where the keys were for sure to position my hands? I can use all kinds of software, but not without seeing it.”
 
   “We can solve the keyboard problem with a braille keyboard. You’ll have to learn it as soon as possible anyway – at least as much as you can. Synthesized voice can help with Excel and Word and PowerPoint, and so on. Did you ever take any lessons in something?”
 
   “Dance lessons the whole time I was growing up – the usual: ballet, modern, tap. I was very good, but not pro-quality. I don’t think I could teach without seeing the students though. I can play the piano some but couldn’t make a living at it. That’s about it.”
 
   ”Okay, don’t be discouraged. We’ll figure something out.”
 
   As I sat there sipping my coffee, I felt completely isolated. It were as though the world wasn’t there anymore, because I couldn’t see it. I might as well be at the bottom of a deep pit.
 
   I tried to focus on the sounds and smells of the place. That helped bring me back to reality a little. I needed to pull myself together but I didn’t know what to do. I was scared. I was also less than I had been before. A lot less.
 
   I had no one to lean on, no parents or relatives to go home to, no friends in this new city. Plus I didn’t want any friends to see me like this. Besides, I had a one year lease on the house I’d rented here.
 
   I was stuck. I didn’t want to exhaust my inheritance for the dumb crimes – if you could even call them crimes - I was being punished for and I wasn’t sure it’d last me the whole year-and-a-half anyway. I needed a job.
 
   With help from Rina, I made it home and she arranged almost everything in my house for easy, sensible blind access and identification. That took many hours. She made sure I understood how the new arrangement of my house was intended to help me find things. She put braille stickers on my clothes, appliance buttons, and anything else that seemed important. 
 
   Tomorrow, after some more getting-around-and-finding-things practice at Uptown Disability Services, someone would begin my braille training. When I learned enough, the labels would help me identify things. After my first braille training class tomorrow, Rina would take me grocery shopping. She did load the voice and braille software on my computer, and made sure I knew how to use it, even though I didn’t know braille yet.
 
   “Okay, Alie. I have to leave now. Remember, when you hear the talking alarm in the morning, make sure you recall that you’re blind before you do anything. It’ll prevent some anguish, and keep you from tripping and getting hurt. Keep your cane near you at all times. I’ll come by at 8:30 to help you get to Disability Services, but after tomorrow, you’ll have to do it on your own.
 
   “Oh … one more thing … keep your shoes on.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Trust me. You’ll run your toes into things all the time. Watch your shins too. If it gets too bad, you can pick up some soccer shin guards until you get better at not banging into stuff.”
 
   And she left, though it was already 9:30 in the evening by then. I’d offered to feed her dinner, but she declined. I was horribly alone for the first time since I lost my sight. Since they took my sight, actually.
 
   It was hard to believe everything that had happened that day.
 
   With some difficulty, I made a very late dinner and I think I cleaned up adequately. I used my sense of touch to try to determine if the pans and dishes were cleaned, except for those I loaded into the dishwasher.
 
   I tried to divert myself by messing with the computer for a couple hours, which did work. I actually turned the television on for the sense of company that the sound gave me. I finally got ready for bed at the usual time. My hair must have been a wind-blown mess, judging by the difficulty I had running a brush through it. I guess with all the other excitement, I hadn’t paid it any attention. I realized that, combined with my misaligned and wandering eyes, my hair must have made me look even more peculiar - probably crazed.
 
   Maybe I should take Rina’s advice and whack it all off, I thought as I got into bed, carefully positioning my cane where I could easily find it. On the one hand, my appearance should be the least of my worries right now. But I care about it, I really do, in spite of the fact that I can’t see myself. Maybe that makes it more important …
 
   I must have lain in bed for a couple of hours as my worries rolled through my mind, over and over. I didn’t know how I could even live day-to-day without sight, let alone get and keep a job. Maybe I could scrub toilets or floors – except that I’d miss stains because I couldn’t see them. I might be able to wash dishes, if I were careful not to cut myself on a sharp knife … somehow.
 
   I’m not a bad person, I thought to myself. I did a few things that got me in more trouble than I deserved, but I’m kind and helpful and I’m a good friend. People have told me how approachable I am, in spite of the fact that they think I’m very pretty and might easily have developed a self-centered personality. I’m outgoing but not loud or abrasive. I worked hard in school and did well – I’m not spectacular, but I’m comfortably above average as a student. And I took it seriously.
 
   As I lay there trying to get to sleep, I semi-consciously ran my hands over my breasts and tickled my arms with my fingertips in a poor attempt to relax. I wasn’t a very good blind girl, I thought – and I still thought of myself as a girl, though in the eyes of the world, I’m an adult woman of 22. Being blind has really thrown me for a loop, as my mother used to say. I’m drowning in self-pity and I don’t know what to do about it. For the second time in my life, I feel like the world has cheated me.
 
   The first was when my parents were killed.
 
   After a very long time, I managed to cry myself to sleep.
 
   **********
 
   The talking watch woke me at 7:00 am. I couldn’t figure out who was talking at first. Of course, my first thought was that it was still the middle of the night, because of the darkness.
 
   Then I remembered.
 
   My first full day of blindness lay before me. The tension and stress it caused made me sick to my stomach. I had to get to the toilet. I reached for my cane, knocking it over, had to fish for it, and barely managed to get to the john before I threw up. Fortunately, there wasn’t much in my stomach.
 
   I sat back, trying to settle down. I couldn’t believe it when I thought about it. They’d injected my eyes and blinded me with a laser! What kind of people become so politically correct about attending to the needs of the disabled that they’d punish another person so severely? Intentionally make a young woman blind!
 
   I was feeling very sorry for myself.
 
   Rina was coming in an hour and a half so I prepared what I thought I needed and got in the shower. Washing was no problem. I’d shaved yesterday, so I decided to let it go for today. I didn’t think shaving was going to be a problem, though: I mostly did it by feel anyway.
 
   When I got out of the shower I had no idea how I was going to make myself presentable, let alone look anywhere near as good as I used to. I thought that my blindness was probably going to change me into an ugly duckling.
 
   If I’m honest, based on what others have told me, I have nice features. My nose is perfect for my face, not small but well-formed and just the right size. I’ve always liked it. My lips are full, with my lower one slightly fuller, giving me a little bit of a pout. I smile a lot or, at least, I did before life crapped on me.
 
   I have fuller eyebrows with an arch, which I’ve always meticulously groomed. They contribute to my innocent look. I have no idea how I’m gonna groom them now. My face is more or less oval with a medium complexion, slightly darker than most natural blondes. I’ve been told that I have a kind face, which reflects my nature. That may be true.
 
   I have deep blue eyes, which some boys – men - have told me are my best feature. Now, of course, they’re probably my most disturbing feature. They don’t work and, according to Rina, they don’t align properly and tend to wander, seemingly on their own.
 
   At 5’ 4” I’m not very tall, but my body is fit and slender, a little curvy, definitely not gaunt. My legs are a little longer than you’d expect compared to my petite body – if they were average proportions, I’d probably only be 5’1” or 5’ even. I think they’re my best feature. I have B-cup breasts and a flat stomach. I won’t win any big-busted competition, but my proportions are right.
 
   As I’ve said my hair is very light blonde now, significantly lightened from its more medium-blond natural color. It’s cut in a just-past-chin-length, fashionable bob, with short, jagged bangs to above the middle of my forehead. I didn’t have bangs before I got much of it cut off, because people seem to like the look of my whole face. Because of that, when I got them, I had them done short. They’re pretty sexy, if I do say so. 
 
   My hair is mostly straight, but I’ve used a curling iron to get it to smoothly curve under since I got the bob – or I used to use the curling iron. I’m pretty sure that I couldn’t do that without seeing myself in a mirror. I tried it once in a room without a mirror and I made a mess of it. Now, I wouldn’t even be able to tell if it were a mess.
 
   Of course, now that I’d already washed my hair in the shower, I was completely unsure what to do with it. I managed to comb it out – parted in the center as best I could tell – but I knew it was going to dry limp and lifeless if I didn’t do anything. I thought about pulling it back wet into a ponytail, but I didn’t really like to do that when it was even damp. I never was a ponytail fan anyway, even when it was long, and definitely not with the chin-length bob. So I fumbled around and got the dryer and tried to blow it dry while combing it with a styling brush, rolling it under in an attempt to get it to go that way.
 
   When it was dry, it felt poofier on the left than the right. I suspected that it looked strange, but decided to wait and ask Rina before I pulled it back.
 
   So far, I wasn’t doing too badly, I thought as I got dressed in shorts and a sleeveless top and I put on footsies and tennis shoes. I thought about makeup and rejected the idea. I like makeup. I don’t wear a lot: usually only liner, a little shadow, mascara, foundation and lipstick. I have more of a Cover Girl Cosmetics look than a Revlon or Maybelline look.
 
   I decided I’d have to try mascara or my eyes would look not only crooked, but washed out. So I fumbled with it. Again, I’d have to ask Rina.
 
   So far, I was feeling kinda proud of myself.
 
   I managed to put waffles in the toaster, sort of butter them, and pour syrup. I made coffee with a Keurig and sat to eat my first blindly-cooked breakfast. The first of many, I knew.
 
   But I’d done it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4 – Starting a New Life
 
    
 
   Rina arrived right on time. I caned and felt my way to the door and let her in.
 
   “Hi Alie,” she said, too cheerfully. I’d forgotten that I’m ‘Alie’ now. Oh joy. “It looks like you’ve gotten yourself around pretty well. Did you eat?”
 
   “Yeah, I managed a coffee and a couple toaster waffles.”
 
   “Mind if I smoke?”
 
   “No, you don’t need to ask. I don’t mind. I’m glad for your help. There’s an ashtray in one of the kitchen drawers, I don’t remember which one.”
 
   “Can you get it for me?”
 
   I wanted to say, “You can see, go find it yourself.” But of course, this was more training for the newly blind girl. I caned my way into the kitchen, though I do know the layout pretty well without the cane, and found the drawers. I carefully felt around one after the other, trying to avoid slicing myself on something sharp. As I could have predicted, I found it in the last drawer I opened.
 
   “I’m on the couch,” she said as I returned with it. I plopped in my recliner, which was at the short end of the coffee table that was in front of the couch.
 
   “Want one?” She asked. Again.
 
   “No thanks, I’m not gonna do that, no matter how much you think it’ll help me.”
 
   “You shouldn’t knock it until you’ve at least tried it.”
 
   “Not today.”
 
   “Okay.” I could hear her puffing away. Yeah, my ears were sharper. “We’ll leave in a few minutes and you can lead me to uptown and the Disability Services building. I’ll be with you, but only to prevent mishaps. If you get us lost, you’ll have to get us unlost yourself.”
 
   “Gee thanks.”
 
   “No problem; just don’t get us lost in the first place.”
 
   “I guess we’ll see.” Then I realized how stupid that sounded. “Ah … er …”
 
   “I’ll see, you’ll tap. Don’t worry about phrases like that. English is full of them. Some of your sighted friends will use them, and then be embarrassed. You’ll have to get a thick skin about it.”
 
   “That I can probably do. I need your help to evaluate how I did my hair and mascara.” I stood up and took a step towards her, then bent down where I thought she was. I felt her hand move my head a little to the right. She must have been looking at my mascara.
 
   “The mascara is good. You could maybe use a little more on the outside corners. Otherwise, you did well. I guess you didn’t try liner …”
 
   “I didn’t try anything else because I knew I’d mess it up.”
 
   “Unfortunately, that’s a good point. You’re such a pretty girl that you look especially good with makeup – like you were wearing yesterday. I’d suggest that you seriously consider permanent eyeliner and lipstick, and learn to apply foundation and a little cheek color.”
 
   “Permanent makeup? Really?”
 
   “Yeah Alie, because you’re going to be blind for a long time. You should work very hard not to let yourself go. Keep yourself pretty, and you’ll feel better and be better overall.”
 
   “When I can see again, I can go back to all that. In the meantime, who cares?”
 
   “You will – oh, not today, but soon. Whether or not you know it, you’re used to having the world appreciate how you look, and how that couples to your pleasant disposition and your friendliness. You should strive not to lose any of that. If you do, reclaiming it, even after you’re sighted again, could be very difficult or maybe impossible. Let this experience improve you, not be your undoing. I can’t stress that enough.”
 
   “I’ll never disregard or violate the Disabled Citizens Act again, I can guarantee you that.”
 
   “Of that I’m certain too.”
 
   “I’ll think about the permanent makeup.” I didn’t have any particular objections, and I sort of got her point. “Maybe you could suggest a place, since I’m new in town – and I’m blind, in case you hadn’t noticed.”
 
   We both chuckled. Then I asked her about my hair.
 
   “Ah ...,” she started, “the left side has a lot of body, but it’s kinda in your face. The right side is flatter on top and is flipping out at the ends. It’s sort of … ah …”
 
   “Okay, I get it. I can’t do this with a dryer. I’ll make a pony tail.”
 
   “That’s a cop-out,” she said.
 
   “I don’t care, I should get at least one.”
 
   “Think about a new style, I know a very good hairdresser – very chic, very talented.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll think about it.” I was pretty sure she’d forget about it eventually. That went to show how little I knew Rina at that point in time. Turns out, she never forgets anything.
 
   “Yeah, think about a new style, then you can discuss it with the hairdresser.”
 
   I could have corrected her regarding what I was going to “think about,” but I didn’t bother.
 
   “What do I tell people who ask about my blindness?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Do I tell them it’s a sentence for Disabled Citizens Act violations, or make up a story, or what?”
 
   “That’s up to you.”
 
   “I’m asking for help here.” I said a little tersely.
 
   “Sorry, that’s a valid question. Here’s what I’d suggest. Tell them you’re completely, permanently blind, and have been for only a few months. In reality, I think you’ll adjust faster than that, but they don’t need to know how long it’s been since you went blind. Tell them you’re permanently blind so you don’t have to explain about getting your sight back and all that stuff.”
 
   “But what happens when I can see again? Will I need all new friends?”
 
   “Of course not. When your vision begins to return, you tell them – it’s like a miracle. Then you tell them the doctors have said you might be making a miraculous recovery, and so on. Between now and then, you’ll live your life as the blind woman you are, and they’ll never know the difference – especially since you’re new in town. As far as everyone is concerned, you’re blind, and you chose River’s Edge because it’s something of a haven for the handicapped.”
 
   I couldn’t think of a better plan, and said so. It was time to leave and head uptown.
 
   To make a long story short, we finally got there in a little over an hour. Learning to tap my way down the street without constant input from Rina – and she refused to give me any input this time – took forever. I did find my way to the bus stop. Since there were three busses that used that stop, and only one went to the Metrorail station for the train uptown, I had to ask and, of course, it turned out to be the third one.
 
   The Metrorail station was a little scary but I got us through it and onto the train. Fortunately, there’s only one line at the River’s Edge station, the green line, and it goes directly to the Mt. Auburn stop near UDS. I both listened to and counted the stops: Lebanon, South Lebanon, Kings Island, Mason, Montgomery, Kenwood, Silverton, Ridge, Norwood, Rookwood, Xavier, Zoo, EPA, University, and Mt. Auburn where we got off and I navigated the three, long blocks to Uptown Disability Services, entered, and made my way to Rina’s office.
 
   She sounded truly amazed and I was VERY proud of myself.
 
   I was seated in front of her desk while she rummaged through things. I heard her light-up again – she’d smoked at least three on the way – and, of course, she offered me one.
 
   “Rina?” I said sarcastically.
 
   “Just trying to be polite, Alie.” I swear she blew smoke in my face then.
 
   “Oh, Alie, good news!”
 
   “They’re going to give me back my vision?” I said hopefully and cynically at the same time.
 
   “They couldn’t, even if they wanted to, which they don’t. You’re blind for the duration.”
 
   “Actually, for the duration plus fifteen months.”
 
   “Whatever. Don’t be a whiner.”
 
   I came within a millimeter of screaming that I was being subjected to cruel and unusual punishment then, but I managed to hold it in. Rina didn’t respond well to outbursts of self-pity. I needed her help.
 
   “Then what’s the good news?”
 
   “Because of the extended period that you’ll be unable to see, the state has agreed to provide a month or two of training, depending on what I feel is needed. That’s significantly better that the few days that are normally allowed by the state.”
 
   “Oh how lucky for me,” I said rudely. “I’ll be a well-trained blind person, ready for anything my broken life throws at me.”
 
   “Sarcasm doesn’t become you.” Rina said, deadly serious. “I put in for this for you so you could have the opportunity to adjust better and have a safer, happier life while you were blind. If you don’t want it, just say so. We can wrap this all up today if we hurry …”
 
   That was the last thing I wanted. “I apologize ... feeling sorry for myself.” I mumbled.
 
   ”It’s time to get over it. I have to stop in a few offices. I’ll be back in a little while. You can stay here or wander around as you want.”
 
   I could hear her leave before I could say anything. I felt bad – pity for myself, and sorry for how I had talked to the one person who was really trying to help me. I hoped she wouldn’t still be angry when she returned. I didn’t want to “wrap this all up today;” I needed what she had so kindly arranged for me.
 
   Sometimes, I can be an ungrateful asshole. I must have gotten it from Jaxson.
 
   I put my hand on Rina’s desk and stood up. I was trying to figure out what I could do or say to make amends. As was a habit of mine, I was going to pace back and forth while I thought it through. Of course, I used to be able to see where I was pacing. Now the whole pace and think thing was problematic. I sat back down again.
 
   My fingers brushed against a small object on her desk. I picked it up and realized that it was her lighter. Her cigarettes were next to it. I set them down, thinking I was pretty good at recognizing objects.
 
   I fidgeted in the chair, waiting for Rina to return. She must have been gone ten minutes when I started wondering when she’d get back, still uncertain of what I’d say. I decided to relieve my boredom and picked up the cigarette pack. I managed to extract a cigarette. I could tell by touch which end had the filter and which was the tobacco end.
 
   I thought I should put the cigarette back. I didn’t really want to smoke one – I never had and I wasn’t that interested, but I was curious as to whether or not I could actually light one and do it. I’d probably burn myself or set her office on fire.
 
   For some reason, that seemed very funny at that moment. I actually giggled.
 
   Still awkwardly holding one, I put the pack of cigarettes back. I felt around for an ashtray. There it was, on the far side of the desk, in front of where she sat.
 
   I wasn’t going to try this, was I? For some reason, at that moment, I considered it something of a challenge. I thought I knew how to smoke, based on what a friend had shown me back in high school, but I’d never actually done it.
 
   Ever.
 
   Rina thought I should try smoking.
 
   Of course she did – she was a smoker. The one thing all smokers seem to have in common is that they want everyone else to smoke.
 
   I wasn’t ever going to become a smoker, but I thought that I could try it. Couldn’t I? Maybe it’d show Rina that I really wanted her help, and her friendship too for that matter. Convince her that I did listen to her, even when it seemed like I was drowning in my own angst. It might also shut her up about smoking, since I could at least say that I knew what it was all about.
 
   I picked up the lighter. By the feel, I could tell it was a simple one, with a wheel to spin to light it. I figured out how to hold down the safety and I spun the wheel. There was a slight pop. I reached above it with my other hand and I could feel the flame’s heat. I took the cigarette that I’d pulled from the pack, and that I still held, against the flame – or where I thought the flame was. I put the filter end to my lips, holding it between the index and middle fingers of my left hand, while holding the lighter in my right. I struck the lighter again, and brought it to where I thought the end of the cigarette was. I puffed, and nothing happened. I thought I probably wasn’t close enough. I moved the lighter closer as I started to get nervous. This time I could taste the smoke in my mouth, and knew I’d lit the cigarette.
 
   The taste wasn’t pleasant, but it wasn’t awful either. I puffed out the smoke almost as soon as I tasted it. I puffed again, longer this time, and both tasted and felt the smoke in my mouth. I blew it out again without trying to inhale. I did it one more time. The taste was still unpleasant, but tolerable.
 
   I decided to take a small puff and go for broke. I felt for the ashtray – it was round and about six inches in diameter - and positioned the burning cigarette so I was pretty sure the lighted end was over the ashtray. I tapped it with my index finger, not knowing if there were already too much ash or not. Then I moved it to my right hand, and brought it to my lips.
 
   I sucked a small amount of smoke into my mouth. Then I slowly inhaled the nicotine-laden smoke in my mouth. I felt it go down my throat. I concentrated hard on not coughing or choking. I held the smoke for a few seconds to make sure I was ready, then carefully exhaled.
 
   As far as I could tell, I’d done it! And I didn’t cough at all! I tried it again with another small puff, and I was able to repeat the puff again with no problems. I still didn’t get the appeal, but it wasn’t a bad experience.
 
   I waited a little bit, then took a larger puff, maybe three times as much as the first two. I slowly inhaled and, again, I held it in my lungs until I was focused and ready to exhale without choking.
 
   Then it hit me. An instant head rush.
 
   “Whoa!” I said out loud, with smoke coming out as I talked. “That was different!”
 
   “What was different?” I heard, as Rina had apparently returned to her office.
 
   “Hey!” She said. “Here I thought you weren’t a smoker! Holding out on me, eh?”
 
   I was so embarrassed, being caught this way, that I started babbling. “I … I … I never tried this before and you’ve been gone and I felt bad about what I said and I found the cigarettes and lighter on your desk and I looked for an ashtray and I wanted to see what it was like because you wanted me to try it and I was so nasty to you and I managed to light one and remembered what my friend in high school said about inhaling and so I tried and I got … I got … dizzy …”
 
   “No wonder. Those are Marlboro Softpack Reds. About as strong an American filtered cigarette as you can buy! Tap your ashes!”
 
   I tried and succeeded, I guess. “Sorry. I was trying to please you, since I’d acted so shitty.”
 
   “Forget about it. What do you think?”
 
   “I’d gotten the head-rush right when you walked in …”
 
   “Do it again.”
 
   I took a big puff and slowly inhaled, held it for a couple seconds, then carefully exhaled. The buzz was back, stronger than ever. “That’s gone like totally to my head,” I announced.
 
   “That will go away with time,” she said, “but the experience will still be great. Do it again. Take as big a drag as you can, inhale, and then hold it as long as you can.”
 
   I did. Then my head went out-of-control, I broke out in a cold sweat, and I was sure I needed to get to the ladies’ room as quickly as possible – which I told Rina.
 
   “Sorry. Too much nicotine, too quickly.” I heard her get up. I breathed in and out for a moment.
 
   “Uh, yeah. But I’m okay now. No need to go to the restroom.”
 
   Smoking is disconcerting at best, I thought at that moment.
 
   “You’ll adjust. Based on what I’ve seen here, you’ve taken to it pretty easily.”
 
   I found the ashtray and stubbed out the cigarette. I probably beat it to death, because Rina finally said, “Stop! That fag is dead! So … whatdayathink?”
 
   “Not awful, and I liked the buzz and heady feeling of goodness that came with it. So now, I’m not afraid of it, but I don’t really have much of an interest in trying it again.”
 
   “Only time will tell. To give it a fair chance, you need to smoke a carton. I think it would do some good for you. Let me know if you need my advice, guidance, or help.”
 
   I heard a drawer open and Rina shuffling with something.
 
   “Here,” she said as she placed a pack of cigarettes and a lighter in my hands. “Take these for now. Put them in your purse. Smoke when you feel inclined. Don’t stop yet. See if this might help you first. Don’t be afraid.” I nodded, assuming that was enough for her. I didn’t plan to use them, but I didn’t want to hurt her feelings anymore. There was no way I was gonna do a carton, but it had been an interesting experience.
 
   And I’d been able to do it blind and with no, as-you-go, coaching.
 
   “Alie, I need to bring you up-to-date on what’s going on.”
 
   Again, I wanted to tell Rina my name was Natalie, but I didn’t. She was being so nice to me, and helpful, and even being the friend I really needed right then. So I gave up trying to get her to use my full name, at that point. I needed her, and I’d given her enough grief for one day. It wasn’t in my nature to be ungrateful.
 
   “First off, you’ll be able to come here for training in getting around, dealing with being blind, reading braille, career counselling, and  a bunch of other things for the next 30 to 60 working days – that’s Monday-to-Friday for six-to-ten more weeks. This is a big deal, and you’ll need it.”
 
   I believed her. “I’m very thankful,” I said, “especially to you for arranging this.”
 
   “I was glad to. Secondly, I’m assigned as your personal trainer and advisor, here in the Disability Services building and on the outside.”
 
   I wanted her to know how much I appreciated what she’d done, so I said, “Rina, nothing could make me happier.”
 
   “Good, ‘cause you’re stuck with me. Now for the downsides. Before we leave here this afternoon, you need to call your prospective employer and tell them what’s going on. You’ll probably have to reject their offer in writing, but you need to contact them now.”
 
   I suppose I’d kept hoping something would change with my condition. I didn’t know what. I still could hardly believe I was going to be blind for so long. When you’re 22, 18 months does seem like forever.
 
   “Alie, I need to ask you to surrender your Driver’s License to me. Obviously, you can’t drive. You’re blind.”
 
   “What do I do when I can see again?”
 
   “You’ll have to retake the test to get a new license. As far as the state is concerned, you’re blind and will remain that way. So when you become sighted, you’ll have to prove it by taking the test. Sorry.”
 
   “What do I do for an ID?” I asked as I fumbled around and fished my Driver’s License out of my purse, based on my memory of where it was.
 
   “I’ll have one made for you in a few days, after all the paperwork makes its way through the system. In the meantime, this temporary card gives your name, address and age.” She handed me a slip of thin cardboard, which I put into the wallet that I stuffed back in my purse.
 
   “Hi Rina,” another voice, male this time, with a distinct English accent, called from behind me.
 
   “Hi John. This is Alie Adams.”
 
   I finally admitted to myself that I was Alie here, and there was no getting around it. I held out my hand to where I thought John was. He took it and shook it.
 
   “John is going to start your braille training. Since you’ve done so well navigating, he’s going to have you through lunch and into the afternoon, until about 3:00. He’ll send you back here then to call River’s Edge Biotech, so remember to count your way to his office.”
 
   “Okay, Alie, let’s go.” That was all he said, and I was expected to follow.
 
   I used my cane to get out of Rina’s office. The corridor went left and right. “John?” I called out.
 
   “This way, Luv,” he said with his English accent. I turned left and tapped my way along. No help from John. Just blind Alie and her cane, attempting to find her way.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5 – Dancing in the Dark
 
    
 
   Once in his office, John gave me training pills, one to take immediately and one to take every morning, which would stimulate my hippocampus, and cause me to learn faster than I otherwise would. The state had licensed him to use them. Brand new technology, like blinding people instead of putting them behind bars. In essence, the state could put bars right into their bodies now. Terrific.
 
   We worked for a couple of hours and then took a lunch break. I guess I was progressing adequately, maybe even well because of the pills. I am a reasonably fast learner too. It was hard, and unlike anything I’d done before, except trying to learn the Cyrillic alphabet for my Russian elective in college. This time, though, my fingertips were supposed to be my alphabet translators. John expected me to learn Grade 2 braille, which included contractions, and was the most used among the truly, permanently blind. I didn’t protest. I was going to be blind for a long time. 
 
   We went to a nearby restaurant and I had to deal with everything myself, except that John paid. I managed, embarrassing myself a couple of times, especially when I got confused and dipped my eggroll in Wasabi mustard sauce. That about blew my head off. I almost passed out from the heat in my sinuses. John laughed at me, a big, spontaneous belly laugh.
 
   The prig – that’s a British enough description, isn’t it?
 
   After we ate, I heard him rustling for something. Then he asked if I wanted a smoke. “I don’t smoke,” I said.
 
   “Oh … I thought Rina told me you did.”
 
   “I’ve smoked exactly one cigarette in my life, and it was this morning in her office.”
 
   “Okay, then you do smoke.”
 
   “What’s with you people? Do you all smoke?”
 
   “Pretty much …”
 
   “Do all blind people smoke?”
 
   “Of course not, but Rina thought it would be good for you. She thought you really needed it,” he said, innocently. “Here.”
 
   He must have lit one and handed it to me because he grabbed my right hand and placed a cigarette between my fingers. I could smell smoke very close to my nose.
 
   “John, I don’t want this.”
 
   “Humor me. Or, rather humor Rina. It’ll make her happy.”
 
   “But …”
 
   “Go on, it won’t kill you.”
 
   “Maybe not today …”
 
   “Smoke it.”
 
   It came across as a friendly command which I didn’t have the energy to fight. My mind was mush from trying to wrap itself around braille. I put the cigarette to my mouth, drew in a fairly deep puff, and inhaled it into my virgin lungs. I held it while I regained my composure, then let it out. My head was already reacting with a buzz and some vertigo.
 
   “What kind are these?” I asked, to cover any weird reaction he might notice, and embarrass me by telling me about it.
 
   “Marlboro – same as you and Rina smoke.”
 
   “I don’t smoke!”
 
   “I saw the Softpack Reds in your purse when you got a tissue out.”
 
   “Rina gave me those. They aren’t my brand.”
 
   “Oh … then what is?”
 
   “I don’t have a brand!” I said forcefully, trying to suppress a laugh at the joke he was obviously playing. I took a decent puff and inhaled it, which didn’t help my argument.
 
   “Ah … sure … okay. Well, I guess you’ll have to make do with these for now.”
 
   I smoked the damn cigarette. There I was: a formerly nice, somewhat naive, frightfully innocent, still-young girl, now blind and smoking. My life was running away with me.
 
   John finished his and I could hear him light another. I stubbed mine out a minute later, my head swirling, though I didn’t have the urge to puke this time.
 
   “Want another?” John asked.
 
   I wanted to tell him to stick it where the sun didn’t shine, but he and Rina had been so friendly that I didn’t have the heart to. Instead, I said, “Sure … why not?”
 
   So I smoked my third cigarette. Frankly, it wasn’t that bad at all.
 
   I spent the afternoon being drilled on braille. I did well, maybe almost outstanding. John also taught me how to use the training software and peripherals I have at home now. He expected me to practice for three hours minimum every day, and meet with him for half a day on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays for the next month. His expectation was that, given hard work and the training pills, I’d be able to read effectively in braille by then. 
 
   There were side effects to the pills, both positive and negative, which I didn’t discover until much later - in one or two cases, not until they had subtly changed me.
 
   I finished up with John. Alone, I made my way back to Rina. My talking watch said it was 3:15 pm.
 
   “How did it go?” She asked first thing.
 
   “I learned some braille and how to use the electronic braille display, keyboard and software you bought for me. I got homework too. I think I did okay.”
 
   “John called and said you were very impressive, in how fast you learned. I think he found you to be cute too. Here, have a smoke and relax for a few minutes.”
 
   “Rina, I really don’t want to smoke. I had two with John. That’s enough.”
 
   “Didn’t you like it?”
 
   I had to think for a moment. “Yes, I liked it more or less, and that’s exactly why I don’t want to do it now.”
 
   “Don’t be silly, Alie. You need something to get yourself back in balance. Or, rather, to help you establish a new balance as a sightless woman. I don’t want to hear any arguments. Take one, they’re right in front of you.”
 
   I grumbled and then reached out, finding the pack she held. I took a cigarette and reached into my purse for the lighter. I managed to light the cigarette pretty easily. I drew on it for a couple seconds and inhaled it into my lungs. It felt fine.
 
   “There, better?” She asked.
 
   “I suppose so,” I said, trying to avoid talking about it anymore. These did not go with my squeaky-clean, innocent young girl image that I’d worked hard to foster and project. On the other hand, that girl hadn’t been a sentenced criminal either. So I smoked the thing. Again.
 
   “Okay,” Rina said, “you can have one more smoke to relax you, or you can jump right in and call River’s Edge Biotech.”
 
   A clear setup if ever there was one, but I decided to stall. “Give me another cigarette first, I probably need it.”
 
   So I smoked one more.
 
   I didn’t have the number with me so Rina looked it up on the web and dialed it for me. “Hello,” she said, “I’m calling Dr. Michael Liebermann. Natalie Adams would like to speak to him.” She tapped my hand and put the phone in it, saying, “You’re on hold while she connects him.”
 
   “Hello Natalie! This is Mike.” His friendly, boisterous voice boomed over the phone. “We’re looking forward to seeing you in about a week!”
 
   “Hi Dr. Liebermann …”
 
   “Please, call me Mike. We’re not formal here.”
 
   “Okay. I was also really looking forward to starting my dream job in a week. In fact, I’ve already moved here to River’s Edge. That’s why I’m calling.”
 
   “Natalie, is something the matter?”
 
   My voice had given me away already. I couldn’t help it. “Mike, I won’t be able to start in a week as I planned.”
 
   “Is something wrong?”
 
   “Something is very wrong. I’ve lost my sight in both eyes, Mike. I’m completely blind.”
 
   “WHAT! How could that happen?”
 
   “Uh … the doctors aren’t sure, but there appears to be an inflammation of my optic nerves. They suspect an autoimmune disease.” I’d made that up, after thinking about what to say for two days.
 
   “Can you see anything at all?”
 
   “No Mike, I’m totally blind. The doctors seem to think it’s treatable, but they expect it to be eighteen months before I’m able to see again.”
 
   “Natalie … I don’t know what to say.  I’m so very sorry. Are you getting the best treatment? I could make some calls …”
 
   I didn’t want anyone else to know what had really happened, so I said, “I’m confident that I’m getting the best care available.
 
   “I realize that this will obviously prevent me from starting when expected. It only just happened, and I wanted to let you know as soon as I was sure about my prognosis.”
 
   “I appreciate that very much. Unfortunately Natalie, there is no way for us to accommodate blind lab technicians …”
 
   “Mike, I completely understand that. I will send you a letter withdrawing my offer acceptance, but I wanted to call first.”
 
   “Natalie, we were very impressed with you. I’m hopeful that your recovery will go as well as or better than expected. As soon as your sight returns, you should contact me. If there is any possible way for me to do it, I will have an equivalent job available for you. So please let me know. In the meantime, I’ll pull your application and inform HR that you will not be starting as expected because of a medical emergency.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Mike.” I started to cry then, I couldn’t help it.
 
   “There’s no need for you to be sorry, Natalie. You focus on dealing with your handicap, and getting your life in order. Has River’s Edge connected you with a good physical and occupational therapy group?”
 
   “Yes, I’m being helped by Uptown Disability Services. That’s where I’m calling from now.”
 
   “Then get yourself better. When your sight returns, please call me immediately.”
 
   “I will; thank you Mike.”
 
   “You’re welcome, Natalie. I wish you well. Bye.”
 
   “Bye.” I started to cry even harder.
 
   “Alie …” Rina tried to talk to me.
 
   “Look what they did to me, Rina! They blinded me and ruined my career for a few little, minor mishaps!” I cried even harder, I couldn’t help it. “Nobody deserves what they did to me!”
 
   She let me cry it out for the next ten minutes. Finally, Rina said, “Okay, time to end the pity party for now. Get me to the Metrorail station, and to the grocery store closest to your house. Let’s smoke one and then take off. After grocery shopping, we’re going out to party …”
 
   “I’m in no mood to party, Rina.”
 
   “You will be. Here, take one of mine. I felt her nudge my hand and felt the pack there. I got a cigarette out. It seemed the thing to do. I got my lighter and lit it and managed to inhale on the first puff.
 
   **********
 
   Grocery shopping was interesting, confusing, and somewhat embarrassing, but we got it done. Leaving there, the only big news was that I was now the proud owner of a carton of Marlboro Softpack Reds of my very own. Rina told me she expected me to smoke the whole carton within two weeks. I pointed out that I’d need to smoke 15 per day to do that! So she changed it to ten days, or a pack per day. Then I could quit, if I didn’t like it.
 
   She made me promise on my honor to do it, or I would let her down. I absolutely hated that for three reasons: I didn’t want to smoke; I can’t stand the idea of letting anyone down; and I would never go back on a promise.
 
   Well, you’re saying, I shouldn’t have promised. Huh! She put me on the spot in a weak moment. Now I was at least committed to giving it a fair try.
 
   But then it’d be over. Probably worth it to get her to shut up.
 
   I had to cook so we didn’t start eating until almost 7:30. After we ate, Rina did my makeup and tried to fix my hair in some presentable way, using my curling iron to make it flip under. I could tell by the huffing noises that she was getting frustrated with it.
 
   “Alie …”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’ve gotta do something about this hair. It’s very pretty, but totally impractical. I’ll call that hairdresser tomorrow.”
 
   “But I like it the way it is,” I whined.
 
   “But I like it the way it is …,“ she mimicked with a sarcastic sing-song. “Take my word for it, it’s a simple, though elegant bob that’s very difficult to get to look right when you can’t see what you’re doing. As a result, under the current situation, without a LOT of work it does nothing for you.”
 
   “It looked good when I styled it.”
 
   “And it looks good now. But look how long I had to work at it, and I can see! Maybe it looked good when you could see to style it, but that’s in the past. You need hair surgery big time.”
 
   “But Rina …”
 
   “No ‘buts.’ Sorry, it’s gotta go.”
 
   I was weakening, but far from convinced. Finally blind, googly-eyed, made up and coiffed, Rina put me in this frilly, white, very-short party dress that I hardly ever wore. She judged me presentable. We went clubbing, a totally frightful experience when you’re sightless.
 
   **********
 
    “Hi!” I heard a melodious male voice. I thought it was directed at me. I was smoking one of Rina’s cigarettes. I exhaled, dropped my hand holding it to my side, and then asked, “Are you talking to me?”
 
   “Do you see any other beautiful, unattached women here besides yourself?” The man asked me.
 
   “No, but that’s no big deal. I can’t see anyone. For that matter, I can’t see you either. You obviously didn’t notice that I’m blind.” I took a long drag on the cigarette at this point. It felt like the right thing to do. I blew it out in what I thought was his direction.
 
   “Ah … oh … oops?” He said shyly. “I didn’t mean to offend. But I meant what I said, you’re very pretty.”
 
   “I thought you said I was beautiful?” I wasn’t going to make it easy for him. If he stuck around then, we’d see.
 
   “Ah … that too.”
 
   “I know for a fact that my sightless right eye is turned in. It disrupts my facial symmetry.” Let’s see him get outa that. 
 
   “Only a little, and it’s quite charming. It adds to your appeal.”
 
   I finished the cigarette – at least, I thought I did – and stubbed it out in the ashtray which someone had moved. Therefore, the first two stubbings were on the table top. He grabbed my hand, held it, and I heard the ashtray slide and brush my hand. I continued stubbing, this time actually in the ashtray.
 
    “Do you get off on blind girls?” I asked, meanly.
 
   “I don’t know. You’re the first one I’ve ever met. But I’d certainly like to investigate further.”
 
   Yeah, maybe he was a decent guy. But I wasn’t ready to admit it to myself yet.
 
   “So you’re telling me that you’d be willing to be seen with a girl with crooked eyes, probably crooked lipstick and other disheveled makeup, a tendency to fall over everything, and a risk of setting her hair on fire when she lights a cigarette?”
 
   “Or the table when she puts it out. When you put it that way … sure! What could be more fun? Besides, there’s a fix for everything you mentioned.”
 
   “Not for my crooked eye …”
 
   “Okay, almost everything. I could help with the makeup, lead you around obstacles, and put you out if you catch fire. Or you could quit smoking.”
 
   I had to laugh at that. “Actually, I don’t smoke.”
 
   “Could’ve fooled me.”
 
   “Yeah … no … I mean a friend is trying to get me to smoke to help me through this tough time of having recently become sightless.”
 
   “Wow, this is recent?”
 
   “Very recent. This is my first night out since it happened.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but glad you decided to get out. Can I ask how it happened?”
 
   “Some kind of autoimmune attack on my optic nerves.”
 
   “Can you see anything?”
 
   “Absolutely nothing at all.”
 
   “Is there anything they can do?”
 
   “No. I’m blind and the doctors say I always will be.” That was the story Rina and I had concocted. We thought it would avoid a long conversation about something I didn’t want people to know.
 
   “Then that makes it even more courageous that you’re out and about. You must be quite a lady. My name is Rod, by the way.”
 
   “I’m N … Alie – short for Natalie. It’s nice talking to you, Rod.” I extended my hand and I felt him take it.
 
   “I’m delighted to know you, Alie. Can I light another cigarette for you?” He asked. God! Was there anyone here who didn’t smoke?
 
   “Do you smoke?” I asked.”
 
   “Yes, a habit I’ve had for a while,” he admitted. “Want one of mine? Marlboro Red 100s.”
 
   “Close enough; I have Marlboro Softpacks Reds.”
 
   He put one in my hands. I held it to my lips and sucked as he lit it. That was probably my tenth cigarette of the day, and I had only taken three from the pack Rina had given me. Plus I had a carton at home.
 
   As we smoked, I told him about me – a now unemployed bio lab technician. He was an investment banker, just getting started. He was three years older than I, with an MBA in Finance.
 
   The cigarettes were done and we danced. We danced a lot. Mostly fast, a couple slow. Compared to me, he was taller (who isn’t?), muscular, and he smelled wonderful. “You smell great!” I said. “What is that cologne?”
 
   He laughed. “Jaiper Homme, by Boucheron. My sister bought it for me last Christmas. You like it?”
 
   “Oh yeah. My eyes are useless, but my nose is pumped. You smell heady, sexy, strong, and good enough to eat.”
 
   “Hmm … I think that’s the first time anyone has ever told me that.”
 
   “Then you’re hanging out with the wrong crowd.”
 
   “So can I assume I’ve finally arrived where I belong?”
 
   “Do you really want to be seen with a blind chick?”
 
   “But you can’t see me …”
 
   “Asshole. I meant other people.” We both laughed.
 
   “I’d be proud to be seen with you.”
 
   “Goofy eyes and all?”
 
   “Like I said, I like your eyes. The fact that they aren’t perfectly aligned gives you a unique look that’s endearing. Can I call you?”
 
   “Yes. But if you don’t, I’ll hunt you down.”
 
   “How will you recognize me?”
 
   “Ha! By your delicious scent, of course!”
 
   “Hmm … good point. Okay, I’ll call.” And I gave him my number and memorized his.
 
   We smoked some more and danced some more and Rina finally joined us.
 
   “Rina, this is my new friend, Rod … ah … short for – Rodney?”
 
   “Nope, worse than that. Roderick. Old family name. That’s my handicap.”
 
   “I’d say it doesn’t compare, but I like the fact that you’re comfortable enough to joke with me.” I did feel relaxed with Rod.
 
   “Well Alie, if you want sympathy, you’ll have to look elsewhere. I think you’re absolutely fine as you are. And no, I may not be the handsomest guy in the world, but I’m not a troll either.”
 
   Rina stepped in, “Alie, Rod is about as far from a troll as it’s possible to be. He’s almost as good looking as you are.”
 
   “Then I feel sorry for you, Rod.” And I laughed.
 
   “When you’re dancing, you two are the hottest couple out there by a mile,” Rina added.
 
   “There’s no doubt Alie can dance,” Rod said, “and I mean really, really dance!”
 
   “You two are embarrassing me,” I blurted out. Secretly, I was getting a boost from this conversation.
 
   “It must be those years of dance lessons, coupled with some inborn ability,” Rina stated frankly.
 
   A slow-to-medium tempo song started then and I felt Rod take my hand and lead me to the hard dance floor again.
 
   The music really caught me in its tempo and I found myself swaying sensuously to the oscillating beat. I danced like I would normally have, but without visual cues, which was all I could do. I had to assume that Rod would keep up with me. I couldn’t dance with him when he wasn’t holding me.
 
   Something special must have happened because I could suddenly feel more uncrowded space around me as I was completely caught up in the music and the moment. After a particularly moving sway to the tempo, I felt Rod press up against me and we moved together as one person – side-to-side, up-and-down pushed against each other as though we’d been partners for years.
 
   I was in a black world with only the sensation of Rod and the hypnotic beat of the music, but I felt the eyes of the whole club on me. Rod and I were in some celestial zone where any movement either of us made only built on the mood created by the sensual song.
 
   When it ended, I heard a hundred people or more burst into applause. Was that for us?
 
   No. It was for me, as Rina told me when Rod led me back to the table where she sat. Apparently, when the song neared its end, Rod had stepped back as I continued to sway to the music, gestured to me, and the crowd went crazy.
 
   I had heard more than a few people say, “I think she’s blind! But wow, can she dance!”
 
   I wanted to see what was going on! I couldn’t see. I couldn’t see anything with my dead eyes.
 
   “That was incredible! You were SO HOT!” Rod exclaimed. “You had this crowd in the palm of your hand! I’ve never seen anyone dance like that! Alie, you’ve got to promise to spend more time with me!”
 
   “All you need to do is call,” I replied.
 
   “Count on it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6 – I Am Not My Hair
 
    
 
   The next day, tired though still warm from my big night dancing blind, I managed to find my way uptown in record time, and tapped my way to Uptown Disability Services.
 
   The day was pretty much a copy of yesterday: maneuverability training and braille training took up most of it. And, of course, there were the numerous smoking breaks almost forced on me by Rina and John. Rina had made me promise to do 20 cigarettes a day, and to give her a running tally. How ignorant was that? But I did. At 3:30 I met again with Betty, this time to chat about the challenges of being blind.
 
   As though I didn’t know.
 
   As it turned out, she did provide some very helpful insights – bad word for a blind person, I prefer realizations – that would help me in social situations or in public – like last night when I was the unexpected hit of the club.
 
   I stopped in Rina’s office before I left.
 
   “Good news,” she announced when I went in.”
 
   “Since I’m sure you aren’t going to tell me my sight is coming back early, just dump it on me.”
 
   “Have a cigarette first.”
 
   “Rina …”
 
   “How many so far today?”
 
   “I don’t know …”
 
   “You’d better know. You promised me a solid trial.”
 
   “Based on your criteria …”
 
   “Yep. So, how many?”
 
   “Eight so far.”
 
   “Not bad. Light number nine, and I’ll tell you the good news.”
 
   I lit up. I was already able to do this without burning anything but the end of the cigarette. “Okay, what?”
 
   “I was able to get you in with Kirsten, the hairdresser for tomorrow at 4:00. You’re her last appointment of the day, so she can spend plenty of time with you.”
 
   “RINA! That’s not good news! I’m not ready to change my hair yet – especially since it’s gonna mean losing most of it!”
 
   “Consider it part of your instructor-ordered resocialization.”
 
   “No! I don’t wanna …”
 
   “I don’t wanna …,” she mocked me – again. I hated when she did that. “My job is to get you functional as the blind woman you are, and this is part of that. Deal with it.”
 
   “Rina …” I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to lose the hair I had left – after all, I had it cut into this bob only a few weeks ago!
 
   “Assume you don’t have a choice. I’ll help you get there.”
 
   “Meaning you’ll try to keep me from getting run over by a bus, but I’ll have to do all the work.”
 
   “If you’re getting lost and will be late, I’ll steer you back on course.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.”
 
   “You’re not so appealing as a blind girl when you get sarcastic.”
 
   “And I’m supposed to care because?”
 
   “You shouldn’t lose your charm because you can’t see.”
 
   “You’re sarcastic all the time!”
 
   “But I can see and I have no charm to begin with.”
 
   “Wha … what?”
 
   “Yeah. Exactly! Tomorrow at 4:00. We’ll leave here at 3:45, and we can walk there.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You’re impossible.”
 
   “You’re blind, and I know what’s best for you.”
 
   “I could say something rude.”
 
   “But you won’t because you’re too sweet, Alie.”
 
   She was right, the bitch. But I couldn’t say it out loud. I finished my cigarette and stubbed it out.
 
   “See you in the morning,” she said. “We’ll pay for the cut as part of your orientation, but you should bring something for the tip.”
 
   I got up to leave. “Yeah, yeah. I will,” was all I said.
 
   “Don’t forget, you need to smoke 11 more before midnight,” she called after me.
 
   I considered going back and throwing something at her. But I didn’t.
 
   **********
 
   I smoked the final 11 of the day over the course of the evening, as I sat or blindly puttered around my house. I’ll admit that I enjoyed most of them, though I didn’t enjoy being forced to smoke them. When the carton was gone, that would be it. I would have proven to Rina that I understood what it was all about, and that I wasn’t interested. At least, until then, I was willing to let myself enjoy smoking, rather than beating myself up every time I lit a cigarette. The whole process was becoming automatic, including the full inhales I was taking, but I still thought about smoking the things when I was doing it.
 
   The next day I had more training and both Rina and John praised me for my quick progress. John’s pills probably helped, but I had always been a fast learner. 
 
   The pills tended to not only heavily reinforce what I was learning, but they also solidified whatever was going on in my life when I took them. I didn’t realize it then, but two of the things they affected were my smoking and my acclimation to being blind. As a result, the smoking I did was, prematurely, cemented more tightly into my mind as a normal thing to do. Blind became my expected way to be, to the point that I would eventually have more and more difficulty recalling pictures in my mind of things I’d seen a thousand times, back when I was sighted.
 
   I was already beginning to think differently about myself. Most people, being sighted, were not like me. In my distressed mind, I felt they were also probably superior to me. I was in the small minority of people who had only four senses, of which vision wasn’t one. That especially affected my confidence in my chances for landing a decent job.
 
   Rina told me she’d put out feelers for a job for me yesterday, and would let me know when she heard something. She’d work on it some more while I had my braille reading lessons with John. She sounded cautiously hopeful, but I was pretty down about my prospects.
 
   I had lunch with Rina. Over a couple cigarettes after we ate, I told her where my head was on the planned haircut. I guess I was feeling especially open to new things this day, or suckered into the whole mess. What’s a blind girl to do when a sighted person is convinced that she should follow their advice? I felt inferior again … or still.
 
   “Okay, Rina, I’ll try your hairdresser, but I don’t know what I’m willing to do to my hair to make it easier for me to style.”
 
   “That’s okay, talk to Kirsten, the hairdresser. She’ll have ideas to pick from.”
 
   “How can I tell without seeing them?”
 
   “That’s a dumb question.”
 
   “Why is that dumb?”
 
   “Because you’re blind and can’t see anything! You have to rely on other senses and your own ability to imagine things that you can’t see – in this case, make sure she describes the possible style to you so that you can create a mental picture. Stop using ‘I’ or ‘me’ and ‘see’ or words like it in the same sentence. People who know you’re blind now will be confused and may ask you embarrassing questions about what’s going on.”
 
   She had a point, sort of. I’d try to watch it.
 
   I told her I didn’t know if I were ready to do this yet. In typical Rina fashion, she said, “No time like the present,” and that was that.
 
   In some ways, I envied her focus. In other ways, it drove me crazy.
 
   “Did you smoke your 20 yesterday?” She asked on the way to Kirsten’s place. She’d told me how to get there walking and left it up to me to navigate the sidewalks tapping my cane and listening with my ears.
 
   “Yes mother, I did my 20 – before midnight.”
 
   “Did it help you relax, mellow out, become more even?”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I have to admit that it did. I don’t mind smoking – actually, I mostly enjoy it. But I’ll be glad when this carton is done and I’ve proven to you that I do get it and I still don’t want to do it.”
 
   “Oh well,” she said, not sounding as resigned as I would have expected, “it’ll help you get through the first two weeks or so anyway.”
 
   “Yeah, that may be a good thing.”
 
   **********
 
   We arrived at the hairdresser. Rina made me lead her inside. I fumbled some but I don’t think I made a big fool of myself. She made me find the front desk – it was a large, full-service salon and I didn’t know where to go.
 
   “May I help you?” A girl called from my left.
 
   I made my way to a counter where the voice had come from. “Sorry, I’m blind,” I said. I was embarrassed, though there wasn’t any reason to be.
 
   “Oh, I can help you; I’m right here,” the perky voice said. She was directly in front of me. I had no idea where my eyes were pointing. My left was probably pointing down, while my right turned in. What a peculiar sight I must have been.
 
   “I have an appointment with Kirsten at 4:00.”
 
   “Okay, you must be Alie?”
 
   I was wondering if I’d ever be Natalie again. “Yes.”
 
   “Let me take you to a seat. Kirsten will be out here to meet you in a couple of minutes.”
 
   She must have come around and touched my arm. I found the position to hold onto her arm, right above the elbow, and she took me to a seat. I heard her ask Rina if she needed help, and Rina saying she was with me.
 
   “Alie?” I heard a pleasant, friendly voice call.
 
   I stood up. “I’m Alie,” I said. I heard the click of heels on the hard floor as someone approached me from the right. “Kirsten?”
 
   “Yes. Glad to meet you.” I put out my hand and she took it right away.
 
   “In case you didn’t know, I’m blind,” I said. It wasn’t so embarrassing this time.
 
   “Yes, Rina told me. I understand that you lost your sight recently?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m still new at this blind thing.”
 
   “Let me lead you back to my room. Do you want to take my arm?”
 
   “That’d be perfect.” My hand closed around her arm, above the elbow as I’d been taught.
 
   As we walked back, she asked, “What’s your prognosis? Can the doctors help?”
 
   “Sadly, no. There’s nothing I can do. I’m sightless for the duration.” I left it at that.
 
   “Well, let’s at least make you look great.”
 
   “I hope so. I’m nervous. Rina thinks I need something much easier to style. If I’m honest with myself, I know she’s right. Unfortunately, I love this style I have – the slightly more than chin-length bob – which I only got recently – but I can’t fix it right. Worse yet, I can’t tell if it’s right or not.”
 
   “It’s a little … irregular at the moment. I can see where it would be a dynamite style on you under other circumstances. But I think we can come up with something equally hot.”
 
   “I don’t feel very hot.”
 
   “She says that,” said Rina, “but you should have seen her dancing at the club two nights ago. She was unbelievably good: smokin’ hot, hot, hot … and sexy!”
 
   Up until she spoke, I didn’t know Rina was tagging along.
 
   Kirsten laughed. “Then I’ll really have to come up with a killer cut.”
 
   “Maybe I could just shave my head …” I joked, weakly.
 
   “You could, but I’d save that for when nothing else works.” Kirsten had taken me seriously; I’d been joking. There was no way I was losing all my hair along with my sight.
 
   She sat me in what felt like a typical salon chair and proceeded to run her fingers through my hair, pulling it this way and that. “Your hair is pretty straight, does it hold any curl?”
 
   “When it was really long, I’d curl the ends with a curling iron after adding a little gel or mousse. Now, I’m pretty inept with a curling iron, or even with a blow dryer. For example, when I tried the dryer the other night, my left side poofed out and my right side was flat and flipped up instead of under.”
 
   “Yeah, I understand. You probably need something that you can simply run your fingers through and enhance a bit, but which mostly goes right into place after you wash it.”
 
   “How would that work unless it was short?”
 
   “Honestly, Alie … it wouldn’t.”
 
   “In other words, you want to cut all my hair off.” I had a sinking feeling in my stomach.
 
   “That’s what would work. You can’t have it long and make it look great, like it should. In a different style, though, it can be even better for you, even more exciting. If you still want to keep it fashionable and edgy, what you need to do is cut it short. Consider it an opportunity, not a problem. In the end it’ll be better. You’ve already determined that hair this long isn’t going to meet your needs.”
 
   My needs, I thought. My needs as a blind person who can’t even style her own hair. This was going to add to my cruel, unfair punishment. I sat there, not knowing what to say.
 
   “Here, take this cigarette,” Rina said, “It’ll help. You can smoke here, right?”
 
   “Sure,” Kirsten said. I held it to my lips and puffed as, I assumed, Rina lit it. I held an ashtray in my other hand as Kirsten went on.
 
   “To keep your hair youthful and exciting, I’d suggest you pick from one of three styles. Style one is a modified buzz. I’d cut your hair to about five-eighths of an inch on top and the upper sides, shorter below and in the back.”
 
   “Whoa!” I said instantly.
 
   “Wait.  Before you reject it out-of-hand, let me tell you the advantages. One, it’s very chic, very fashionable. Only a few women are beautiful enough to pull it off, but you easily are. It requires no work at all. Wash, dry, wear. You could add a little gel if you wanted to make the front stand up more. You would need a trim every two to three weeks.”
 
   “Uh …”
 
   “The next style would be longer on top, one-to-three inches long, and short on the sides – up over your ears and tapered down in the back - but the sides could be a tad longer than with the buzz. You’d gel it and use your fingers to muss and spike the top. You could easily do that without seeing it.”
 
   “One to three inches sounds pretty short.”
 
   “Any longer and it wouldn’t spike, it would fall over. Even if you used enough gel on a longer cut to make it stand up, I think it would look kind of odd. It should probably be closer to one than three inches. You’d need a trim every three or four weeks.”
 
   “What else could you do?” I wasn’t happy with what I was hearing, even if she did think I was beautiful enough to pull these off. I’d never had hair shorter than mine was right now. This was awful.
 
   “The last idea is to cut you to about three inches all over, then give you a very tight, very curly perm. After you wash it, you add a little mousse to avoid frizz, and fluff the curls a little with your fingers. Voila, you’re all set and it dries naturally. If you did that, I’d suggest you go darker – at least medium to dark brown. I personally don’t think blonde hair and tight curls go together. You’d need a trim after about five weeks, and a re-perm every other time, which is often, but keeping it short will avoid any re-perm damage.”
 
   “None of your options leave me with much hair.”
 
   “Sorry, Alie, but any of those would look great on you. You’re a very lovely woman. Oh … yeah … there is one more thing. Those eyebrows have to go.”
 
   “Go? You mean …”
 
   “They won’t look right with short hair. They’ll have to be thinner - a lot thinner. Otherwise, they’ll overwhelm your face and draw attention from your hair.”
 
   Rina chipped in, “They’ll also call more attention to your eyes, and I know the misalignment bothers you anyway.”
 
   “Oh … maybe you should just shoot me now! Consciously or subconsciously, I’ve tried to develop and nurture a certain look for myself since I was in junior high. Now you’re telling me that it all has to change …”
 
   “If you mean that innocent look,” Rina said, “you’re right. It’s going to go. That doesn’t mean you won’t look fantastic - beautiful AND sexy - if you go with one of Kirsten’s ideas, though.”
 
   “Except for my googly eyes.”
 
   “I’ve told you, they’re charming. They do need some liner, though. Kirsten, don’t you guys do permanent makeup here?”
 
   “Yes. Eyeliner, brows, and lips mostly. I think they’re here until 9:00 tonight.”
 
   “Just what the rehab ordered, Alie,” Rina tossed out.
 
   “Gee, that’s great,” I replied, deadpan.
 
   “Okay, Alie,” Kirsten said, “what would you like to do?”
 
   “Honestly? Run away and hide. But I won’t.  I don’t want to be buzzed, but I get the easiness appeal. Spiked would make me kinda punk, but maybe that’s okay. The perm leaves my hair longer, especially at the sides, even if it is all curled up. I get what you said about the color though, but I’ve never had darker hair than my natural dark blonde, let alone real brunette.
 
   “I guess I’m resigned to doing this. What the heck – I’ll never see it anyway. If enough people tell me they like it, maybe I’ll come to believe them. I wish we could flip a coin – but I don’t know any three-sided ones.” I tried to smile and giggle but it fell flat.
 
   “I have an idea, if you really want to pick randomly,” Kirsten offered. “I’ll call up a random number generator on my iPad and let it pick. We’ll number them one to three. One is the buzz, two is the spike, and three is the perm. Okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Let’s see. Here it is. Generate one random number, between one and three. Okay, ready?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You’ll abide by the random call?”
 
   “Yes, just do it.”
 
   “It’s a three, right Rina?”
 
   “Yep, it’s a three, you’re gonna be a curly brunette.”
 
   In moments, she began to cut away my beautiful, light blonde hair.
 
   After ten or fifteen minutes, she began to roll it up on tiny perm rods. I knew they were tiny because she let me hold one. I’d never had a perm, but I’d seen the rollers before … when I could see. These felt a lot smaller than what I’d seen.
 
   Rina lit another cigarette for me. I smoked it and two others while Kirsten worked.
 
   Rolling took a long time. While it was going on, Rina took the initiative to schedule me for a manicure, pedicure, eyebrow waxing, and permanent liner and lip color, after my hair was done.
 
   “I don’t know if I want permanent makeup.” I told her, though at that point, I really didn’t care. My hair, which had been my pride, was gone so what did it matter? I was trying to be difficult out of frustration with what my loss of sight had done to me. Yeah, self-pity again.
 
   “Sure you do, you’re just struggling with the changes,” Rina responded.
 
   “Well I’ve had a lot of them!” I said, exasperated. Rina was pulling me down the tracks like a runaway freight train. She was almost irresistible in her logical, practical, prodding way of getting on with things.
 
   “So you have. But you’ll come out of this a better person.”
 
   “If uglier is better …”
 
   “Alie, you couldn’t be ugly if you worked at it with a crew of twenty-five others. You are inherently pretty, stunningly beautiful actually. Sometimes I think you have this need to have that reinforced by the people around you. So I’m reinforcing it.”
 
   “Me too,” said Kirsten. She’d put a long, cotton strip around my hairline to catch drips. I could feel the cold liquid being squirted onto the curlers in my hair. More chemicals, this time determined to kink up my short hair.
 
   After about forty-five more minutes, and three additional cigarettes, the perm was done and my head was covered with tight, springy curls. I ran my fingers through the wet mass.
 
   “Oh my God!” I exclaimed. “I can hardly get my fingers through them!”
 
   “That’s the way they’re supposed to be,” Kirsten noted. “I used the ultra-strong hold perm so they won’t relax any either. That way, the style will hold until it’s redone in ten weeks. Time to color. I think we should go with a level-three, slightly warm dark brown. Okay?”
 
   “Yeah, whatever you think might look right. It’ll be invisible to me anyway.”
 
   And so that’s what she did to me. Now I was a brunette – a very dark brown one according to Kirsten, as my hair had sucked up the color – with my kinky-curly hair trimmed to an even length all over. She showed me how to fluff it up, and flick some of the curls so they barely touched my forehead.
 
   Rina had apparently returned to the room then. “Wow, Alie! You look great! Honest.”
 
   “Even my brows?” I said hopefully.
 
   “No, I was talking about your hair.” She and Kirsten proceeded to congratulate each other and me for looking so great. Whoopee.
 
   They led me to another room where I was introduced to the manicurist, who sounded really young. While she did my pedicure and manicure, someone else entered and started on my brows. I let Kirsten, who’d apparently decided to hang out with us for a while since her day was now over, tell the eyebrow girl what she thought should be done. I felt the warm wax and the paper applied as my Madonna-like brows were ripped away.
 
   After one round, Kirsten suggested they should be reduced in thickness further, and so she waxed me again. “How’s that?” The eyebrow artist asked. “Thin enough?”
 
   “Yes, that’s plenty thin,” Kirsten answered as I gulped. I reached up to feel them and all I could detect with my sensitive fingertips was a thin line with slightly less arch than I’d had before.
 
   “What do they look like?” I asked, afraid of the answer. I suspected the artist had gotten impatient with Kirsten wanting them redone thinner and took it out on me.
 
   “Very slick, very sophisticated,” Kirsten said, with no detectable doubt in her voice. “They complement you and balance your face perfectly.”
 
   “They’re stunning,” Rina offered. “And they draw attention to themselves and away from where your eyes are pointing. This was a really good idea.”
 
   They seemed so positive that I relaxed some. I was as I was. There wasn’t anything I could do about it. At least I couldn’t see my hair or brows. For one brief moment, it was good that I was blind.
 
   Of course, if I hadn’t been, none of this would have happened in the first place.
 
   According to Rina, my nails were a rich, deeper red. I normally wore my fingernails and toenails medium length, with a reasonable amount of white showing on the tips if they weren’t polished. They were both cut very short – as short as possible - a length the manicurist had chosen as best for me. I didn’t care. They probably looked alright. I do have pretty hands and feet. Now my nails were short. That was fine by me. There’d be nothing to break off if this blind girl banged into things.
 
   I took a break and lit another cigarette. They were going to do my eyelids and lips next. That meant tattooing both of them! Oh my God!
 
   In an hour I was done. Apparently I had medium-thickness, sable liner on both my upper and lower lids. My lips, which hurt like the devil when they were essentially tattooed, were a blood red, according to Rina, but not as dark as my nails. I wondered how they’d look when I became a blonde again, after my vision returned. Who knows? I’d always worn dark coral colors before, not very exciting, but pretty. Maybe I’d stay a brunette. I wondered if I’d like dark brown hair, once I could see it.
 
   You’re still Natalie, I kept telling myself. Or Alie. I guess I was Alie. I didn’t have much in common with Natalie anymore, and I certainly didn’t look like her. But I was still Natalie, right? I am not my hair.
 
   I hoped.
 
   We left. Rina wanted to go clubbing again. She kept absolutely raving about how great I looked, almost to the point that I started to believe her. At one point, I thought she might actually be hitting on me, but I rejected that as ridiculous.
 
   Since I could feel that my lips were kind of puffy and they definitely were sore, I told her no, not tonight. She made me promise to go with her tomorrow. I tentatively agreed.
 
   When I got home there was a message from Rod. He’d called! I called him back and we agreed to meet at the club where we’d first met, tomorrow night. I told him he wouldn’t recognize me, and to be prepared to be surprised. But I made him promise to give me his honest impression.
 
   As I sat there in my darkness listening to music, the thoughts of this whole day and the sort-of-date for tomorrow made me anxious. So I did what I’d been taught to do – I lit another cigarette. By the time I’d gone to bed, I’d smoked 21 for the day, several of them not even from my private stash. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7 – Need You Tonight
 
    
 
   Since the next day was a Saturday, I slept in. In my first ten days in River’s Edge, my east-facing bedroom had been far too bright in the morning so I would have gotten up anyway. That problem was gone now. The windows still faced east, but my only way of detecting the sun was by its warmth. That actually helped keep me asleep. It was 10:35 by my talking watch when I rolled out to face the day. Not that I could see any of it.
 
   I wasn’t supposed to wash my hair for 48 hours. I could tell by feeling it that the mousse had kept it slightly stiff and in place. I don’t roll around much when I sleep, so I probably didn’t frizz it up any. It was so springy-curly that it didn’t even feel flat in the back where I’d lain on it.
 
   My lips were still sore and a little puffy. My eyelids felt okay.
 
   Almost without thinking about it, I groped for my cigarettes and lit one. What the heck, I’d agreed to smoke a pack a day until the carton was done, and I felt like having one. It was actually pretty good. Maybe really good. It tasted okay; it woke me up; and it gave me a boost.
 
   I didn’t mind smoking, but I had no intention of continuing once I’d proven to Rina that I now understood why it might be helpful to some people, and still didn’t want to be a smoker.
 
   Right before lunchtime, my doorbell rang. Oh no! I thought. What am I going to do? This was the first time someone had arrived unexpectedly since I’d lost my sight. Actually, it was the first time anyone had come to the door since I’d moved to River’s Edge.
 
   What could I do? I made my way to the door and opened it. I tried to look where I thought the visitor’s head might be and said, “Hi.”
 
   “Hi! I’m Megan and this is Lindsey. We live a few blocks away and we wanted to welcome you to the neighborhood!”
 
   Yeah, she sounded perky. Like I probably used to. But her intentions were good, I assumed.
 
   “Thank you,” I managed to say. “I’m … Natalie, but everyone here calls me Alie.”
 
   I decided to give them the benefit of the doubt. “Well, this is nice! Would you like to come in?”
 
   “Sure!” Another voice, I assume Lindsey’s, replied.
 
   I managed to unlatch the screen door and let them into the living room. I motioned to where I thought the couch was, and sat in the recliner.
 
   “You’re blind?” Megan asked easily, like it happened all the time.
 
   “Yes. I’m totally without sight.” I’d been told to say that, since some legally blind people can see some shapes or patches of light. “Black on black,” I added.
 
   “We didn’t know. Usually, they tell us about any handicaps for new residents in New Brighten.
 
   New Brighten was the River’s Edge neighborhood or subdivision where my house was.
 
   “That’s okay.”
 
   “We brought you a basket of goodies from the folks nearby. I hope you can enjoy them.”
 
   “How nice!” I said. I honestly did think that the gift was very nice. Even blind, I’m not grumpy and cynical all the time. I reached out for the basket. Someone handed it to me and went through everything in it, taking my hand to touch each item. There was a lot of stuff there!
 
   “Wow!” I said. “That’s very generous of you.”
 
   “We’re glad to do it. This is a very tight community. Besides, some of your association fees will contribute to doing this for the next person.”
 
   I laughed and assured them that I thought that was a worthy cause. I only hoped I’d find a way to make the money to pay the fees! I didn’t tell them that.
 
   “You’re very beautiful,” Lindsey said.
 
   “Why thank you,” I said, genuinely pleased. “This is a new look for me and I have no way at all of judging how I look.”
 
   “I think spectacular would pretty much hit it,” said Megan this time.
 
   “My hair is naturally straight and blonde,” I couldn’t resist saying.
 
   “I would never have known,” Megan said. “If you don’t mind me saying so, I think this is the right look for you. It’s really off-the-charts excellent.”
 
   “Ha!” I laughed. “You’re too kind.”
 
   “I’m truthful,” Megan said, in a no-nonsense voice.
 
   That made me feel good, but I tried to divert the conversation to the neighborhood and other topics.
 
   As they were leaving and Lindsey was, apparently, out the door, Megan turned to me and said, “Can I call you sometime, to spend some private time with me?”
 
   Because I was still unsure about the source of or reason for Rina’s friendliness, that might have been my first lesbian come-on. I didn’t care about that or how she looked. But there was one thing I needed to know. “Do you really want to spend time with a blind girl?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   I wasn’t going to get into bed with her, but I could use some company now and then. I was a femme-femme virgin, of course, and didn’t have any plans of relinquishing that title. We could be friends, though. “Then call me,” I told her, perhaps naively.
 
   “I’ll make it worth your while,” she said and left.
 
   **********
 
   About 6:00 that evening, I started to get ready for the club – and Rina and Rod. Now I was glad that Rina had arranged my closet and my drawers, and made me memorize what was where. I found my low-cut, sleeveless dress blouse, a phat, navy miniskirt, and black thong panties – the only thong I owned. I put the blouse on without a bra – no need for one with these little “B” tits. I topped it off with 4” heeled sandals that showed my short-nailed, pretty (I assumed) red toes.
 
   I put on foundation, being careful to avoid my brows, eyelids, and still sore, still swollen lips. I smoked another cigarette, my 14th of the day. These weren’t so bad. As I was stubbing it out, the bell rang. It was Rina.
 
   “Holy shit! You look great!” She exclaimed.
 
   “So do you!” I mimicked her enthusiasm.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “I love your killer outfit and your hair is fantastic!” I said, pouring it on.
 
   “What? You mean you can … Ah, you asshole. You’re feeding me a line of shit.”
 
   “But I had you for a moment there.”
 
   “Bitch.”
 
   “Fuck Bunny.”
 
   “Alie, coming from you? The word ‘fuck?’ Well, I never …”
 
   “I’m not as innocent as you seem to think I am.”
 
   “Yes you are.”
 
   I paused for a moment. “Yeah, okay, I am. Don’t tell anyone.”
 
   “No need, everyone knows it already. But tonight, we’re gonna change that perception.”
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   “I will, you won’t.”
 
   “Oh … yeah. You never stop reminding me, do ya?”
 
   “I will when you forget about it.”
 
   “Forget about being blind?”
 
   “No, forget about ever being anything but blind. It’s best for you, you know.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, yeah …”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “Okay, sensei, I’m agreeing with you.”
 
   “You have a very irritating way of doing that.”
 
   “Deal with it.” At this point, I was laughing and so was Rina.
 
   “You’re meeting Rod there, right?”
 
   “I sure hope so.”
 
   “Okay, if you hook up, I’ll make my way home on my own, don’t worry.”
 
   “Duh. But what if you hook up and I don’t?”
 
   “Then you make your way home on your own.”
 
   “HOW?”
 
   “Get a taxi; use your cane. Whatever works. You’re an adult.”
 
   “A very recently blind one!”
 
   “Gotta learn to work with what you have.”
 
   Obviously, I wasn’t going to get a break from her, whether or not we were becoming good friends. If I got stranded, Rina expected me to deal with it, blindness notwithstanding. Had she been a swimming instructor, her approach would have been to toss the novice into the deep end and leave them to struggle.
 
   “Ready to go?” She asked.
 
   “I did everything else, teacher, can you help me with eye shadow?”
 
   “Yes.” And she did. We left, got to the club, ate a quick snack and then started some serious drinking.
 
   About a half hour later, Rina said, “I see Rod just came in. I’m gonna duck down, see if he recognizes you.”
 
   Five minutes later, I still hadn’t heard Rod call to me. Rina was laughing. “What?” I said.
 
   “He’s walked by three times, looked directly at you twice, and didn’t recognize you at all.”
 
   “Oh great.”
 
   “Here he comes again.”
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   “In front of you, about ten feet away, at two o’clock.”
 
   I waited a moment. “Hey sailor!” I called out. “Can you help a blind girl?”
 
   “ALIE?” I heard him exclaim. “ALIE, IS THAT YOU?”
 
   Oh God, what had I done – or rather, what had I let Kirsten and Rina do to me? I panicked.
 
   “She did this to me,” I said as I pointed to where I thought Rina was.
 
   “Holy shit, Alie! You look fucking incredible … sorry … you look absolutely gorgeous!”
 
   “Really? You didn’t recognize me.”
 
   “I DO NOW! WOW, WOW, WOW! I didn’t think you could be hotter than you were, but you are! I love your hair! Your makeup is different and I love it too!”
 
   “Honest?”
 
   “I’ve never been more honest. Damn, girl! You’re as desirable as any lady could be! Will you marry me?”
 
   “Ha!” I had to laugh. “We’ll see. Ask me again in a couple of months.”
 
   “I’ll put it on my calendar.” I heard him move toward me, then felt his lips on mine. I was feeling very, very happy at that moment and my return kiss reflected it, I was sure.
 
   We danced and drank and smoked and laughed and danced and smoked some more. There was a dance contest and Rod and I won it easily. Two-hundred bucks prize money! I wanted to split it, but he made me keep it. He said I could win with any partner, but he only stood a chance if he were with me.
 
   So I kept it, planning to spend it on the three of us anyway.
 
   Rina slipped out and Rod took me home. I really liked this guy.
 
   I invited him in, of course, and we sat on the couch talking for a long time. He held my hand or put his arm around me and I found I was in a snuggling mood. Jaxson was never much of a snuggler, so this was something of a new experience, or a renewed experience.
 
   We talked about our past, getting to know each other a little better. He got me to open up about being blind. I had to fabricate part of the story; I didn’t know him well enough to tell him it was a plea bargain designed to keep me out of jail, at least not yet. He did ask me an interesting question: what kind of hobbies or interests did I have. Implied in that was ‘did I have, now that I’m blind,’ though he didn’t say that.
 
   I told him I was an avid painter and that I preferred an “impressionist-randomist” style of painting that allowed one to use any colors, since I couldn’t tell one from another.
 
   He didn’t say anything for the longest time. Then I couldn’t hold it in any longer, and started laughing. That was one of my first being-blind jokes, such as it was.
 
   “That was a joke?” He asked.
 
   “Uh … duh! Yeah, it was a joke!” It struck me as particularly funny at that moment.
 
   In retaliation, he started to tickle me. He pinned me down to the couch. It was awful – awfully great! When he realized I’d had enough, and needed to catch my breath, he stopped and his mouth pressed against mine in one of the best kisses any guy has ever given me. It went on and on, our tongues fencing, our lips pulling every ounce of sensitivity and feeling out of each other. I forgot that my lips were still slightly sore. For that matter, I forgot that I wasn’t breathing.
 
   He finally pulled back a little, but I could still feel his warm breath close to my face. “I want you, Rod,” I whispered. I’d never done it on the second date – if this were even a date – but it felt right. Of course, I’d only ever done it with two other guys. I think I was experiencing a little recklessness from everything that had happened to me since I’d left the East Coast.
 
   Rod got up and lifted me into his arms before I could rise from the couch. He carried me into the bedroom, and stood me beside the bed. I started to undress. I heard him doing the same thing. Our clothes were in a wad on the floor. That was something I’d been taught not to let happen. For a blind person, it was asking for trouble. That said, I was not going to spoil the moment by playing Suzie housekeeper.
 
   My arms reached up to Rod, encircling his neck. We kissed again. His hands were in my short curls, pulling my lips into his. He was a superb kisser. He picked me up again and laid me on the comforter. “Stay on top. I want to be able to see you,” he said.
 
   “That seems unfair,” I teased.
 
   “I’ll make it up to you.”
 
   He did.
 
   He climbed on the bed next to me and began kissing me behind my ear. Then he covered my earlobe with his lips, taking it and the two studs I wore into his mouth. Ever since my ears were pierced, sucking on them has always driven me to passion. Rod was a master. I was already beginning to melt.
 
   His hand cupped my breast. I could feel his thumb lightly circle my areola. My nipples were already standing at attention. He rolled them between his thumb and finger with exactly the right pressure, as though he could feel what I was feeling. When his hand moved to my other breast, his mouth took over on the vacated one.
 
   Whatever he was doing to my nipples was causing waves of sensation to ripple out from them. I shivered with arousal as I experienced pulse after pulse. He seemed to have an instinct for timing that I’d never encountered before. His application of pressure, fondling, licking and sucking were exactly timed to coincide with the pulses of pleasure.
 
   He moved to straddle me, one hand still on my breast. He used the fingers of the other hand to titillate my pussy, sliding them in and around my slit and playing with my labia. My labia are very sensitive, especially the inner ones, which I don’t actually care much for otherwise. I don’t like how they stick out of the outers. They were never that way until I was about 17.
 
   That said, I’ve actually made myself cum from diddling them a few times. Rod, however, was a level above me, when it came to diddling. He was a master, and realized the effect his fingers were having ministering to my inner lips. He kissed me from breasts to pussy as his talented fingers worked me into a tizzy down there. I could feel the wetness of arousal flowing out of me, being captured by his fingers, and used to slide around and probe me everywhere but my clit itself.
 
   His lips reached my pussy and his tongue parted me and carefully flicked under my hood, gently brushing my already-swollen clit, which I could feel respond by swelling more. At that moment, I thought I was stimulated everywhere.
 
   I was wrong.
 
   As his mouth probed my pussy, sucking and licking with exactly the right pressure, his wet fingers began to circle my little rosebud in the back. No one had ever done that to me before. Now the arousal extended to back there, and seemed to dive up in me, even before his finger carefully parted me there and slid inside.
 
   Oh! All of my nerves tripled their signals of arousal in an instant. The touch of his tongue on my clit was an evanescent pressure so light that it was barely there. Yet it was perfect. I came with a sudden jolt followed by a stretched-out time at the peak from the skill of Rod’s attention.
 
   Never had my senses been so tightly directed to my own pleasure. His attentions made me forget everything except the taste, sound, smell and touch of him. Especially the touch! I thought the part of my brain that used to deal with vision must have been fully redirected to make his touches impact me like nothing I’d experienced before. During that time with him, I had no interest in vision at all.
 
   For a short while, I was happy to be blind.
 
   He let me rest a little and then continued, focusing on my pussy with his mouth and my rectum with his fingers. It felt like my nether regions were gripping my body like two giant hands, squeezing pleasure out of me. I began to play with my nipples. The second climax, when it came, filled my whole body.
 
   Rod moved up to hold me while I settled out, then began again. This time his erection was straining at me, pressing hard between my legs without entering. He pulled it back and used it to caress my clit. I started coming up again.
 
   This was so different than any other time. Rod made it completely about me.
 
   Finally, the head of his penis parted my inner lips and slowly slid within me. He was the perfect size to fit me snugly. He began to move all the way in, and almost all the way out, where his manhood was barely gripped by my inner labia.
 
   As he would thrust slowly back into me, his glans would push against my G-spot, and he would hold it there while he tap-tap-tapped within me, using the tip of his penis to repeatedly stimulate that nexus of nerves. Oh my God!
 
   I came vaginally as he continued to thrust. In a moment, he came too and I felt the rush of his ejaculate within me. My pleasure exploded in the best climax any man had ever given me.
 
   We’d exhausted each other. We lay there smoking, my head on Rod’s arm. The ashtray was sitting on his hard, flat, naked stomach. I was afraid I’d miss and drop hot ashes on him, but I didn’t. Or at least he didn’t scream if I did.
 
   “That was my first blind sex.” I told him.
 
   “I didn’t know. Was it okay?”
 
   “That I think you do know. It was far beyond okay. You could win an Oscar for that performance.”
 
   “I was performing, but not acting.”
 
   I laughed. “Based on one example, I’d have to say that sex is better blind. On the other hand, maybe it’s you. Wish I could have a visual experience with you to compare to.”
 
   “Seeing me might scare you off.”
 
   “There is no chance of that happening,” I laughed. “Does that mean you prefer me blind?”
 
   “I prefer you, and I’ve only known you, blind.”
 
   “Does it bother you?”
 
   “Of course not, why would it? You’re terrific. Being blind doesn’t take away from that.”
 
   Right then, I believed him. I really did.
 
   Before I drifted off to sleep, I thought about hobbies again. I liked to read, but that was mostly out until I learned braille well enough, if ever. It was only mostly out because I could get audio books. I like to read at my own pace, though, so that wasn’t as attractive as it might have been. I liked cooking, though I didn’t eat much, meaning I liked cooking for others. I preferred to cook for one-to-three others in an intimate setting. I wasn’t sure how well that was going to work out, especially where chopping was concerned. I wanted to keep all my fingers.
 
   I used to ski several times every winter. That wasn’t going to happen this year. I was never much one for working out in a gym, though I loved running or jogging. My running days were on indefinite hold. Maybe I’d need to join a gym to stay in shape. Assuming I could even afford it.
 
   Most of all, I loved photography, though I did it in spurts, not every day. I’d taken three elective photography classes in college and I was pretty good. I’d been told that I had a real talent. People were my favorite subject, though I liked city scenes too. That certainly wasn’t gonna happen anymore. Thinking about that did make me very sad. I snuggled up to Rod, trying to avoid tears.
 
   “Something wrong?” He asked. I could tell he’d almost been asleep.
 
   “I was thinking about hobbies. I used to love photography. It was my favorite pastime. I was good too. Obviously, I can’t do that now.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Alie.” He held me tightly.
 
   I didn’t say anything more. Rod was asleep moments later and I followed him, gloriously satisfied, but saddened.
 
   I hung out with Rod all day Sunday. We went for a drive along one of the four rivers that intersected the metroplex, the supposedly very scenic one that River’s Edge sat on the edge of. I had no way of telling if it were really scenic, but it smelled fresh and green all along it. 
 
   Rod put the top down on his convertible and I had to admit that my short, tight curls did much better in the wind than my long bob would have done. No hair slapping my face, and no need to tie it back. Tying it back now would be totally impossible. Even if I let it grow for a year, I probably still wouldn't be able to tie it back.
 
   The day was great fun. I sensed the sights. That’s what we decided was the right word. I could smell the fresh, warm early summer air and, from time to time, the damp, musty scent of the river and earthy banks. I could feel the wind and the heat from the sun, hear the car race along, listen to the sounds of summer when we parked somewhere in a woods and made out.
 
   Did I miss my sight? Of course. I was too recently sighted to not miss it. But my blindness didn’t overshadow the entire day, or even a little of it. Its intrusive presence was there in the morning when we left, and still there when we returned after dinner in the early evening, but maybe it wasn’t intruding quite as much.
 
   There were times during the day where I’m sure I forgot about being blind, simply because there were more important things to experience, to distract me.
 
   I worked on getting-around skills and braille for the next few days. I did hours of practice at both, learning how to tell something about where I was from the feel and sound feedback I created by tapping. Of course, I spent hours practicing reading braille text. As Rina found job opportunities, I sent out my resume, though none of the jobs were either very interesting or paid enough.
 
   By Thursday, I could actually read braille text at a decent rate, including some of the built-in contractions of Grade 2 braille. Part of my success was my own hard work, and part of it was directly attributable to John’s training pills.
 
   The pills also seemed to be helping to improve my confidence in going places alone. Subtly, they were making me forget about seeing, or perhaps simply burying it deeper in my consciousness, and helping me create non-visual images of the environment in my mind. These images were based more on relative distances, required turns, known obstacles, and feedback from my cane, which was slowly but consistently becoming almost an extension of my own arm.
 
   I had only a couple packs of cigarettes left too. I’ll always wonder if the pills had an effect on the nicotine addiction which had, unbeknownst to me at the time, snuck up on me.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8 - I Never Thought I’d See the Day
 
    
 
   I’d stopped in Rina’s office after my Friday afternoon braille session with John. We’d planned on a girls’ night out that night – Rod was committed to a volleyball match anyway – and I wanted to verify the time. She was hanging up the phone as I tapped her doorframe.
 
   “Come on in, Alie. I need to ask you something.”
 
   “Sure. I wanted to find out what time you were picking me up.”
 
   “I was planning on 7:30, but you might want to change that.”
 
   “Why? That works. What’s up?”
 
   “I have a potential job for you.”
 
   “Really? What does it pay?” At that point, pay was more important than what it was, especially because everything I’d applied for was only a dollar or two above minimum wage.
 
   “It pays well. Very well. And the tips would probably be triple the base.”
 
   “Tips? Rina, I can’t wait tables. I could never manoeuver safely in a room full of tables, let alone one crowded with people and tables.”
 
   “It’s not waitressing. Here, have a cigarette.”
 
   I took one of hers and lit it. I tried to think what else had tips. Obviously, I couldn’t drive a cab. Sometimes maids got tips but I couldn’t see to clean. “Then what is it? I finally asked.”
 
   “It’s something you do extremely well.”
 
   “No one’s going to pay to hear me complain about the system that blinded me, Rina.”
 
   She chuckled. “No, they certainly aren’t.”
 
   “Then tell me what it is!”
 
   “Dancing.”
 
   “Dancing?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Then it hit me. “Rina, what kind of dancing?”
 
   She paused before answering. I got the distinct impression that she was watching my expression closely when she said, “Exotic dancing.”
 
   “YOU MEAN STRIPPING?”
 
   “Ah … er … hmm … look … uh … probably yes.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say. I could think of a hundred reasons why I didn’t want to do that. What I said, though, was, “Who’d want to watch a blind girl with googly eyes take her clothes off while dancing?”
 
   “Anyone who’s ever seen you dance.”
 
   “I am not that good – even with my clothes on.”
 
   “Not true, Alie. You are the sexiest dancer I’ve ever seen in person. You’ve got all the moves – and I mean ALL the moves!”
 
   “Where would this be?” Not that I was ever going to consider it.
 
   “Out in River’s Edge, a short bus ride from your house. The club is called the Jolly Roger.”
 
   “As in skull and crossbones?”
 
   “No, as in Roger Ives, the owner. I got you an audition for tomorrow afternoon.”
 
   “YOU DID WHAT? THAT IS SO NOT HAPPENNING!”
 
   “What’s wrong with a little gratuitous nudity? It’s not like you can see the panting faces of the audience. You can pretend you’re alone.”
 
   “PANTING FACES?”
 
   “Forget I said that. You’d simply dance.”
 
   “With drunken men screaming obscenities at me!”
 
   “I think Roger runs a pretty clean establishment. It is in River’s Edge, after all.”
 
   “RINA! I AM NOT GOING TO STRIP FOR MONEY!”
 
   “It’s actually dance and strip and it’s a lot of money.”
 
   “I don’t care if it’s … Just for grins, how much money are we talking here?”
 
   “His average headline dancer clears about eight hundred dollars, including tips.”
 
   “Really? Eight hundred a week?” That was over 40 thousand a year – almost as much as the lab technician job I was no longer qualified for. But I couldn’t do it.
 
   “No Alie, not eight hundred a week. EIGHT HUNDRED A NIGHT! And you would dance at least 5 nights per week!”
 
   “WHAT? That’s … that’s … THAT’S TWO HUNDRED GRAND A YEAR!”
 
   “Bingo.”
 
   “That’s not possible.”
 
   “Of course it is. In spite of the name, the Jolly Roger is a class place. And with your ability to dance, you’re bound to do better than the average.”
 
   “What else goes on there?”
 
   “I don’t know, but you wouldn’t be involved. You’d be hired as a dancer. Period.”
 
   “Rina, this is nuts.”
 
   “Maybe, but you won’t know until you audition. I’ll go with you if you want.”
 
   “I didn’t say I’d go at all – with you or alone!”
 
   “Alie, this town has done you wrong. You know that; I know that. But there’s nothing we can do about it. This is your best bet for surviving for the next eighteen months.”
 
   “Easy for you to say. You wouldn’t be the one stripping for dollars.”
 
   “Because no one would pay me for my level of no-talent.”
 
   “Rina, I wouldn’t know what to do. I’ve never taken off my clothes to music. I’d look like a fool!”
 
   “Actually, you won’t. You’re too talented when it comes to moving your body. Instead of going out tonight, I thought we might pick some music and you can practice in front of me before your audition tomorrow.”
 
   “I can’t. I just can’t.”
 
   “Two hundred thousand dollars a year.”
 
   “Oh, Rina! I’m not that kind of girl.”
 
   “You mean not rich? Right – you aren’t. But you could be.”
 
   “No, I mean taking off my clothes in public and dancing around naked!”
 
   “You just need practice.”
 
   “THAT’S NOT WHAT I MEANT!”
 
   “We’ll go to your place and practice tonight. I’ll stay over so you can practice again in the morning. If you don’t look good enough to make a grand per night, I’ll tell you and I’ll call them and cancel.”
 
   “Rina … I don’t know … I don’t want to embarrass myself by parading around naked in front of you either.”
 
   “Suck it up. Give it a try. By the way, do you shave down there?”
 
   “I did … but I haven’t since they made me blind.”
 
   “Good. Then it’s probably long enough to wax. We’ll get you a Brazilian on the way home.”
 
   I screamed as they tore out my pubes. This was so not me …
 
   Rina picked up bottles of vodka and whiskey – for courage, she said - and we took Metrorail out to River’s Edge. I am not in any way a drinker, but I did need to loosen up. I wasn’t sure I could handle that stuff, though. At my house, Rina insisted that we drink and smoke and eat an early, light dinner. Then we drank some more. We decided I’d wear my only thong and a front-closure bra, under a sleeveless yellow button-up blouse and a red, wrap-around short skirt.
 
   She made me wear the only pair of 5” heels I had – black strappy sandals I’d bought without thinking and then never worn. I was convinced that I was going to break my ankle in them, so Rina made me walk around until she was sure I was walking naturally enough.
 
   We picked out some music Rina thought would fit my performance: Baby I Love You by Aretha Franklin, Tell Me What We’re Gonna Do Now by Joss Stone, and After Dark by Tito and Tarantula. Other than After Dark, not ideal, but I could strip and sway to them, or so Rina thought. I’d probably lead off with the shortest, Baby I Love You. We downloaded the MP3s from an internet site.
 
   I did my first improvisation. Rina praised me as though I’d won Dancing with the Stars. I was halfway sure it was BS, but it did give my ego the boost it needed. The smokes and the booze helped me relax, and pretty-much dissolved any inhibitions I might have otherwise retained. Rina wouldn’t let me overdo it too much. She wanted me somewhat alert in the morning.
 
   We took a break after about three hours. She made suggestions and I tried to improve. Maybe it was working.
 
   During the break, I opened my last pack of cigarettes.
 
   “Okay, Rina said. When those are gone, you’ve lived up to your end of the bargain. If you want, you can stop then.”
 
   “Yeah.” I said. For some reason, that didn’t sound as attractive as it had last week. To be honest, I’d found smoking to be consistently enjoyable. Right at that moment, quitting was too much to think about. I put it out of my mind until after the audition. I had enough to last until then anyway. During the break, we each drank a whiskey on the rocks. I consumed more alcohol that night than I had in the whole last year. I think we were both feeling pretty good when Rina said, “Maybe we should turn in now. I can use the sofa.”
 
   I had a perfectly good queen bed in my bedroom. The other bedroom was empty, except for some boxes; I had been planning to turn it into an office. No point in doing that for a long time now. I couldn’t have my best friend – yes, I thought, she was my best friend – sleep on the couch.
 
   To be honest, I thought she was interested in me – yeah, that way. I was … curious. I was also suffering from significantly reduced inhibitions due to the drinks we’d had.
 
   “You really want to sleep on the couch?” I asked.
 
   “No, not really.”
 
   I was feeling bold. “Then what do you want to do?”
 
   “Honestly?”
 
   “Yes, of course.”
 
   “I wanna sleep with you.” She said it in a deep voice, then chuckled.
 
   “As in go to sleep in my bed?”
 
   She didn’t even hesitate before saying, “No Alie. I’ve been watching you dance as sexy as anyone I’ve ever seen for the past three hours. I am sopping wet. If I don’t cum soon, I’m likely to jump out of a high window.”
 
   “This is a one-story house. There are no high windows.” I said.
 
   “I know. So I want to get into your bed and fuck you. Now.”
 
   She grabbed my hand, actually put it on her arm above the elbow, and led me into my bedroom. I could feel the foot of the bed against my legs when she spun me around to face her. I knew I was facing her because her lips met mine in a direct, moist kiss complete with probing tongue, one arm around me, and the other on my little right breast. She smelled sweetly of whiskey and lilies-of-the-valley. The latter surprised me.
 
   The kiss was good. It was very good. My arms went around her neck and I leaned into the kiss.
 
   I didn’t know what to say. I wanted more. This was all new territory for me. The booze had gone to my head, but so had Rina. I was intensely drawn to her at that moment.
 
   “You smell good,” is what I said.
 
   “Muguet by Guerlain, Saks Fifth Avenue, downtown. I thought it was right for you. That’s why I wore it.”
 
   She kissed me again. My tongue went into her mouth this time and we bonded with our lips.
 
   I was kissing a woman, and I was loving every sweet moment of it. What was going on here?
 
   I pulled back long enough to say, “So, you’re planning to fuck this blind girl?”
 
   “Without a doubt.”
 
   “Then I think we best get started.” It just blurted out of me. I had no idea what I was doing, or even how to do what I was wanting to be doing. If that makes any sense.
 
   Her hand touched my shoulder to steady her as she removed her clothes. Naked, she put her arms around my waist and pulled me against her, as soon as she’d undressed me. I felt her naked body press against my equally naked form, making contact from head to toe. Her breasts felt small, like mine. Standing there barefoot, we were both about the same size. She was only an inch or two taller. She was trim and fit, maybe slightly slimmer and less curvy than I.
 
   Oh but we fit together so well!
 
   I didn’t know what to do. I was more than willing to give up my femme-femme cherry to her, but I didn’t know how to proceed. Fortunately, Rina did.
 
   She led me around to the side of the bed and I lay down on it, moving more toward the center on my back.
 
   “Take me however you want,” I said to her. “I don’t know what comes next and I can’t see what to do either.”
 
   She slid in next to me on my right. I felt a leg wrap over me, her breasts pressing against my side, her head resting on my outstretched arm. I flexed my arm, pulling her closer to me. She responded by pushing her lips against mine yet again, her right hand now behind my head, holding my face against hers.
 
   After several long kisses – God, her lips were so soft! – she lay on top of me with her body pressing me into the comforter. I could feel her hairless pussy pressing against mine and realized we were both wet with our own juices.
 
   Rina’s mouth was on one nipple and her small hand on the other. My nubs hardened like stones from her ministrations and I felt ripples of sweet sensation radiating outward from them, joining those from my pussy.
 
   Rina kept her mouth on my nipple and turned to put one of her nipples right over my mouth, which I opened to take it. I started to circle it with my tongue as she was doing to me. I sucked it while doing this and it seemed to extend and harden even more than I thought was possible. The smell of her was delicious – a combination of the light perfume and her own musky feminine scent.
 
   I put my hand in her short hair and pushed her face tighter against my breast while I continued to suck hers. One of her hands was holding me behind my head and the other had now moved down to my pussy. Sensations were coming at me from everywhere at once now. I could see nothing, of course, and I must have forgotten all about seeing for only the second time. Whatever part of my mind used to concentrate on seeing now seemed to be focused on raising the pleasure Rina was giving me to levels I’d never experienced, even with Rod. It were as though the switch that had shut off my sight had then illuminated something extra.  An ability to more deeply concentrate on what was happening to my body had been added to my mind. It allowed me to better experience the passion and physical sensations of the moment, way beyond what I could when I could see.
 
   When Rod and I had sex I suppose the blindness was too new for my brain to function at the level it was now. Who knows?
 
   I felt Rina part my inner pussy lips and her fingers began to lightly, lightly flick around and on my clit. Her mouth moved up to mine and kissed me fully with tongue and lips.
 
   “Come for me blind girl,” she whispered.
 
   I came instantly, as though her command alone sent me over the top. At that moment, everything turned me on, even my blindness. Even being with a woman.
 
   Especially being with a woman.
 
    Her mouth returned to my nipple. I felt her fingers enter me. Her thumb covered the tops of my inner lips and she used them to massage my clit. I was panting, “Oh … oh … oh …,” over and over in tempo with her playing my sex as she pleasured me until I came again. When I did, she moved up and kissed me afterwards. I grabbed her and rolled her over, onto her back, and immediately put my mouth on her soaking pussy.
 
   I’d never done that before, but I knew what I liked – and apparently Rina liked the same thing. I parted her folds with my tongue and found the small, tight nub of her erect clit. Also lightly, I circled it and everything around it. With one hand, I reached up to pinch and circle her nipple with my fingers. I could feel her thighs tighten on either side of my face and her pelvis thrust upward as she came and I caught her squirt in my mouth.
 
   She tasted like … like Rina. Like nothing else I’d experienced before.
 
   Our lovemaking continued, my fingers probing her opening and playing with her taint. That must have been good for Rina because she came again. I covered her pussy with my mouth as she came, to catch her juices again.
 
   We were two women enjoying each other, and showing our mutual affections at the same time. We weren’t a blind and a sighted woman, we were two women in the throes of passionate exploration. For the first time since they’d blinded me, I didn’t feel handicapped. I could do this as well as anyone. Sight would only have been in the way for me. I better appreciated what was happening being exactly as I was: sightless.
 
   Rina sat up and laid me back with my head at the foot of the bed and propped up one of my legs so that my foot was resting flat on the bed. Then she must have laid back in the opposite direction herself and pulled us together, snatch-to-snatch, our legs like two open scissors being thrust together so they meet where the blades separate.
 
   I could feel her pussy lips pushing against mine. As she ground against me, my inner lips parted and so did hers. Each of our cunts and clits were now massaged by the cunt and clit of the other. The feeling was unbelievable! I was so surprised! Our bodies were joined with the pressure of our inner lips and the wetness surrounding them. This was something that could only be done with another woman. I was in ecstasy! As she pulled me tighter against her by tugging on my ankles and I did the same to her, I came three times – long, drawn-out climaxes that left me exhausted when the final ripples had pulsed through me, several minutes later.
 
   Rina had come repeatedly too. We both lay there, our legs still scissoring. Eventually, she managed to get up and lie next to me.
 
   “You know,” I said before we both drifted off to sleep, “except that your hair is short and straight, I don’t have any idea what you look like.”
 
   “Does it matter?” She asked in a whisper.
 
   “Not even a little.”
 
   **********
 
   After an early breakfast, Rina made me drink another shot, practice again, smoke some more, and have a second shot. I couldn’t believe I was drinking straight whiskey, let alone doing it in late morning.
 
   “You’re still too uptight,” she said. “This is the only way we can relax you in the short term. When you’re relaxed, your dancing is super, when you’re not relaxed, it sometimes doesn’t flow as smoothly from move to move. I’m taking a flask along. You can knock one back before we go in.”
 
   “You’ll get me too drunk to stand up,” I complained. I was already solidly buzzed. She’d found a flask Jaxson had left at my place in Connecticut and which the movers had packed. He used to take it to football games. I’d never taken as much as a sip from it before. She filled it with whiskey as I tried to scowl at her – which she told me was hard to do effectively when one of your eyes is pointing more at your nose.
 
   She laughed at my expression. “Don’t worry. We need to go.”
 
   Rina drove us and told me she was parking near the entrance to the currently closed Jolly Roger. I took a swig from her flask and we went in. Rina was willing to lead me, so I took her upper arm, carrying my cane - my security cane, I thought.
 
   Rina had helped with the little makeup I needed to apply, given that most of my face was now tattooed on. She said I looked gorgeous. I told her she was still living in the afterglow of last night.
 
   “Of course I am,” she agreed. “But you’re still drop-dead gorgeous.”
 
   I was tipsy enough that I found myself believing her.
 
   Inside, she asked for Mr. Ives. He came out to meet us and introduced himself. He told us to call him Roger. I guessed from his voice that he must be about 55. Surprisingly, he had a kind, gentle voice. Not what I was expecting at all.
 
   We went up to the stage and Rina led me around so I could get a feel for it. It was essentially a half-circle. I figured it was about 15 feet in radius. There was a single pole toward the front, slightly off-center. I hadn’t had one to practice with, but I had thought about how I might incorporate it.
 
   Rina told me four or five other people had wandered in, apparently to watch.
 
   “Our music or yours?” Rina asked Roger.
 
   “Start with yours. I might want Alie to improvise with some of mine, if we get that far. Alie, can you see anything? Light or colors?”
 
   “No sir,” I said. “I’m completely blind. There is only darkness. I don’t really see black, I simply don’t see.”
 
   “Okay, let’s find out what you can do.”
 
   I stood on the stage, positioning myself an arm’s length from the pole, and Rina started the music.
 
   I won’t describe my dances in detail. There was the expected swaying and supposedly hypnotic movement, the titillating removal of clothes. Eventually, I was standing there in my underwear and heels. Now swaying in time to Joss’s voice, I unfastened my bra and began to move even more, teasing as I coyly opened and closed it.
 
   I finally spun around and dropped the bra and then spun back around to what I hoped was facing the audience. Now all I was wearing was my thong, still covering my denuded pussy, and the 5” heels. I felt for the pole as part of the dance. It was where I thought it was which made me pretty sure I was facing forward.
 
   I used the pole for a while, even though I was completely making up this part of the routine. I didn’t realize it until later, but – perhaps thanks to the whiskey – I was not thinking about exposing myself in public. I was caught up in the moment. I was in the zone. It was so not me.
 
   I began to toy with my thong, pulling it to the side, spinning, using the pole. By the time After Dark started to play, it was gone and I was completely naked in front of the half-dozen men and three women, Rina included, who were watching.
 
   I continued to dance through the entire song and then strutted to the back of the stage. When the song ended, I walked back out, carefully counting my steps. I stopped at a point that I thought was about three feet from the edge. I reached out my arm and, sure enough, there was the pole.
 
   Not bad Alie, I congratulated myself.
 
   I was stark naked and it wasn’t even registering on my brain. Maybe that was because I couldn’t see myself.
 
   Roger immediately spoke up. “Goddamn, Alie, where the hell did you learn to dance like that?”
 
   “She’s a natural, like I said,” Rina noted.
 
   “You got that right,” Roger admitted. “Alie, you are one, beautiful lady.”
 
   Well, that was an ego booster.
 
   “Too bad I can’t use you.”
 
   Well, that was a downer.
 
   “What do you mean?” Rina asked. “She’s terrific!”
 
   “That she is,” said Roger in a voice filled with awe.
 
   “Then I don’t get it!” Rina said, obviously getting heated.
 
   “Rina, it’s obvious to everyone standing here but you. Pick any one of these people and they’ll immediately tell you what’s wrong. Go ahead, ask. It doesn’t matter who, anyone will say the same thing.”
 
   I heard Rina huff, then apparently ask someone, a woman as it turned out. “What’s he talking about? What’s wrong? Is it because she’s blind?”
 
   “Not at all,” said the woman. “Her tits are way too small.”
 
   “There you go,” said Roger.
 
   It was so obvious we should have thought of it before I started down this path yesterday. I had nice little B-cup breasts. Certainly nothing to get excited about. Certainly not suitable for an “exotic dancer.”
 
   “But … ah … but …,” Rina was stuttering over the same realization, or lack thereof.
 
   “I need this job!” I said suddenly. I wasn’t at all sure that I’d take it if they offered, but I’d be damned if I was gonna let them reject me like that, small tits and googly blind eyes notwithstanding.
 
   “She really, really is good Roger,” someone said. I had no idea who, but it was a guy with a rumbling, baritone. “Maybe yous could help her out. She’s worth the investment.”
 
   “Damn thing is, you’re right,” Roger said. I didn’t know what they were talking about.
 
   “Hmm,” said Roger. “I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll pay you eight hundred a week for five dances on each of five nights. If you become as good as you potentially could be, you’ll make close to five times that a week in tips. I’ll also buy you new tits and a few bangles if you’ll sign a three-year contract. You break the contract, you have to pay me back double for your hooters and all, and I reserve the right to sue for breach, if you leave before … say eighteen months.”
 
   “YOU’VE GOT TO BE KIDDING!” I shouted. He was offering to get my breasts enlarged? So I could strip in public? NO WAY! Me? Big tits? Not in a thousand years!
 
   Roger misunderstood me. He thought I was negotiating terms. “Alright,” he said, you sign a three-year contract to dance here exclusively, and you can break it for one and a half times the cost of your tits, plus I can sue for breach if it’s less than eighteen months.”
 
   “RINA!” I shouted. I heard her come towards me and step up onto the stage. She led me to the back of the platform.
 
   “Take the deal, Alie,” she said straight-away. “You’ll have enough money saved to pay him back and break out of the contract when your vision returns in eighteen months.”
 
   “But they wanna send me off to get bigger boobs! I don’t want big boobs! What if he sues me?”
 
   “Well, there is that, but you’d be here eighteen months anyway before you can see perfectly again. You’ll have enough money to put your breasts back the way they are now and still come out smelling green.”
 
   I should have expected her to say that; Rina was one of the most practical people I’ve ever met. Her view was always: here’s problem, here’s a way to fix it, so just do it!
 
   My heart was pounding. I was getting a panic attack, I was sure. I heard Rina light a cigarette and felt her trying to hand it to me. I took it and pulled hard, my whole body shaky.
 
   “You really think I should do this? I don’t believe you! It’s surgery for God’s sake!”
 
   “Women do it all the time. It’s not a big deal. My sister had it done.”
 
   “It’s not in my self-image!” That sounded lame, but it was true. That’s how I felt.
 
   “Alie, I really care about you. Because I do, I’m telling you: your options are severely limited, especially since you have no family to fall back on. It’s time to adjust your self-image. Maybe it’s time to throw it out and build a new one.”
 
   “As a big-breasted stripper?”
 
   She paused for the briefest moment, then forcefully said, “Yes. Absolutely.”
 
   I was speechless, shocked. I was so shocked that I’d completely forgotten that I was standing there butt naked. When I remembered, I was so upset I didn’t even care.
 
   “This crummy town did this to me.”
 
   “Yep. And now someone in this crummy town is offering you a way to make it, and be financially sounder than you would have been. Under the circumstances that you’re in, you’d be a fool not to take the offer. Forget about innocent little Natalie Adams. Be a survivor.”
 
   I was pissed, hurt, and not thinking particularly clearly. I turned and walked back toward the assembled Jolly Roger team. “Roger?” I said, wanting to know where he was standing.
 
   “Here sweetheart,” he answered sympathetically. I turned slightly to face where the voice came from. I extended my hand. “I accept your offer. Who decides how big my breasts will be?”
 
   “I do,” he said, “along with any bangles to go with your costume. Help make ya feel sexy.”
 
   I didn’t know what ‘bangles were’ but I assumed I’d have to wear whatever they wanted me to anyway. “I don’t want to be a cow.”
 
   “Don’t worry, sweetheart, I know what I’m doing. You’ll be the right size for the job. Bigger, but still classy. Besides, one man’s cow is another man’s calf.”
 
   There was laughter.
 
   “There’s one other thing.” Roger said.
 
   “What?” I asked impatiently. Truth be told, I was looking for any excuse to turn this down and bolt as fast as I could.
 
   “You have a very nice pussy except that your inners stick out some, which isn’t optimal for crowd pleasing.”
 
   “ARE YOU CRAZY?” I shouted, even though I secretly agreed with him. I’d never particularly liked how my inner labia extended past the outer ones and were so visible. I’d realized it about five years ago, when I was finishing high school. But I’d be damned if I were going to tell him that!
 
   “I know my business, sweetheart. You’ll get better tips if the surgeon trims them back, and my customers will be that much happier. Besides, I’ll pay.”
 
   I wasn’t all that surprised to find that I actually liked that idea. It was a chance to fix something I didn’t like, at the same time I was going to be operated on anyway. But I was determined to get something in exchange.
 
   I did a quick calculation in my head. I guessed that the breast and labia work would cost 10 to 15 thousand. “Okay Roger, I’ll do it, but only if you drop the contract buy-out to a simple five thousand dollars and no suing after sixteen months.” If he took it, I could walk away in sixteen to eighteen months for less than he’d proposed, and get something fixed I didn’t like anyway. Maybe my vision would come back early.
 
   “You’re a tough one for such a sweet little thing,” Roger stated, but he wasn’t angry. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll agree to the five-grand buy-out after two years. Up until then, full reimbursement one-to-one for the plastic surgery, no premium, but you gotta be here eighteen months”
 
   “Eighteen months for the buyout at five grand.”
 
   “Jesus Christ, girl … Oh hell, alright, but no buyout before eighteen months.”
 
   I put out my hand again and he shook it.
 
   “What happens now?” I asked.
 
   “I’ll make the arrangements, call you to tell you what they are, and you show up at the plastic surgeon’s on Monday, if he can fit you in. By suppertime that day, it’ll be done. The new hyperhealants will have you all healed up by Friday of next week. You open here a week later, after we develop your routines, get your costumes made – oh … and find a couple long wigs. The little curls are cute, but won’t do as well on stage. More guys like long hair than short. Just a fact. I’ll pay your salary starting as soon as you sign the contract. Let’s say, tomorrow, here, at the same time?”
 
   “Okay. I’ll be here.”
 
   “You’re a smart one, Alie,” he said, a touch of admiration in his voice.
 
   “I try,” I said.
 
   On the way home, Rina was blabbing at about a hundred miles an hour. “I can’t believe that you got away with the deal you did! You were incredible – incredible dancing and negotiating! I didn’t know you had it in you! Way to go, Alie!”
 
   I didn’t say anything. If truth be told, I was trying to hold back tears. She must have noticed because finally she said, “What?”
 
   “I don’t want this, Rina. It isn’t me. I definitely don’t want big hooters, and I don’t want to show them off in public no matter what size they are. I don’t have any exhibitionist in me.”
 
   “You coulda fooled me! You do realize that you did that whole negotiation in the buff, right? That oughta tell you that public nudity is no big deal to you. Before you were done dancing, six or eight people saw you and you didn’t seemed phased, not even a little.”
 
   “Yeah, but I couldn’t see them. It was like being in my own private world with only voices around.”
 
   “Duh … that’s the way it’ll be when you dance too! You won’t see squat. Maybe you don’t have an accurate image of who or what you are anymore.”
 
   “I know who I was. I know who I wanted to be.”
 
   “Shit happens … to all of us. We adapt. In that regard, you’re no different than anyone else. Your challenges are different, but life challenges each of us, whether or not we want it to.”
 
   “I really like you, Rina, and I already consider you my dearest friend. But when you’re right, you really piss me off and I hate you for it.”
 
   “There you go. That’s one of the challenges of my life.”
 
   “Being right all the time?”
 
   “My cross to bear.”
 
   “And my cross to bare. B-A-R-E.”
 
   Rina busted out laughing. The tension was broken. Now, there was no going back. Que sera, sera.
 
   I fumbled for my cigarettes and found the last one in the last pack.
 
   “Wow, I said. This is the last one of the carton.”
 
   “Maybe you should keep it as a souvenir.”
 
   “Nope, I agreed to smoke ‘em all.” I lit up.
 
   “So I guess you’re gonna quit now?”
 
   Everything had been so crazy that I hadn’t thought about it the last few hours. “I don’t know.” I said.
 
   I did think about it as I smoked that last cigarette. It was good. The taste was fine, the smoke was rich, and the nicotine hit was what I needed. That’s when realization struck. It was what I needed, with emphasis on the needed. I was hooked. It had snuck up on me, but it was there. Quitting would not only be very difficult, but I realized I had no desire to quit at all.
 
   Rina had hooked me. Now I was going to be a blind, smoking stripper with big tits. OH-MY-GOD!
 
   “There’s no way that I’m gonna quit,” I told her, “and it’s your fault for getting me addicted to nicotine.”
 
   “I’ll let you take it out on me in bed.” I couldn’t see it, of course, but I’m sure she was grinning from ear-to-ear.
 
   “Bitch.”
 
   “Stripper.”
 
   “Ouch! Stop somewhere and buy me another carton. Pretty please?” I got some money out of my purse. I thought it was three twenties.
 
   I felt her pull in somewhere, probably a convenience store. I handed her the money.
 
   “Gee thanks, three whole dollars?”
 
   Now I started to laugh. “Ha! I thought they were three twenties.”
 
   “You’re holding your wallet backwards.”
 
   I was. Stupid blind girl. I switched the bills.
 
   “That’s closer,” she said. In a few minutes, I had my ten-day supply. Good thing I was gonna have some regular income soon.
 
   The contract was exactly what we’d agreed to and I signed it on Sunday. Roger had arranged for my procedures to be done the next day, Monday, as he’d hoped.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9 – A Change Would Do You Good
 
    
 
   Rina stayed with me all weekend, except for a brief time Sunday afternoon when she went home to get a few things. We slept together Sunday night and made love several times. I knew I’d probably be too sore to do anything for a few days, and I had no idea what my pending procedures were going to do to my sexuality – physically or mentally. I was glad for the time Rina held her naked body against mine. Without the warmth of her body and her heart, I couldn’t have survived the night.
 
   I was intensely attracted to another woman. I didn’t think I had that within me. Obviously, either I didn’t know myself very well, or something had significantly changed. Or evolved.
 
   Something had changed, of course. I was blind. But what did that have to do with my sexuality? Nothing that I could discern, except maybe some effect of the trauma associated with what had been done to me. I didn’t see how that would have anything to do with me liking women lovers though. I must have simply matured to this point. Or a hidden, previously-closed door suddenly opened to me.
 
   We had to be at the River’s Edge Center for Plastic and Reconstructive Surgery at 8:00 the next morning. Rina drove the short distance and remained with me through the doctor’s examination, his mark-up of my body, and the surgical prep, right up to when they wheeled me out for the fun and games.
 
   I’d asked the surgeon, Doctor Riffkin, how big my breasts would be, because I was quite concerned about being some freak that Roger could display. He said that he’d determine exactly what he should do during the procedure, but he expected to use 750 ml, round, implants on my B-cup breasts, which he was pretty sure would make them a DD-cup. I gulped.
 
   He could probably see my reaction on my face. He said yes, they’d be big, but not bizarre or overwhelming to my figure. “You’ll go from small to large, but not huge, and certainly not grotesque in any way,” he assured me. I suppose I believed him. I didn’t have much choice at this point.
 
   Rina asked about the round shape versus the much more natural teardrop shape. His answer was interesting and put me at ease, sort of, in that he came across as experienced and thoughtful.  He said that the round shape was best for two reasons: it would not deform over time, and it was the preferred style for women “in your line of work.”
 
   Now I had a line of work. And that line of work meant that I was a stripper.
 
   According to the doctor, teardrop implants can actually rotate over time and the breast shape becomes irregular. They also droop more, eventually. He said he stopped using them ten years ago for precisely those reasons.
 
   So I was gonna have stripper’s tits. Hip, hip, hurray.
 
   They would not be silicone or saline but some new, much safer, very natural feeling stuff called “vivo inert D.”
 
   “If I were getting E-sized breasts, would you use vivo inert E?” I asked, trying to lighten my own feeling of nervous panic.
 
   “That’s not the way it works,” he said and we all laughed at my lame attempt at humor.
 
   A while later, they rolled me out of my room, down the hall, and into a surgical suite. I assumed that I was under bright lights, but I certainly couldn’t tell. In about thirty seconds, I was out cold.
 
   **********
 
   They kept me asleep through the rest of the day and night after my surgery, as was now becoming common based on the new-technology, healing procedures. That gave the recently-developed hyperhealant a chance to work so that by the time I came out of the anesthetic, I was well on my way to recovery. I would have almost no pain as a result.
 
   Rina was there when I awoke. I knew that because she was holding my hand. My sightless eyes fluttered open and she quietly asked, “How ya doin’?”
 
   “I’m still blind!” I said, pretending to be agitated.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Gotcha!”
 
   She laughed.
 
   “I’m glad you were holding my hand when I woke up.”
 
   “Me too. I was sitting at the end of the bed and the mountains were blocking your face. I’d just come around so I could look at you.”
 
   “Mount … Oh God, yeah …” I reached for my breasts with both hands. There were really big boobs there! “Holy cow’s udders! I must look ridiculous!”
 
   “You’re all taped up. You’re bigger – a lot bigger – but you look on the high end of normal. Yeah, the very high end, but people looking would say you were big, not necessarily fake. I can’t really tell the shape yet. I suspect they’re rounder than your little B-cup teardrops.”
 
   “So I don’t look grotesque?”
 
   “Oh … not at all.”
 
   That was a relief.
 
   “But there’s a little more.”
 
   “A little more of me? Yeah, I’d say.”
 
   “No, a little more that they did.”
 
   “Yeah, they were gonna trim my inners.”
 
   “I guess they did that but I can’t really see anything ‘cause you’re still mostly bandaged down there. You also have a catheter that empties into that bag hanging on the bed.”
 
   “Then what?” She was scaring me.
 
   “First off, you’ve got a bigger-than-half-inch, blood-red, smooth, convex garnet mounted in your bellybutton.”
 
   I had to think for a moment. “Mounted surgically?”
 
   “Apparently.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Beats me. You’ll have to ask the doc. There’s more.”
 
   “WHAT?”
 
   “I hope you don’t mind but I sort of looked you over a little while ago, while you were still asleep.”
 
   “I DON’T CARE! WHAT ELSE?” I knew I was starting to hyperventilate.
 
   “You’ve got a row of six gold rings piercing your outer lips on both sides – twelve altogether.”
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding.”
 
   “I’m afraid not. I think these are part of the ‘bangles’ Roger was talking about.”
 
   “Oh shit …”
 
   “Sorry, I should have questioned him about it.”
 
   “Not your fault, I was the one signing the contract. I just never thought …”
 
   “I didn’t either.”
 
   “Is there anything else?”
 
   “Not visible. Don’t know what might be hiding under those bandages.”
 
   “Do you think …?”
 
   “I’m not sure that anything would surprise me at this point.”
 
   A sudden thought occurred to me. “They didn’t tattoo me, did they?”
 
   “Nope. And they wouldn’t have been allowed to without your additional permission. Tattooing definitely wasn’t in the contract.”
 
   “Can’t I take the rings and the jewel out?”
 
   “Roger would sue you for breach of contract before you could bat an eye. He seems like an okay guy, but I wouldn’t test him. In addition, I have no idea how that bellybutton button is held in place. I think they glued it to you or something.”
 
   “I suppose you’re right. Oh well, I can live with those, I guess. At least, now that they’re already in me.” I gave a big sigh, though I tried to hold it back. In some ways, it was a blessing that I couldn’t see myself.
 
   This wasn’t who I’d always thought I was – or would ever be in a million years. A big-breasted, multiply-pierced stripper? Out of the question!
 
   Yet here I was. And it was me now. I was set-up by bad luck or bad decisions or whatever you want to call it, sure, but I’d made the final choices. Those led to everything that had happened.
 
   I was still pondering this when a nurse entered a while later. “Doctor Riffkin is not going to be in today. Apparently he got food poisoning from a restaurant last night. I can offer you two choices: you can wait until he comes in tomorrow for him to check you over and sign you out, or he’s authorized me to check you out and send you home. I’ll try to answer any questions, but I don’t have all the information the doctor has.”
 
   “I’m ready to leave,” I said. “Do you know everything that was done to me?”
 
   “I know you had a breast enlargement, a labiaplasty, and some ornamentation, but I don’t know the particulars on the ornamentation.”
 
   “Okay, check me out; I can get the details from Dr. Riffkin when I see him.”
 
   “You already have an appointment the day after tomorrow, here, at 10:00 am. Will that work for you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You can ask him any questions then. The hyperhealant has already been sufficiently infused into the wounds. You don’t need to do anything like reapply it. Tomorrow evening, after 9:00, you can remove all of the bandages. At that point, you’ll be mostly healed, but you should be gentle with yourself until you see the doctor on Thursday. I would suggest that you leave the Foley catheter in and let the doctor remove it. If you want to do it yourself, release the water from the bulb using this valve, and pull steadily harder until it starts to move. It may be a bit uncomfortable when you do that.
 
   “Meanwhile, as long as you have the catheter, wear the bag around your waist using its Velcro belt. Empty as needed; it’ll fill continuously from your bladder.”
 
   “Wow. Never had one of those before. I can do everything you said; I’ll be careful. And I’ll probably wait and have the catheter removed here. Any questions I have, I’ll ask Doctor Riffkin on Thursday.”
 
   Rina brought me home by 11:30 that morning. I mostly laid around listening to music and getting caught-up on my smoking. The nicotine patch had helped in the surgery center, but I really, really needed a genuine cigarette.
 
   I was so deeply hooked already.
 
   Rina drove her car to the station and took the Metrorail to her office in uptown for a while, to get caught-up.
 
   About 4:00 that afternoon, Doctor Riffkin called to see how I was. He sounded much weaker than I did.
 
   “Yeah, I feel like death warmed over,” he said, “but I’m getting better. Ask me any questions you have. I have my iPad here with all your case information.”
 
   I wasn’t sure how to phrase my question. I paused, then said, “What ornamentation were you able to do?” I felt like an idiot for letting Roger choose what jewelry now adorned my body and didn’t want the doctor to know I’d effectively given Roger carte blanche to decide.
 
   “Everything requested. You have the nipple rings and studs, the bellybutton jewel, the double clit piercing, with the chained teardrop, and the twelve outer rings – six on each side of your outer labia. All of the piercings are permanent as requested, meaning they can only be removed surgically.”
 
   WTF! THEY’D PIERCED MY CLIT! MY LITTLE CLIT! THEY’D THRUST SOME METAL THROUGH MY CLIT! I HAD A PIERCED CLIT! A DOUBLE-PIERCED CLIT! THERE WAS JEWELRY IN MY CLIT!
 
   AARRGGHH!
 
   I didn’t know what to say. I’d barely heard anything once he’d said “clit.” Then I realized that I had the presence of mind to actually ask a question about something else he’d said. “Doctor Riffkin, how are the bellybutton jewel and the nipple studs and everything else mounted permanently?”
 
   “Oh … I’m sorry … I thought you knew the details. About three years ago, a local company here, River’s Edge Biotech, came up with a very, very tightly bonded coating that would adhere to most any metal, glass, gemstone, and so forth, and then also form a permanent bond to dermal tissue – skin, if you prefer. That’s how the simulated garnets in your bellybutton and nipples are fused with your body – with the skin at those sites, to be precise. The nipple studs lock into the rings inside your nipple. The clit rings work in a similar way. If you’re interested, I can explain in more detail when I see you on … uh …”
 
   “Thursday.”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   I was flabbergasted. First because there were apparently some jewels and piercings I’d yet to discover. Secondly, they were bonded to me in a way that they couldn’t be removed, at least not …
 
   “If I should want to remove the bellybutton and nipple jewelry at some point in the future, how easily can that be done?”
 
   “Not easily.” I could tell he was tiring further. “It would require surgery for sure. If the bellybutton jewel were removed, it’s going to leave a hole. Your navel is, of course, essentially gone. I had to remove the little folded button shape to make room for the jewel. Removing the nipple studs, or the rings for that matter, would be serious surgery. It would probably be especially hard on your nipples, and likely render them incapable of sensation, even of the level that you now have since they’ve been modified. Not to mention scarring …”
 
   I was shaking again, and I’d have to learn more on Thursday. Whatever Roger had decided would be done to me, it was going to leave permanent changes that would last even beyond my blindness.
 
   I smoked a half dozen cigarettes by the time Rina returned a couple hours later. I told her about the conversation with Doctor Riffkin.
 
   “I want to see this,” she said.
 
   “We can take off the bandages tomorrow night. Meanwhile, don’t worry about it. You aren’t responsible, Rina, I am. I made the agreement.”
 
   “But I set you up.”
 
   “You tried to help me and I’m grateful.”
 
   “THEY PIERCED YOUR CLIT!”
 
   “Yeah, that one’s a little tough to deal with. I hope I can still get off.”
 
   “It could as easily turn you into a nympho.”
 
   Rina’s comments were making me feel worse, maybe even angry. “At this point, my life is so out of control that I give up. I’m gonna stop caring what I become. Frigid or nympho, who cares?”
 
   “Alie … don’t let that happen.”
 
   “It already has. Frankly, it started when I was blinded, and it was probably cemented when you changed my name to Alie. Then you found me a stripper job because I’m incapable of doing anything else. Yeah, now, Natalie Adams is dead.”
 
   That was the totally wrong thing to say to Rina and I regretted it immediately. She didn’t say anything. After several minutes of silence, I felt so bad I had to try to make it better, tell her that it wasn’t her fault at all. She was my only friend. And a very good friend at that. She’d become my lover. She was the only one keeping me going.
 
   “Rina, I’m sorry. Honest. I didn’t mean anything I just said. You’ve been the best friend I’ve ever had.”
 
   She didn’t say anything.
 
   “Rina?”
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Rina!” I called out louder.
 
   Still nothing. Then I heard a car start up in the driveway. She’d slipped out and I hadn’t heard her. I ran to the door. “RINA!” I yelled as loudly as I could.
 
   But she was gone.
 
   I called her mobile three times but she didn’t answer.
 
   Alone that night, I cried myself to sleep.
 
   **********
 
   I awoke to the familiar darkness. “7:38 am,” the talking alarm said. I lay on my back and my hands came up to the big mounds on my chest.
 
   If they’d been swollen, they still were. If not, I was a really busty girl now. 
 
   The fact was, I was a really busty girl. Olympic-class hooters, as my ex-boyfriend would have said.
 
   He really was a prick.
 
   Given what had happened recently, I had to admit to the possibility that maybe I preferred girls. How would they react to my big jugs? Would they be a turn-on or a turn-off to another woman?
 
   Rina didn’t care. She loved me no matter how I was. She’d never said it, but I knew.
 
   I called her immediately.
 
   She didn’t answer.
 
   I cried.
 
   I finally got up and tapped my way to the toilet, put on a robe, and tapped my way into the kitchen. I made Keurig coffee – blind pot luck – it turned out to be Folgers’s Carmel Drizzle, one of my favorites. I toasted an onion bagel and buried it in cream cheese. I got it down before I started crying again.
 
   I missed Rina; I’d wronged Rina; I wanted Rina. And I was tired of being blind.
 
   Rina would have said that was stupid. I am a blind girl - I know it, and she would have said it. I could almost hear her say, “Tough shit. Don’t let it define you. You’re more than that. Now get on with your life. Don’t be a whiner.” Or any of a hundred expressions that Rina used to keep me from drowning in self-pity. She was right, and now I knew it more than ever. Because she wasn’t here to say it.
 
   I can’t see and I won’t be able to – for a long time, if ever. I’M FUCKING BLIND! I need to get on with living! Even if I’m sighted again in eighteen months, that could turn out to be nearly two percent of my life! I can’t waste two percent of my life! Alie, I said to myself, you’re an idiot!
 
   I’d truly called myself Alie without thinking. It was at that moment that my life actually changed. Life had ripped me apart and I was stranded somewhere along a blind alley. Ha! I was not only heading down a damn blind alley, I was a fucking blind Alie!
 
   I laughed until I cried. I cried on and off until noon. Then I called Rina again. But she didn’t answer. This time, I left a message.
 
   “I’m sorry, Rina. I’m an idiot. I’m an ass and a terrible person. You’re the best friend I’ve ever had and I miss you. And I need you too. Please call me.
 
   “I promise I’ll never complain again about my life and what’s happened to it. I won’t complain about being blind during part of my life either. If they hadn’t made me blind, I never would have met you. So in that way, for sure, I’m glad to be blind. I’m happy they did it to me, Rina, so I could find you.”
 
   I was trying to hold back a flood of tears at this point, not very successfully.
 
   “Honestly Rina, from my heart, I’d much rather have been blinded than to never have met you, even if it had meant that I NEVER would see anything again. Right now, you’re more important to me than sight. I expect you always will be. Please come back.
 
   “I promise that if you call me, I’ll be a better person. I’ll be the best blind, big-titted, exotic-dancer friend you’ve ever had. I’ll try to be the best friend you’ve ever had too. And, by far, the best lover. Please call me. Or, better yet, come back to my house. I miss you Rina.”
 
   I had to stop at that point because I was crying uncontrollably. Pushing the end call button, I hung up.
 
   About two hours later, my doorbell rang. I flew to the door, tripping over an ottoman in the process, and pulled it open in a rush.
 
   “Rina?” I asked.
 
   “Ah … no … I’m Lindsey. We met the other day when I stopped to welcome you to the neighborhood?”
 
   “Oh … sorry, Lindsey … I was expecting someone else.”
 
   “I won’t stay but a moment,” she said. I hoped my disappointment didn’t show.
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   “As you know, there are a lot of physically challenged people in River’s Edge. There are various groups of folks with common problems who meet to support each other. It turns out that the visually impaired group is meeting on Wednesday night, only two blocks from here, at River Lutheran Church. I wanted to let you know about it, but I didn’t have your phone number so I took a chance on stopping by.”
 
   That was nice of her. “Thanks Lindsey. What time is the meeting?”
 
   “Seven o’clock next Wednesday evening. Would you need any help getting there?”
 
   “I can probably walk there easily enough, if you can tell me something about how far it is and on which side of the street. I can also put the address in my phone’s GPS-Blind app. It talks to me as I walk along.”
 
   She gave me directions and left. It was very kind of her to stop by like that, and I’d told her so.
 
   After she’d gone, I sat on the couch and smoked several cigarettes which I carefully extinguished. It was a good thing, because I cried myself to sleep.
 
   The doorbell woke me. My wristwatch said it was 6:05 in the evening.
 
   I went to the door and opened it.
 
   “Can I come in?” Rina asked.
 
   I fumbled for the latch, managed to flip the lock and pushed the screen door open. I jumped out of the door, grabbed for Rina and found her. I hugged her right there on the porch. I kissed her and she kissed me back. At least for a moment, all was right in my world.
 
   “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry!” I cried into her shoulder.
 
   “I shouldn’t have left,” she said, “I thought I needed to cool down, think for a while. Then it was morning and I got stuck at work. I didn’t want to call; I wanted to come in person. I didn’t realize it would be so late when I got here. Forgive me?”
 
   “Of course, but I’m the one at fault. Forgive me, please?”
 
   “Yes, and if it’s okay with you, I’d just as soon forget about it.”
 
   “I’ll forget, except for the valuable lesson I learned. I’m gonna be a better person, stop complaining about anything, be the friend and lover you deserve. If I step back and look at my life as it is, it’s really pretty good. Yeah I’m blind – so what? I’ve got the most wonderful friend and lover, a home, a really high-paying job, big breasts …”
 
   “And a bunch of free jewelry that we get to check out tonight. I really care about you too, Alie. Can I call you Alie?”
 
   “That’s my name. The woman I love gave it to me. What could be better than that? It’s the only name I want.”
 
   “I’ll bet you’ll need a stage name for dancing.”
 
   “Hmm … you may be right. I shouldn’t use my real name. We’ll have to come up with something.”
 
   “Let Roger figure it out. You’ll see him Friday.”
 
   “Yeah, he’d probably want to come up with it anyway. Okay, I’ll ask him.”
 
   And then we hugged and kissed some more. Rina ordered a pizza. We smoked and drank wine until it arrived.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10 – DD’s
 
    
 
   With full tummies we went into the living room and lit after-dinner cigarettes. I sat on the couch and Rina lay on it with her head in my lap. I gently, sensually ran my fingers through her straight, short hair and all over her face and head. She cooed pleasantly, letting me know that it felt good to her. When it got close to 9:00, she suggested that we go into the bedroom and “unwrap” me.
 
   “I want the bandage off my pussy first,” I said. “Try not to bump the catheter; I’m gonna leave it there and have the doctor remove it tomorrow.”
 
   I could feel Rina removing the bandages.
 
   “Holy shit!” She said. I jumped and my heart started pounding like a hammer. She quickly clarified, “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you. I’ve never seen clit rings up close and VERY personal.”
 
   “What do they look like?”
 
   “First off, your hood is gone.”
 
   “Gone?” I asked, surprised.
 
   “Yeah, I know it was there before because I remember slipping the tip of my tongue under it to circle your clit. Now, there’s no evidence it ever existed.”
 
   “Oh … okay, I guess.” The doctor must have removed it to ring me there.
 
   “The rings are yellow gold. The vertical one is about a half an inch in diameter at the most. It has a ball on it that sits sort of snuggly on the tip of your clit, and a tiny chain with a small garnet dangling from the bottom of the ring where it enters you. The chain and gem hang down about half an inch. I don’t think they could have positioned that ring like they did, if they hadn’t snipped your hood away. The horizontal ring is a little bigger than the vertical one. There’s no ball on it.”
 
   “Do they move? Can you flick them?” I hoped that they hadn’t make a rigid cage around my clit.
 
   I could feel her touch me. There was no pain. Then I felt a jolt of pleasure as she moved one, then the other ring.
 
   “”They move,” she said. “Could you feel that?”
 
   “Is the shore near the ocean? Wow! Do that again!”
 
   She did and I moaned with pleasure. This was really something! “Oh my God, Rina, that is so good – you can’t imagine!”
 
   “So maybe you are a nympho now,” she laughed.
 
   “Uh … there’s one thing for sure … it feels REALLY good when those rings are touched and moved even a little.”
 
   I could feel her grab both and move them slightly at the same time, pulling, pushing, flipping and turning them a little inside me where they seemed somehow to be joined.
 
   “Oh … oh … oh … OH! DON’T STOP! Aaahhh! AAAHHH! AAAAAHHHHH!” And I came, that easily.
 
   “You came already?”
 
   “Uh huh. Holy cow! It’s like they installed a cum lever in me. Pull on it and I perform like a slot machine hitting the jackpot!”
 
   “Is it sore at all?”
 
   “Not even a little. Whatever they did to me, it’s all healed up already.”
 
   “Want me to do that again.”
 
   “Duh … of course! But let’s check everything else first.”
 
   “What next?”
 
   “Check out my inner labia.”
 
   “Oh … yeah, I forgot about that. Well, first off, you can’t see them sticking out anymore.” I felt her part my outers. It felt good every time she touched me. “Hmm …” Rina said.
 
   “What?”
 
   I felt her stretching me and probing with her fingers. That was delicious. I tried to focus. “You have no inners. None at all. Looks like he sliced them off completely. In fact, there’s no sign they were ever there, not even a little scar.”
 
   “Gee. Well … okay … I never liked how they looked anyway. I guess I don’t have to deal with them anymore.” Then I wondered in a sudden panic, “Do you like my modified pussy?”
 
   “Oh for heaven’s sake, Alie, yes, of course. It’s not only pretty, but your clit is even more responsive now. I guess we’ll mostly have to wait until the catheter is removed tomorrow to try it out. Probably should wait for the doctor’s okay anyway. I wonder if we can still scissors.”
 
   “God I hope so!” I started to wonder. Maybe letting them take my inners wasn’t such a good idea, even though I wanted it. They were one of my erogenous zones, after all, I realized. “Unfortunately we’ll have to wait until he says it’s okay to test the equipment. Tell me about the rings in my outers. I’ve felt them, of course.”
 
   “They’re also gold and are about the same small size as your vertical clit ring, but they have no ball. Maybe an eighth inch thick, which is pretty hefty. They aren’t completely tight against your skin, but they don’t stick out much either. I could easily lace you up with them.”
 
   “Lace me up? Like what?”
 
   “Like a shoe, Alie.”
 
   “Oh … yeah. That might be fun … I guess.”
 
   “They might want you to do that when you dance sometimes.”
 
   “Yeah … good point. I suppose I’d do it. Hardly could care, seeing as I’ve gone this far. Maybe I should jump right to porn.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “NO! I’m joking … I think.” We both chuckled nervously.
 
   I could feel her tugging on the rings piercing my outer lips. “This is odd,” Rina noted. “It almost seems that the rings on a given side are all somehow fastened together inside you, based on the way everything moves when I tug on any, individual ring. We should ask the doc. I’m curious.”
 
   “I wonder how that could be done.” I mused. “Alright, now it’s time for the clouds to clear so you can see the mountains.” I sat up so Rina could unwrap me.
 
   I felt the wide elastic slip away, and Rina shouted, “Ay Caramba!”
 
   “WHAT?” I asked. My heart went from 60 to 200 in a few seconds.
 
   “I don’t know where to begin ...” As soon as she said that, I reached up to grab my new mounds.
 
   They felt huge! Big, round, and BIG AND ROUND!
 
   Then I felt my nipples. They were stiff, protruding, and there was something hard on the tips of them. There were rings through them horizontally that I could flip up and down, which sent more jolts of pleasure through me, though certainly less than my clit rings did.
 
   “What the hell is this? Describe them to me.”
 
   “First off, those are stripper tits if ever there were any such thing,” Rina said, awe in her voice. “They’re really gorgeous!”
 
   “They are?” I asked, skeptical.
 
   “Yes. They’re big and they’re round and they’re not at all teardrop-shaped anymore. They’re very symmetrical. If I had to guess, I’d say they probably are DD-cups, because they look bigger than a simple D. I wouldn’t have thought you’d stretch that much but you sure did.”
 
   I wanted to ask more but decided to let her go on.
 
   “You have thick rings through the base of your nipples – they’re probably an eighth of an inch thick and maybe slightly under an inch in outside diameter. The tips of your nipples are smooth, convex garnets that appear partially sunk into the nipple tips – they’re slightly smaller in diameter than your nipples are there. They match your bellybutton button.”
 
   I could feel her playing with the nipples, the hardness at their tips, and the rings. I felt little waves of pleasure that gradually grew.
 
   “Okay, Alie, this is definitely weird.”
 
   “What now?”
 
   “I think the garnets on the tips are connected to posts that go through the center of your nipples and are plugged into the rings inside you somehow. If I hold the tip and the ring, I can tell they’re like one piece. I wonder how they did that.”
 
   “Are my nipples erect?”
 
   “Oh yeah. I don’t think they can be any other way because the garnet is bonded to your skin itself, and the post is connected to the ring, so it pulls your nipple out as far as the post makes it go. If you ever have children, don’t plan on nursing them, though.”
 
   “Yeah. I guess that’s out of the question, but I’ll check with the doc anyway. How does it look overall?”
 
   “Honestly? Those are the sexiest tits and BY FAR the sexiest nipples I’ve ever seen. A definite wow.”
 
   At first blush, that didn’t sound so bad. “Really? You’re not just saying that?”
 
   “Huh-uh. God’s honest truth, you look sexier at this moment than anyone I’ve ever seen, in person or in pictures. Wow! They succeeded in turning you into a both a woman’s and a man’s wet dream.”
 
   In an instant, her lips were on mine, and her hands were all over my breasts. I guess she was telling me the truth because I reached into her shorts and she was as wet as the Great Lakes.
 
   I wasn’t sore at all so we took a chance and, before I knew it, I’d gotten her clothes off and one of her hands had moved down to my pussy and was doing unbelievable things with my clit rings. I came in seconds, then again, and then a third time.
 
   Rina’s fingers moved into me to give my clit a break. My pussy felt different, and I realized the difference was the now-missing stimulation from my also-missing inner lips. I guess I’d never appreciated them before. Now they were gone for good.
 
   I wasn’t going to say a thing, or lose any sleep over it. Given the highly sensitive modification of my clit, I came out way ahead on the arousal scale. I never liked the looks of my inner labia anyway. Call me crazy; I thought they were ugly. I couldn’t see them, but I knew they weren’t ugly now, because they were entirely gone!
 
   Inside, my pussy was just as good and, with the lips missing, there was less tugging to distract me. Rina found my G-spot with her fingers and my clit rings with her thumb and I almost exploded with a rocking climax that must have lasted a full minute.
 
   I laid back exhausted, but I was determined to pleasure my partner. I went face-down on her pussy, as I knew she liked, and my payback to her was sweet indeed. Then I moved to suck her nipples and my fingers diddled her snatch until I took her over the top again. She actually screamed in pleasure, a first for us.
 
   Rina wanted to test drive my nipples and I felt her mouth on first one, then the other. It felt very, very good. With the garnets covering the tips, my nips were no longer sensitive there, but the movement of the rings and the stretched sides held firmly erect by the posts and the garnets they were bonded to, adequately made up the difference.
 
   Rina had one hand on my pussy, one on a breast, and her mouth on the other breast. Yeow! What a great combination! Roger, I may owe you big-time for doing this to me. This totally opened my eyes! I still couldn’t see through them, but I’ll bet they were as big as saucers at the overwhelming pleasure I was getting!
 
   “Was that good for you?” Rina asked in a little voice, and we both started laughing hysterically.
 
   **********
 
   The next day, Rina took me to the plastic surgeon for my follow-up visit. I had trouble finding a top that would fit, and I had no bras that even came close. We’d go shopping after we left the doc’s.
 
   “How are you doing, Ms. Adams?” He asked as he came into the examination room.
 
   “I feel fine. That hyperhealant is pretty amazing stuff.”
 
   “It has certainly revolutionized my practice. So what do you think of your new body?”
 
   “Well, I can’t see it, of course, but I can feel it and, though I was surprised at some of the additions, I’m far happier than I ever thought I’d be.”
 
   “Surprised?”
 
   Oops. I probably shouldn’t have used that word, I thought. What was done was done. My misunderstanding of Roger’s “bangles” was between me and Roger.
 
   “Oh … ah … I meant how responsive I am when someone flicks my rings and all.”
 
   “Ah, yes,” he said. I could actually detect a smile in his voice. “For those who have the courage, there is much to be gained, eh?”
 
   “You can say that again!” I told him. “I do have a question if you don’t mind. It’s more academic than anything.”
 
   “Certainly. Ask away.”
 
   “I don’t really understand how you did the jewelry so that it would be permanent.”
 
   “Oh, yes, it’s actually very interesting. I get a surprising number of requests for that. I think many young people like the fact that the jewelry is virtually impossible to remove. The permanence is probably why tattoos have become so popular. Even though laser removal can be done – usually with some scarring - they’re otherwise quite permanent.
 
   “Each piercing installation is a little different. Here’s how yours were done:
 
   “Let’s start at the top, with your nipples. I used a dermal punch to make a horizontal hole in each nipple to accommodate the rings. The rings were open in the middle – there’s a seam that you can no longer see. On the part of the ring that’s within your nipple, there’s a hole. On either side of the hole, the rings are hinged so they can move up and down while the hole is held stationary.
 
   “Before I pushed the rings through the holes that I’d punched in your nipples, I carefully excised the tissue at the tips of your nipples, making them slightly concave, and ready to accept the stud. The stud is a gold post with a lens-shaped artificial garnet fastened at one end, and a springy arrow-point at the other end.
 
   “I pushed the rings through the hole I’d punched in the base of your nipples, positioning the hole inside the center of your nipples and facing the nipples’ tips. Then I applied a biobond glue – developed locally by River’s Edge Biotech – to the back of the stud and pushed it through the tip of your nipple. I moved it slightly to find the hole in the ring, and pushed the arrow tip into the hole. The spring momentarily forced the edges of the arrow into the shaft so it could go through the ring hole, then they snapped out, locking it in place. The shaft is larger on the top of the hole, so it can’t slide farther into the ring’s hole either.
 
   “At that point, I only had to hold the nipple out against the back of the garnet for a moment until it bonded, and then snap the ring shut. The two pieces were locked together inside your nipple. They can’t be removed without cutting into your nipple to unfasten the stud from the ring. In addition, the coating on the back of the gem bonds it to your dermis, your skin, such that it is as much a part of your body as your own skin. It would have to be cut away to release it. But it gets more complicated yet. The same biobonding agent is on the shafts of the studs, so they are now bonded to the tissue along the shaft and within your nipple. The only way to remove them is probably to remove the entire nipple. So they are effectively permanent.”
 
   “That’s complicated,” Rina added.
 
   “Complicated to install, virtually impossible to remove. The jewel in your navel is similarly bonded. I first removed the tissue that forms the little button within the navel. That makes it essentially a hollow socket for the gem, which is also lens-shaped but thicker on the sides. When bonded into place, it attaches to your dermis in the back and on the sides. It cannot come out, ever, without being cut out.”
 
   “How are my clit rings implanted? If that’s even the right word.”
 
   “Actually, that’s a very good word. That is the most delicate of all the procedures for obvious reasons. If not done properly, you could lose sensation there.”
 
   “There’s no doubt that THAT didn’t happen!” I said.
 
   “I’m very glad to hear it. To mount those rings, I can’t use a dermal punch without a high risk of severing a nerve, so I had to meticulously thread a needle into and within you, painstakingly drawing it through the forest of nerves and, where necessary, pushing the nerves aside as I did that. Then I slipped the first ring, the vertical one, into place behind the needle and pushed it through. It had a hole in the middle like your nipple rings, and is hinged as they are, so it can move side-to-side. It’s thicker than the horizontal ring because the horizontal ring fits through the hole in it. But the horizontal ring has two arrows facing away from each other, separated by a space the same size as the vertical ring thickness. It can rotate freely up and down through the hole in the vertical ring. Once I’d installed the vertical ring, I pushed a needle in horizontally, through the hole in the ring, and out the other side, avoiding nerves as best I could. Then the horizontal ring followed the needle. Once the first arrow had collapsed into the ring and gone through the hole, it snapped open and the back of the other arrow held it in place. Then I simply pushed the ball end of the vertical ring into the end that had gone through your clit, and did the same with the smooth horizontal ring.
 
   “Of course, they’re now locked inside you, behind your clitoris. Like your nipple rings and studs, they could be cut off, but the junction would still be within you, locked forever unless your clit was removed so a surgeon could get to the connecting pieces.
 
   “Thus, those rings will certainly be with you for the rest of your life.”
 
   “Wow,” was all I could say. This was all going to last well-beyond the time when my sight returned. It was gonna last forever.
 
   “Finally, each of your labia rings also has a hole in it, like your vertical clit ring. It goes through the ring in the same direction as the hole of the ring. On each side of your outer labia, they are fastened together by a hollow steel tube which, when inserted, has six arrows facing in the direction I insert it, which was from the top of your pussy to the back. Of course with one arrow, the rings would be free to slide back and forth, moving away from the arrow and then back against it. To hold everything in place, and make them permanent unless surgically removed, the hollow tube has a tiny wire within it which passes through the backwards arrows to hold them retracted into the tube. Once I’d threaded the hollow tube through all the rings, I pulled the wire out slowly, holding the rings, one-by-one, tightly against the back of the forward arrows, sequentially releasing the reverse arrows to lock the rings in place from the other direction. Given the hyperhealants, the little hole that the tube made when it was inserted healed up before you even awoke. The tube is coated with the biobonding agent as are your nipple studs, so it is now also bonded to the tissue within your labia.”
 
   I was kind of blown away. I hadn’t wanted or expected any of this, and now he was telling me that I would always be this way. That said, those clit rings were something else! I was torn. Thinking about it for a moment, I knew that this was one more thing to get used to in my now unrecognizable life – and mostly unrecognizable body. Thankfully, with much of the credit going to Rina, I think I still had my same old mind, with a few new inclinations. It was getting harder to picture myself as the sweet young thing who had moved to River’s Edge less than a month ago, though.
 
   Ever practical, Rina spoke up next, “How is Alie going to shave down there with all the rings in the way?”
 
   Good question, I thought.
 
   “She isn’t. There’ll be no need. She was permanently depilated down there while I worked on her breast augmentation. There isn’t going to be anything to shave.”
 
   That didn’t bother me, because I’d always shaved there anyway. I liked the look but wasn’t fond of the work involved, the razor burns, or the occasional nick. “Will I ever need a touch-up?”
 
   “Not likely. Depilation from the new device we use is guaranteed permanent by the manufacturer. It even gets the hair follicles that are dormant when treatment occurs. If you ever find anything down there, call for an appointment. It’s free as part of the warranty.”
 
   So now, my pussy is guaranteed by the manufacturer. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.
 
   Having received a clean bill-of-health, we left after the talk with the doc and went to The Shops at River’s Edge Town Center to buy some new shirts for me. Rina was very helpful describing the things on the racks, but, of course, she made me find my way without her help – claiming that was part of my continued training.
 
   That night we made love again, intense, no-holds-barred, rough, blazing, slippery sex, with nary a concern for my now-healed piercings. The heightened responses of my body were almost too much to bear as I tried to handle the tidal waves of arousal and the explosive climaxes that Rina inflicted on me using my new hardware.
 
   Everything was better, easier, and lasted longer. Everything, that is, save the one position that had been my favorite with Rina: scissors. Without my inners, the sense of contact and togetherness wasn’t there anymore. I’d never thought about that when I’d agreed to and, frankly, welcomed Roger’s request. In addition, the pressure on my clit rings from Rina’s inner thigh as we scissored was too much for my uber-sensitive love bud.
 
   I guess there’s a price for everything. This one seemed particularly poignant, though. I shed more than a few tears over it.
 
   I’d only experienced it that one time. And now I couldn’t do it anymore.
 
   I think I’ve paid my dues by now. At least, I hope so.
 
   Friday morning, I headed to the Jolly Roger, instead of Uptown Disability Services. I knew how to get there by taking the bus and so I went on my own. Rina had gone on into work uptown. We’d started talking about her moving in with me, and giving up her uptown apartment, but that would mean a long commute for her, though that would be more easily done than me having to find my way out to the Jolly Roger from half-way across the city.
 
   Since she’d be working days and I’d be working nights, neither of us were sure where our relationship was going. Rina was about 90 percent a lesbian and it was becoming pretty obvious that I was more bisexual – I still liked guys a lot, I was sure – so there was that basic question of whether I could be happy in an exclusively woman/woman relationship. Rina made no secret of the fact that she knew she could.
 
   Time would tell. Right now, there was so much to do that we couldn’t decide anything long-term yet.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11 – Dancing Machine
 
    
 
   I tapped my way to the employees’ door of the Jolly Roger and, finding it locked, I knocked. Surely they hadn’t forgotten that I was to start working on my routine today, had they?
 
   They hadn’t. A guy with a deep voice answered the door, said, “Come on in, Alie,” and introduced himself as “Rocco.” I reached out to take his hand, and this huge piece of meat swallowed my hand in his gigantic mitt.
 
   “Hey, boss, Alie’s here,” Rocco said as Roger came into the hall.
 
   “Well, well. Let me take a look at you.” Trying to make a lame attempt to get into my new career, I was wearing a tight tube top with a strapless bra, light blue Rina had said, that left my belly bare, and cut-off, low-cut denim shorts that showed my jeweled belly button. Rina had been making me wear high heels all the time so I’d get used to them. I had four-inch heeled sandals on that morning.
 
   “Very, very nice,” Roger had said. “Let’s go into the dressing room and have a closer look. He touched my free arm with his elbow and I grabbed it. He led me a little ways down the hall and through a door. 
 
   “I assume you want me naked,” I said without being asked.
 
   “Yeah, I left my X-ray goggles at home.” Roger and Rocco, who was apparently still with us, laughed and I heard a woman’s laugh too.
 
   “Who else is there?” I asked as I put down my cane and began to undress.
 
   “Hi, I’m Pat, Roger’s costumer and seamstress,” she said.
 
   I reached out my hand; she apparently stepped forward to take it. At that point, except for the sandals, I was standing there in all my naked glory.
 
   “Sweet Mother of God!” Roger exclaimed. I instinctively moved my hands up to cover myself, then dropped them when I realized it.
 
   “Bellisima,” Rocco said.
 
   “Ooohh …,” came from Pat.
 
   “Sweetheart, you are one awesomely hot lady. Goddamn beautiful too!”
 
   That didn’t make me feel too badly.
 
   Roger went on as he walked around me to get a full view. “Those are two fantastic tits you’ve got there. Looks like ol’ Doc Riffkin’s idea of using that new nip jewelry on you was sheer genius. Whatdaya think, Rocco?”
 
   “Damn straight, boss. It’s really sexy, the way those nips stick out. The patrons are gonna love ‘em.”
 
   For some reason, Rocco saying “patrons” seemed weird to me.
 
   “Can you spread your legs a little, sweetheart?” Roger asked.
 
   I obliged, and I could feel the heat of his breath as he checked me out. “May I touch you there?” He asked.
 
   That surprised me. Both that he asked, and that he expected me to let him. “I guess,” is what I said.
 
   I felt his fingers along the rows of rings. He spread my outers, saying, “Ah, much better. Much, much better,” as he did. Then I felt the rings through my clit move a little, then a little more.
 
   “Uuuhhh …,” I said in a low moan. I couldn’t help it. I felt him flick the rings again.
 
   I don’t know what it was - maybe standing there in my darkness, knowing that others were looking at my naked body, coupled with the few vibrations from my enhanced clit – but I came! Right there, right then I came. It was obvious to everyone what was happening because I couldn’t help but moan loudly and grab my pussy as the waves of arousal pulsed from it.
 
   “Goddamn!” Roger exclaimed.
 
   “Shit, man …,” Rocco said. “Look at that. She’s fuckin’ coming! Standin’ right there!”
 
   As the orgasm waned, I felt around, found a bench, and sat down on it, still breathing hard. “I am so embarrassed,” I said. “Now you can see what that doctor did to me.” I started to cry. I felt gentle arms around me. It must have been Pat.
 
   “It’s okay,” she whispered.
 
   “Never seen anything like that,” Roger said. “Alie, with natural sexuality like that, you would send a crowd over the top if you went out there and did nothing more than read the news.”
 
   I was still terribly embarrassed. “Please don’t touch me there again.”
 
   “Of course not, sweetheart,” Roger said. “I was only checkin’ out the doc’s work. I didn’t mean for you to get off right here.” He cleared his throat. I thought he was trying to suppress a laugh. “Come on, Rocco. Let’s get outa here and leave Pat to take Alie’s measurements and discuss costumes. Pat, you know what I’m expectin’. Take what you’ve just seen into consideration as best you can.”
 
   “Will do,” Pat said. I heard footsteps leaving.
 
   “Oh, I’m so totally mortified,” I said to Pat.
 
   “Don’t worry about it. I’ll admit, that was a new one for me. But in this business, who knows what’ll happen, eh?”
 
   “I suppose. I’m really not like that, though.”
 
   “Coulda fooled me,” she laughed. “Are you completely blind?”
 
   “Totally. Everything is black. Or everything is nothing, actually.”
 
   “You are very pretty.”
 
   “Thanks. But my eyes are goofy.”
 
   She paused, maybe looking at my face and eyes. “Yeah, a little. Your right eye is turned in some, compared to your left. But honestly? It makes you even hotter somehow. Not sure why, but … yeah … it’s endearing. The customers will love it.”
 
   I’d heard that before, and was starting to believe it.
 
   “I’m going to take a bunch of measurements, and then we’ll discuss costumes. Most days, you’ll dance as many as five times, so you’ll need at least six, to give you a spare.”
 
   Surprisingly, I felt a tape around my head first. “Why are you measuring my head?” I asked.
 
   “Wigs, dear. Your short curls are cute, but they won’t do on stage. Long hair is what the customers want.”
 
   “Even the women customers?”
 
   “There are eight men for every woman in that audience. So you can see who wins. Oh … sorry … I …”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “Oh … okay. Half the women would prefer long hair anyway. Roger wants you to have two carrot-red wigs and three brunette wigs, all of which fall down below your shoulders except one of the brunette ones. It’ll be a sleek bob a little longer than chin length. They’ll be real hair, cost a lot. But remember, the customers who come here to River’s Edge, especially to the Jolly Roger, are either very upscale, or save their money for a month or two so they can afford to come. They pay a stiff cover and drinks and food are expensive. They expect quality, and Roger delivers every time. You’re part of that, and you’ll get the best as a result. Your tips will be so high some nights you won’t believe it.”
 
   Could I trust Pat? I wanted to ask something that was bothering me. I decided to go ahead and ask, “Since I’m blind, Pat, can I trust the staff here to give me the tips I earned?”
 
   “Without skimming off the top, you mean?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You can. Roger runs an honest house. If anyone tried something like that, they’d be fired in a second, and then have to answer to Rocco.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Okay, Alie. Let’s discuss what kind of thong you can wear without having an orgasm every time you take it off on stage …”
 
   **********
 
   That afternoon, I was introduced to Phil, my flaming gay choreographer. How did I know he was gay? I still have ears. Every time he agreed with something I said, I could hear him clap with glee. He was gay and, I came to find out as the day went on, he was really, really good at what he did.
 
   He was also impossible not to like. So was Pat, for that matter.
 
   He was excited about the chance to work with a blind girl. Frankly, Phil seemed to be excited about the chance to work with anyone. That’s simply the way he was.
 
   What seemed like many hours later, but was probably only about 3:00 in the afternoon, I heard Roger calling out as he entered the audience area from the back, far from and above the stage.
 
   “Hi Roger,” said Phil.
 
   “Alie,” he called out gruffly, “you need a stage name, and you need it now so I can get the word out on you.”
 
   “Roger, I don’t have a stage name.”
 
   “Of course you didn’t, but you do now. You’re gonna be ‘Minx.’”
 
   “Minx?” I asked. I thought it might be some kind of furry rodent. How was that supposed to work?
 
   “Yeah, Minx. It means a sassy, cunning, or boldly flirtatious girl or young woman.”
 
   Whatever … I certainly didn’t want to be ‘Alie,’ and absolutely not ‘Natalie’ on stage. “Okay Roger, I’m Minx.”
 
   And that was that.
 
   Rod wanted to take me out Friday night, but I was completely wiped out. In addition, I wanted to spend quality time with Rina, to make sure everything was good with us after our argument earlier in the week. So I blew Rod off for Friday night and spent an evening at home with Rina. And a night in bed. In spite of being dead tired, the sex was world-class.
 
   This time, it was my tongue and my fingers that made Rina come a record number of times – at least she said it was a record.
 
   Frankly, I could get off if all she did was blow on my clit rings.
 
   Saturday, Rod and I were able to hang out. When he got to my house, I was wearing a big, floppy sweatshirt, hoping he wouldn’t notice my boobs until I’d had a chance to explain. I quickly kissed him on the lips, led him to the couch, sat down in the chair, and lit a cigarette with unsteady fingers. I was scared. Then I told him about the job I’d taken.
 
   “You’re gonna strip in front of people? Guys and chicks?” He asked, sounding astonished more than anything. I wished I could see his expression.
 
   “It wouldn’t be stripping otherwise, would it?”
 
   “What made you decide to do that?”
 
   “In a word, ‘money.’ Think about it, Rod, how else is a blind lab technician gonna make four grand a week or more?”
 
   “Four grand?”
 
   “Apparently – that includes tips.” Then I thought a moment. It was time to bite the bullet. “If that means you don’t want to see me anymore, I’ll understand.”
 
   “Uh … no … of course not. You surprised me, that’s all.”
 
   “Will you come to see me?”
 
   “Probably … I think so … give me some time to digest this.”
 
   “There’s more.”
 
   “That’s hard to believe.”
 
   “The club had some additional requirements for me; I had them done this past Monday. They’re all healed, thanks to some new medicine called ‘hyperhealant.’”
 
   Then I pulled my sweatshirt over my head, and introduced him to my newly enhanced body.
 
   He was speechless for an uncomfortably long time. Then he whispered, “Fuck …”
 
   “Do you like them?”
 
   “They’re big. They pierced your nipples.” His voice was emotionless, deadpan.
 
   “Don’t you like ‘em?”
 
   “I … I … I don’t honestly know. I think I’m too shocked. You never seemed like the kind of girl who would do something like this. Man, your boobs are big.”
 
   This wasn’t going like I expected. “You’re right, Rod, this isn’t me. But a girl does what she has to do to make a living …”
 
   That didn’t help. I could hear him stutter around, apparently trying to find something to say. I hadn’t even shown him my pussy yet. I was thinking that wasn’t gonna happen.
 
   “Alie, I’ve really become fond of you in the short time we’ve known each other. I realize intellectually that there is still a lot each of us doesn’t know about the other, but I would never have expected this. I had a different picture of you in my mind. I guess I thought you were a different kind of person …”
 
   “But I am, Rod! This is only for my job!” For some reason, his words were really cutting into me, because he was saying that I was no longer the person I’d always thought I was.
 
   “I never would have thought you’d take a job … exotic dancing.”
 
   I realized he couldn’t even say “stripping.” I felt everything slip away. It was awful. I was losing a chance for a relationship with him. He was the kind of guy I’d always wanted – including the attitude that kept him from reacting well to what I’d done and was planning to do. Out of desperation, I’d taken a job that let the world change me into a person that the kind of guy I wanted didn’t want to be with.
 
   “I probably need to go home, think about this,” he said.
 
   “I understand,” I replied, holding back tears.
 
   “I … I’ll call you later,” he said as I heard him get up. But I knew he wouldn’t.
 
   He took my hand and we walked to the door. “Bye, Alie. I’ll talk to you later on.”
 
   “Bye, Rod.” He left. I closed the door and cried for an hour.
 
   I called Rina, told her what happened. She was out with friends. She showed up a couple hours later, and held me all night. There wasn’t any sex, simply pure affection. But in the morning, I was awakened by her fingers on my clit attachments. I forgot all about my troubles as she took me over the top.
 
   After lunch, I spent the afternoon at the club, practicing with Phil for five straight hours. All I got were a few smoking breaks, and one orgasm when my thong got caught on my clit assembly. I told Pat later that I NEVER wanted that to happen on stage.
 
   “You’d probably double your tips if it did,” she said, clearly amused.
 
   “I don’t care. Some things should remain private.”
 
   “Okay, Alie, I understand. We’ll make sure the G-string pad is snag-proof.”
 
   Over that week, I developed, practiced and refined my routine – with detailed help from Phil and a significant amount from Pat – from eight in the morning, until the club opened at five in the afternoon.
 
   Except for Wednesday, I got to spend every evening and night with Rina, but didn’t get any blindness training during that week. I did practice braille most every night, and was getting better steadily. With John’s learning enhancement pills, I was mastering contracted, Grade 2 braille, at about twice the rate an unassisted (undrugged) person could learn simple, Grade 1 braille. At this rate, in a few more weeks, I’d be fluent.
 
   That would serve me well for the next eighteen months or so, a lifetime to a 22-year-old.
 
   On Wednesday evening, at Rina’s insistence, I made my way alone to River Lutheran Church for the meeting of the visually impaired group, guided by my talking GPS and my trusty cane.
 
   Walking along a street, unable to see anything, is its own challenge for a blind person like me, but not in the way you may think. It’s difficult to do, for certain. But the challenge comes from being totally unable to picture what’s around you. The best you can do is to try to construct a scene in your mind, based on sounds and the occasional smell. The texture of what the cane tip is feeling tells you if you’re on a concrete sidewalk or an asphalt street or a brick walkway, and so on. But nothing tells you if you’re surrounded by buildings or open fields or driveways into businesses or homes, or if there are steps up or down to the right or left. In daytime you can sometimes tell if there are trees by the quality of the shade. If you feel the slight heat from diffuse light filtering through the leaves, it’s different than how an overhang or awning blocks the sun. Likewise, if you’re surrounded by buildings on both sides of the street, there is a faint echo that the sounds of cars, or especially trucks, produce that isn’t there when the land is open on one or both sides.
 
   I’ll bet you, as a sighted person, never noticed that.
 
   In the evening, it’s more difficult. In a suburban area, where everything is usually spread out and the buildings aren’t tightly clustered, it’s harder to picture the surroundings. In that way, River’s Edge is more difficult to model in your mind than a very urban neighborhood, like uptown or downtown.
 
   So I tapped along. When the GPS said I was there, I tapped right to find a sidewalk or driveway to the church. I found a driveway and counted steps as I walked along the left side of it. The visually impaired group must have posted a sighted lookout, because I heard a person to my left call out, “Are you looking for the VIG meeting?” He pronounced it “vig.”
 
   “Yes.” I turned, found a sidewalk, and continued to count toward the person. He came up to me, put my left hand on his upper right, and led me into the church, through a doorway, and down a hall. Knowing I was counting, he was quiet until we got seventeen paces along the hall.
 
   “Here you are, ah …”
 
   “Alie. I’m Alie.”
 
   “I’m Sean. Right in here, Alie. Need any help finding a seat?”
 
   “I’ll manage. Thanks, Sean.”
 
   “You’re welcome. And welcome,” he chuckled.
 
   “Thanks,” I said, and tapped my way to a chair. I moved along the row until I came across someone else. “Is anyone sitting here?” I asked.
 
   “No. Be my guest,” a woman said. “I’m Gini.”
 
   “Alie. This is my first time at a vig meeting.”
 
   “Newly blind or new to River’s Edge?”
 
   “Kinda both. Are you blind?”
 
   “Yes, for about eight years. It happened when I was 22.”
 
   “Oh … I’m 22 now. I lost my sight recently. I guess we have that in common.” This made me feel very weird. She was where I’d be in 8 years, if my sight didn’t return for some reason. I expected it would, but I did worry about it. “Can you see anything?”
 
   “Light and dark patches. No color. No resolution. And you?”
 
   “I can’t see anything.”
 
   “Sounds like either optic nerve damage, or you’ve lost both eyes.”
 
   “My optic nerves don’t work. I still have my eyes, but my right one turns in a little. You know a lot about this.” The conversation was uncomfortable, but I thought I needed to hear it.
 
   “I’ve had eight years to learn. Since you’re recent, any chance for improvement?”
 
   I said what Rina had suggested. “Not according to the docs.”
 
   “Where do you live in River’s Edge, Alie?”
 
   “About three blocks from here. I walked.”
 
   “Good for you! Sounds like you’re adjusting some and can get around.”
 
   “I do rely on my talking GPS.”
 
   “Hey … use what works, I always say. Can I look at you?”
 
   “Uh sure …” I didn’t know how that was possible and didn’t know what to say. Then I felt her fingers touch my cheek and chin and turn my head towards her. She gently slid her fingers all around my face and carefully into my hair, so as not to muss it up.
 
   “You have lovely, symmetrical features and nicely full lips. I love the short curls.”
 
   “Those are new. I had a chin-length bob but when I lost my sight, I couldn’t fix it properly. The hairdresser suggested these curls. Plus I used to be light blonde, and now I’m a dark brown brunette – or so they tell me.”
 
   “You’re brave, I’ll say that. My hair is a warm brown – naturally, it’s dishwater brown. Do you want to look at me?”
 
   “Yes, thanks.” I set down the cane I’d been holding, and felt her face and hair. I tried my best to form a picture of her face. I didn’t know if I were close, and I didn’t want to ask. Her hair was long and soft. “You kept your hair long.”
 
   “Not really. I cut it short like you, but it was straight. I eventually let it grow after I got married and my husband said he was willing to fix it for me, if I’d grow it out. I was more comfortable with it short, but I did it for him.”
 
   “Seems like a good compromise.”
 
   “Yeah, it was. I had it colored for him too, though he didn’t ask. I couldn’t care less what color my hair is, but my hairdresser said it was naturally drab, so I had her color it several years ago. She’s the one who says it’s warm brown. I’m not one-hundred percent sure I remember quite what ‘brown’ looks like.”
 
   “Really?” I thought I could picture brown in my mind.
 
   “The light or dark patches I see don’t have color as such. Either it’s distorted away by my messed-up vision or I only see black and white. The docs don’t know which it is. I sort of know brown is different from red or that there are various browns that can be different shades or lighter or darker, but I can’t tell if it’s an intellectual understanding or an actual picture of brownness in my mind.”
 
   I tried to picture brown. I thought I could. I told Gini.
 
   “It’ll be interesting to see how long you retain your understanding of sight in general and colors in particular. Especially since you can’t see anything at all now.”
 
   “I guess time will tell. I’m not sure it makes much difference anymore.”
 
   “Trust me. It doesn’t.”
 
   The meeting began at that point. There were apparently about forty people there, which surprised me.
 
   There were presentations and discussions. The discussions, in particular, were helpful to me. Finally, they asked anyone new to introduce themselves, before we broke for refreshments and socializing. I wasn’t going to say anything, but Gini forced me to. I guess I was the only new one there. I stood up when no one else volunteered.
 
   “I’m Alie Adams. I moved to River’s Edge recently. I don’t know what else you want to know.”
 
   “How long have you been blind, Alie?” The moderator asked.
 
   I answered as Rina and I had decided. “A few months.”
 
   “Can you see anything?”
 
   “No, nothing at all. My optic nerves don’t work anymore.” That seemed good enough, and true for that matter.
 
   “What do you do for a living?” It was a friendly question that I had no idea how to answer. I could make something up, but what if someone heard about me as Minx?
 
   “Well …,” I started slowly, “I’m a lab technician by training, but that obviously isn’t going to work out now. So I’ve accepted a job dancing at the Jolly Roger. My opening performance is Friday.”
 
   “Whoa! I think you’re the first of us in that profession!” The moderator exclaimed. “I’d love to witness that!”
 
   “It’s kind of embarrassing,” I added with a laugh I didn’t feel. “The money’s good, though. Besides, I have big tits.” I have no idea why I said that. When you’re nervous and on the spot, you say dumb shit. At least, I do.
 
   I felt a hand reach up to my right breast.
 
   “She sure does!” Gini said. Everyone laughed. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Then, realizing everyone here was blind too, I decided I was among people who would understand, so I laughed too.
 
   “I’m also a good dancer,” I added. “Or so I’ve been told. And no, Gini, you can’t feel me while I dance just to prove it.”
 
   That got another laugh from the group.
 
   “There you go, folks. One of our own, Alie Adams, is dancing at the Jolly Roger this Friday. If you can, go out to cheer her on!”
 
   There were cheers and, getting into the spirit, I had to say, “If you go, plan to be there for Minx … that’s my stage name, M-I-N-X.” I spelled it out. At that moment, I was proud of it. Thinking about it, I was proud, period. After all, I was a headliner!
 
   I finally sat down. Gini must have turned toward me, still laughing, as she said, ”You have really hard nipples.”
 
   “Yeah. You noticed, didn’t you? It’s a long story.”
 
   “I have time.”
 
   **********
 
   John’s pills were definitely helping with learning my dances. Phil was amazed at how quickly I picked things up. So was I. Rina came one afternoon to watch. She told me, in all honesty, that I was fantastic. After she almost ripped my clothes off at home, I believed her.
 
   Sex with Rina was fabulous, though I was concerned that her unmodified body wasn’t giving her the immeasurable pleasure my custom-designed (as I preferred to think of it) one was giving me. One night, after a particularly rousing time for me, we were lying back smoking and relaxing before we went to sleep. That’s when I asked her if it was as good for her as for me. She assured me that, based on what she saw of my reactions, it wasn’t, but it was giving her more than she’d ever experienced with anyone else.
 
   Once again, I believed her.
 
   I actually told her that when I had some money saved, I’d pay for her to get similar “upgrades,” if she wanted. She told me that she’d think about it.
 
   I think I’m becoming the poster child for genital piercing.
 
   **********
 
   Friday came. Opening night. I practiced from 10:00 until 2:00, then ate a little lunch with Pat and laid around the dressing room. I was reading my first real braille book, using the new braille e-reader. The e-reader would verbally read the book to me, of course, but I wanted to do it myself. It was still a lot slower than the days when I could read with my eyes, but it was a lot better than nothing but listening.
 
   As of tomorrow, I would have been in River’s Edge for five weeks. This coming Tuesday would mark four weeks since they took my sight. Assuming the doctor’s measurements were accurate, I still had 17 months to go: 16 to 17 months of darkness or legal blindness, over 17 months to dance. I made a personal decision to stop counting. As Rina kept telling me, I needed to live in the now, not in the distant future.
 
   Both Rina and I had a vested interest in the now. We were lovers.
 
   Rina wasn’t allowed backstage during the performances, but she was coming for my first set and then staying in the audience all night. I didn’t want her to be out there alone, so she was bringing a couple of friends with her. Other women, I assumed.
 
   I would dance five times for about seven minutes each - a long performance as I understood it - at the top of the hour starting at 8:00, ending after the 12:00 dance. Two of the routines Phil and I had worked out – we called them dances 1 and 3 - were heavy on the erotic, lighter on the striptease. Think of Salma Hayek’s dance in From Dusk Till Dawn, without the snake and with me naked when it was all over. Salma’s music was also about the tempo of dances 1 and 3, with dance 2 being up-tempo from the others. Dance 2 was similar to Demi Moore’s in Striptease. It was the most frightening to do blind, because there were a lot of fast stage movements. Phil claims that I’m prettier than Demi, but I think he’s full of shit. Gay shit at that. I love him for saying it, though.
 
   I would do them in the order of 2, 1, 3, 2, 1. If there was an encore after the 12:00 performance, I’d do another dance 3. This weekend, since it was opening weekend, there would be no encore. Roger specifically said he wanted to be stingy with my talents. That made me feel good, until I realized the tips I might be missing. Oh well.
 
   I was a brunette in dances 1 and 3, a redhead in 2. So my makeup would be somewhat redone three times during the night – mostly eye shadow and brows, but my foundation and blusher would change a little. Pat would be there for the makeup and wig changes.
 
   It was more of a production than I’d expected. In addition, of course, there were the veteran girls who always danced. I’d be the headliner for the weekend, since Roger’s former top girl had left town. After the weekend, I’d continue as headliner if I were judged good enough by Roger and the patrons’ response. Rina was convinced it was a slam-dunk – her words.
 
   By 6:00, I was already more nervous than I’d ever been in my life. I’d chain-smoked four cigarettes in a row. Phil gave me a tablet, and told me to take it immediately. “What is it?” I asked, shocked that he’d offered it, and afraid of what it might do to me if I took it.
 
   “It’s Easy X, sort of the son of Ecstasy, for contemporary times. It’ll calm you down and put you in the mood. Safer than the old Ecstasy.”
 
   “No way am I taking that.”
 
   “Its dangers are overstated. You’re safe here.”
 
   “No thanks, Phil.”
 
   “Okay, I’m only offering. Suit yourself.”
 
   Half an hour later, I was a wreck. The cigarettes were not helping enough. Phil wasn’t around. “Where’s Phil?” I asked anyone who might hear me.
 
   “Want me to get him?” It was Crystal, one of the other dancers.
 
   “Thanks, Crystal, would you, please?”
 
   I’d worried that the other dancers would resent me coming in here and immediately taking the top spot. It didn’t happen. Maybe they felt sorry for the blind stripper.
 
   “How ya doin’?” Phil asked, a minute later.
 
   “Terrible. I’ve never been this anxious about anything.”
 
   “Then simply pretend the audience is all naked.”
 
   “No good. I can’t see them anyway.”
 
   “Makes it easier.”
 
   “Not really. Give me the pill.”
 
   There was no argument, “Open up,” he said, then popped it in my mouth and handed me a glass of water. It went down.
 
   Easy X was fast. I was better in twenty minutes. I could hear the music coming from the stage back in the dressing room and began to feel it take me. I might be able to do this.
 
   Makeup done and wavy red hair flowing well-past my shoulders, Pat put me in my outfit: G-string, an almost-bra, a white, low-cut blouse covered by a short, navy jacket, and a tight navy skirt that ended about six inches above my knees. I was wearing four-inch navy pumps – still dangerous for a blind girl.
 
   “How do I look, Pat? What about my eyes?”
 
   “You look like a gorgeous office-professional mixed with a hooker and blended with the sexiest girlfriend anyone ever had! You’re eyes are the same deep-blue, vacant orbs and your right is slightly turned in like always. It adds to your mystery. Your pupils are slightly dilated, probably from Phil’s Easy X. You’re perfect.”
 
   “Can you tell I’m drugged?” I asked Pat. At that moment, I was more concerned that the audience would see that I was high, than I was about stripping.
 
   “Yeah … if a person knows what to look for, they could tell you’re high. On the other hand, they might think your eyes were that way because you’re blind. The dilated pupils and glassiness is a give-away, though. That’s nothing to worry about. Focus on performing. There aren’t that many people who’ll be watching your eyes anyway.”
 
   Five minutes before I went on, I did, indeed, find myself impatient to perform. It seemed so uncharacteristic of me that I was shocked at how I felt. I WANTED to be out there! Thank you Easy X, I thought.
 
   I heard the group of girls before me running off the stage. At a minute to go, Pat put me in position.
 
   “The house is packed – go get ‘em,” she said encouragingly.
 
   I realized that I wasn’t at all concerned about taking off my clothes in front of a couple hundred people. It struck me again that it was so unlike me. I suppose it was a combination of the Easy X and the fact that I wouldn’t be able to see them, or see the hungry, lewd looks on their faces. I wouldn’t see their shock, awe and admiration either.
 
   But I was doing this for me, not them. At least, that’s what I was telling myself.
 
   “And now, on stage for the first time, and only at the Jolly Roger, our headliner … MINX!”
 
   I heard the guys in the audience whistle, the girls shout, and I confidently pranced onto the stage amid light applause. I immediately ripped off my jacket, and flung it behind me. I began to gyrate rapidly, with force and purpose, loosening the top three buttons of my blouse at the same time.
 
   I used the pole in this routine more than in the other two dances. This performance was loud, fast and I delivered it with energy. The idea was to get the crowd rolling for the rest of the evening. A minute into the dance, my skirt came off and I danced in blouse and thong. Before the crowd grew louder, I heard a woman in the audience say, “I think she’s blind.”
 
   “No way,” was the response from a man.
 
   I was totally in the zone a minute in. I could have told you nothing of what was going on. Riding a high I’d never experienced before, I executed the moves, sways and tantalizing thrusts, bends and steps with perfection. I was in my own, dark world, but I knew I was flawless. As my blouse came off and I was left in my white bra and thong, the cheers and whistles got even louder.
 
   From the shouts I could hear, they were already appreciating my custom-designed breasts.
 
   I teased the audience with my bra, turning with my back to them. I unhooked the front and pulled it out, baring my breasts to the back of the stage, and those few tables far back on either side. I never lost a beat as I turned back around with the bra refastened and my hand on the pole. I used the pole a lot at this point. Then, several minutes into the act, I repeatedly teased the audience by opening and closing my bra, until I finally cast it aside. My enhanced breasts with their nipple jewels and rings were on display.
 
   This was the dangerous part for me, and the part that was most embarrassing when I did it in rehearsals. The danger was stepping off the stage and falling as I moved near and along the edge of the stage. The embarrassment was shaking my healthy round breasts – my stripper’s tits as Phil and Rina called them - in time with the music, to the delight of the crowd all around. I carefully, blindly moved along the semi-circular stage from the front to my left, then back around to my right, then back to the center.
 
   Based on the noise – shouts of approval, more whistles, clapping and every kind of sound people can make – the crowd was going crazy. One guy yelled from near the front row, “Those are the greatest tits and nips I have ever seen!” I felt something, paper money I thought, tap my ankle and fall to the stage. I continued on, beginning to play and tease with my G-string.
 
   When the G-string came off they could see my pussy and rings. I thought the place was going to explode when I did a pelvic thrust with my legs spread, exposing all the hardware piercing my intimacies. I spun around, bent over with hands on thighs, and twerked the audience to show off my pussy and cute, perky bottom from the back. I kept dancing, and now I was also praying that the audience wouldn’t get unruly. I hoped Rocco and his small cadre of heavy-duty bouncers could keep things under control if necessary.
 
   I’d been told to concentrate on what I was doing, and forget about the rest. Do my job and let Rocco do his. I was so much into the dance by then that these were only passing thoughts, and I continued my deafeningly-appreciated, naked-except-for-shoes erotic performance.
 
   Finally, I left via the back of the stage, still in time with the music. The applause and shouting continued and Pat led me back behind the curtain. I went back out to shake it again, to encourage the crowd to throw tips onto the stage, which they were apparently doing in droves. I couldn’t see it, but I found out later, my take for that dance alone was $320, of which I’d keep $256, with 20% going to the house.
 
   I heard the guy’s voice from earlier say, “She is blind!” And the woman say, “I told you so.”
 
   I left the stage. Pat was still there, waiting. “Well?” I asked.
 
   “You knocked ‘em out, kid. The best first performance I’ve ever seen, and one of the best performances. You’re a natural.”
 
   That made me feel really good … fantastic, in fact. Until I thought about it a moment.
 
   I was a natural. A natural stripper. It didn’t feel so good when I thought about it that way.
 
   I’d shown my completely naked body to more than two hundred people. How was that supposed to fit with my self-image?
 
   Either it wasn’t gonna fit, or my self-image was gonna change. I had to work. I was playing the cards I was dealt. Hundreds of people had seen me erotically dancing naked. At this point what difference did it make if I showed myself to thousands more?
 
   I wished Rina would come backstage, if only for a few minutes. I wanted to talk to her. Maybe it’d have to wait until I finished for the night.
 
   **********
 
   Makeup and hair re-done as a brunette, Pat put me in my next outfit: G-string, an almost-bra, and a long cape.
 
   I could hear the applause, solid but not overwhelming, as I stood at the back of the darkened stage. The music started and, though I couldn’t see it, a light came on above me as soon as the announcer said, ”Minx!” I strutted forward, my arms wrapped within the cape covering me. My hair and makeup were dark.
 
   At mid stage, I flung open the cape, very briefly displaying my thong-bikini-clad body, then closed it again and spun in time with the music. When I turned toward the front again, I flung the cape open, dropped it, and began to sway, “As sensually as any woman possibly could,” to borrow Phil’s words.
 
   The crowd began to rumble and then burst out yelling and clapping and whistling. The sound died away as I continued to oscillate to the slow, sensuous, Latin-like beat, and the band’s Spanish guitars. At that early point in my second performance, as I found out later from Phil, I had the entire house in a hypnotic trance from watching the undulations of my belly and the blood-red stone in my navel. “Eating out of my hand already,” were Phil’s words.
 
   As my dance continued, I began to play with the bikini top, not spinning or turning away from the crowd, but rolling and flexing slowly in time with the delicious Latin music. Unlike the first dance, which was loud, wild and frantic, this routine was supposed to drip with sexual need and desire. I actually liked this dance a lot – I wish I could have seen a recording of me doing it. The music and Phil’s choreography appealed to me at some visceral, primal level.
 
   The crowd was eerily quiet as my ringed, unnaturally-round, bejeweled breasts swayed with my body movements. The crowd was mesmerized. I could feel it. They actually were eating out of my hand at that point.
 
   For a moment, the feeling of power was intoxicating.
 
   My sensual, irresistible dance continued as I discarded my G-string and now swayed and rippled before the crowd with my body and my jewelry fully exposed. The strains of the music numbed the audience into an enthralled, totally submissive crowd that I controlled with my movements.
 
   “Jesus Christ,” more than one man and several women whispered, loud enough for me to hear with the patrons hushed as they were. “Oh my God,” and “I can’t fucking believe this,” were also called out over and over.
 
   I was their goddess for the moment, and they were my captive people.
 
   The dance ended and there was dead silence. I don’t even think people were breathing. I was both glad of my blindness, that hid their faces from me, and yearned with all my heart to see their expressions. Then, as I turned my back on them and slowly walked to the back of the stage, disappearing behind the curtain, the house went completely crazy with clapping, whistles, shouts, stomping, and every other noise a person can make. The bedlam went on and on and on for five minutes or more.
 
   My other three dances were as successful as the first two.
 
   “Holy shit, Roger! Where the hell did you find her?” I heard someone shout as I left the stage for the fifth time. I found out later that the guy had been there for all five performances. So had many of the rest of the audience. Coupling the people who stayed with those who came in during the evening, the Jolly Roger hit an all-time high, record crowd.
 
   Rina counted it for me, and in addition to my pay, I took home almost $1,300 in tips!
 
   Roger, apparently afraid he’d jinx my performance if he interrupted me before, came backstage after the last dance. I was talking with a gushing Phil, Pat and Rina.
 
   “Son of a bitch, Alie! In forty years in this business, I’ve never seen an opening night performance like that. Girl, you have found your true callin’! We are gonna make a shit-pot full o’ money!”
 
   “Was she great or what?” Rina exclaimed.
 
   “Hell,” Roger said, “she was so far beyond great that there’s no word for it. Phil, baby, you delivered the perfect routines! And Pat, the looks couldn’t have been better. But Alie, you were the star of stars tonight! Goddamn, you were great! I think more than half the people didn’t even know you were blind, and those who did thought it added to the sex appeal that was drippin’ off ya!”
 
   It looked like I was a hit as a stripper. Maybe my success was even assured, until I could see again and move on. None of this had been in my wildest dreams or nightmares when I’d moved to River’s Edge. What was really happening? Where was Natalie in all this?
 
   I don’t see Natalie, I thought, therefore she isn’t here. The fact that I can’t see her means she’s gone for now. Natalie could see … perfectly. What’s left now is a blind Alie, the exotic dancer, the stripper.
 
   When it came to taking my clothes off, I was very, very good.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12 – Let’s Get It On
 
    
 
   “Let me take you home,” Rina said after I had spoken with a small group of “VIP admirers,” to use Roger’s words.
 
   “Weren’t you here with a couple friends?” I asked. “Rocco said he’d take me home tonight, and help me avoid anyone who might be too enamored with me.”
 
   “My friends left already. I told them I wanted to see you. I thought we could walk to your place.”
 
   “How were you gonna get home, otherwise?”
 
   “I figured I could make the last train. You got something going with Rocco?”
 
   “No. Not at all. He’s just a kind, helpful man. A big one too.”
 
   “Thank yous,” I heard a deep, rumbling voice say.
 
   “Hi Rocco! So, what did you think of my dances?” I hadn’t known he was there.
 
   “Best I ever saw. You are the goddess out there, Alie.”
 
   “Gee, thanks, Rocco.” That really did please me. I knew Rocco didn’t hold anything back; he said what he felt.
 
   “Rocco, can you take both Rina and me to my place?”
 
   “Sure, Alie. I’ve got a big caddy out there. Plenty of room.”
 
   Rocco even walked us to the door to make sure we got inside safely. Once inside, I heard Rina lock the door and she immediately dragged me into the bedroom and began tearing off my clothes. Her movements were frantic and I could tell she was trying to get undressed at the same time she was undressing me, all the while we were kissing and fondling each other.
 
   We fell onto the bed, each with a leg half-wrapped around the other. Rina’s skin is so soft and her slim, muscular body has strength without being rock-hard like a man’s. I still like men, of that I’m sure, but Rina makes loving a woman so warm, so wonderful, so right. I was convinced that I would swing both ways from then on … or maybe favor the female side, if it included a certain trainer for the blind.
 
   Rina was on top of me and immediately moved down so her mouth was on my pussy. I felt her moist tongue running along between my lips - this was something we’d found to be easier and pretty effective at arousing me in the absence of my inner labia. Her tongue slid up to my ringed clit and I felt the rings vibrate as she flicked them up-and-down or side-to-side.
 
   Like I’d become accustomed to, I came first in half a minute. Then she did it again and again.
 
   Rina’s fingers were in me and she was still twiddling me with her tongue, forcing one climax after another from me. I felt her fingers tapping on my G-spot and I began to climb toward climax in both places. I wasn’t sure I could stand it after five clitoral orgasms. I’ll never know how, but she managed to keep both arousals in balance and when I reached the top, I came clitorally and from my G-spot at almost exactly the same time. For a couple of minutes, I was out of my mind with pleasure beyond anything I’d felt before.
 
   I could barely move for ten minutes or more after that shattering experience. My genitals were hypersensitive. I was determined to pay Rina back in kind, so I forced myself to move and began playing with her nipples, down her belly, and onto her clit. My tongue repeatedly slid along between her inner and outer lips, and then I thrust it between her inners and up onto her love button. I toyed with it with the softest of touches. My fingers went into her and felt along her vagina for the spongy G-spot in the front. I found it and repeatedly pushed on it in a steady rhythm, then began tapping – not hard, but just enough. I could feel Rina’s pelvis and leg muscles respond as she thrust up against me, and gripped my head and shoulders between her legs.
 
   I tried my best to bring the arousal of her principle erogenous zones, her clit and her G-spot, up in parallel, as she had so skillfully done for me. Her moans of pleasure and abandon were getting louder and longer. Her juices were flowing all around my mouth and hand. The scent of her musky sex was heady and strong. The aroma of her made me wet, and I could feel it between my legs.
 
   She came from her clit. I knew it because the organ suddenly hardened more than I thought possible, and she bucked so hard my head jerked back for a moment. My tongue never left her bud, though, and I was able to draw out her climax until her G-spot arousal was fulfilled. She came with both orgasms overlapping and screamed as they happened. The screams continued and I was able to draw a third clitoral climax out of her before she shouted, “Enough!”
 
   We realized later that we’d both been in a sexually-charged state because of my dancing that night. The erotic cloud had followed us home and spiced our lovemaking like nothing had before.
 
   “I never thought I could explode with pleasure like you made me explode tonight,” I told her.
 
   “I was trying to turn you into a lesbian so you’d forget that bi shit,” she said laughing, though I thought she was only half-joking. I knew, though, that Rina did a guy from time to time, and always mentioned enjoying it. That said, I was pretty sure that, given a choice, she’d always prefer a ménage à trois with another girl and a guy, to a one-on-one with a guy alone. 
 
   “Many more nights like that, and I don’t know what I’ll be,” I responded. “You are a superb lover.”
 
   “You’re not so bad either, for a blind girl.”
 
   “I’m better because I’m blind,” I said then. I was thinking that might actually be true. “I’m not distracted by vision. One less big thing to focus on. I can give more attention to you.”
 
   “Well, you’ve proven that you do that. Your hardware makes it easier for me to turn you on. Taking you as a whole package, you’re the ideal lover.”
 
   “That’s an interesting, and very nice thing to say, though it seems that what makes me a perfect lover, are all things that I had nothing to do with.”
 
   “So you take the good with the bad. That’s what you’ve done, and you’ve made a bad situation pretty damn good. At least for me, and I hope for you too.”
 
   “If being blind was the only way for me to meet you, then I’m glad I became blind.” I meant that.
 
   **********
 
   I did five shows every night for the next four nights. Every one was as well-received as the one on that first night. The Jolly Roger set another record the second night, a Saturday. By Tuesday, I was getting pretty tired and I did get disoriented during the up-tempo number 2 dance that was my fourth performance that night. I managed to find the pole I’d lost and shrugged off the faux pas with an ‘oh well’ gesture. I got a laugh from the patrons and continued right on.
 
   I actually apologized to Phil and Roger afterwards, but they both blew it off as nothing to worry about at all.
 
   I’d gone back to my blind training during the day on Monday and planned to do it every weekday until Rina and John thought I was done. I was making very fast progress at both navigating and reading braille. The more I got out and around, the more comfortable and confident I was becoming. They were pushing me and I was pushing myself hard from their encouragement. It was all working out as well as I could have hoped, given what had happened.
 
   Rina and I spent both of my off nights, Wednesday and Thursday, together at her place, where we went after my braille training in the afternoon. We cooked at her home both nights, as a continued part of my training. Rina came with me out to my place after we finished at the Disability Services on Friday. She stayed and watched me dance on Friday and Saturday nights, then we parted as I went to the Jolly Roger for Sunday’s performance and she went home.
 
   This continued for about five weeks and worked out well for us. The word had gotten out about my performances and the Jolly Roger was busier than ever. I guess people liked the wanton gyrations of the sexy, googly-eyed blind dancer. I was settling into a comfortable routine – something I would have deemed impossible shortly after I’d been blinded.
 
   The money was beyond anything I’d expected, though it didn’t really mean that much to me for some reason. I guess when you have enough, you stop thinking about it. No amount of money was going to allow me to see any sooner, and except for my sight, I had everything I wanted. I didn’t need to buy anything else.
 
   Besides my $800 a week salary, I was averaging an incredible $1,200 in tips on Friday and Saturday nights, and almost $1,000 the other nights. So I was making a phenomenal $6,000 or more per week! In two months, I’d earn more than I would have in a year at River’s Edge Biotech.
 
   Taking off my clothes and dancing with clear sexual intent in front of crowds of people should have been difficult for me, but it never actually was. I think my inability to see them was a major factor in my not being upset at what I was doing 25 times a week. After a few weeks, it became routine and I rarely thought about it anymore. I was a stripper. I’d tell myself that from time to time, to see how it made me feel. Honestly, it didn’t make me feel anything. If I were changing, I didn’t notice it. My big change happened when they took my sight. Dancing nude never had the impact being blinded did.
 
   That said, by the beginning of my sixth week at the Jolly Roger, and my eighth without sight, I was also used to being blind. I never woke up surprised that there was no light. I didn’t think about it when I went about my day, or even when I sat down to relax with a cigarette or two or three and listen to music. I stopped thinking about having to cane my way along by tapping when I went out. It was simply what I did to go from place to place. Oh, I thought about it when I did it, but not in contrast to being able to walk around sighted.
 
   I guess Rina, Betty and everyone else was right when they told me it would soon feel normal to be blind. That’s how it felt, even before I’d been blind for two months.
 
   That was a good thing. I didn’t obsess about it anymore.
 
   My relationship with Rina hadn’t cooled off any at all. Up to then, we’d kept our separate homes and used them both every week, pretty much as we had after my first performance weekend. My training was about over. My braille skills were very good, and only needed practice, which I did by reading braille novels on my braille e-reader whenever I had a few minutes.
 
   I’d picked up several new friends that Rina and I hung out with, including my fellow-blind friend, Gini, whom I met at the Visually Impaired Group meetings, and Megan, who’d welcomed me to River’s Edge with Lindsey. Once in a while, I had lunch with wheelchair-bound Sara, the paralegal who was one of the first women I’d met in River’s Edge.
 
   Sara had been quite shocked when she’d first seen me after my makeover; that is, having been blinded, with my hair in short, dark curls, and my impossible-to-miss stripper’s tits. She was even more astounded to find that I’d become an exotic dancer. She took it in stride, though, and showed up once in a while for my performances, usually accompanied by a group of women from her office. 
 
   Nothing had changed regarding Sara’s condition and wouldn’t for many years to come. The implementation of her punishment had been flawless to this point in time. It was actually a simpler punishment to implement than my own, and there was little chance that it would run longer than intended, because it was reversed with an antidote. There was no antidote for my blindness, save time.
 
   Gini became a good friend, and she was unabashedly straight. We did fun, girl-things together, frequently laughing at the messes two blind women could manage to get into. Megan, on the other hand, was 100 percent lesbian and was clearly interested in me sexually. I was committed to Rina, so I dodged her advances, though I told Rina about them.
 
   Rina surprised me by suggesting that the three of us go out and party together. One Wednesday night off, Megan joined us uptown and we went to a couple LGBT bars near the university. I had a good time, though I was surprised to get hit on several times at each place. Rina and Megan thought that was about as surprising as the sun rising in the east. They thought I was much hotter than I was, for reasons that still escaped me.
 
   “There’s something inherently sexy about a blind lesbian,” Megan noted, her hand firmly on my butt. She’d done it earlier, and Rina had laughed.
 
   “I’m not lesbian, I like guys too. That makes me bisexual.”
 
   “Nah … I think you’re fooling yourself,” Megan teased. “Regardless, you are one sexy blind chick. Come dance with me.”
 
   “I normally get paid for this,” I said as she led me onto the dance floor.
 
   “I’ll pay you later tonight. Rina said I could.”
 
   “Oh did she?”
 
   “Yes. Of course, she’ll be there too. You’re both spending the night at my house. I have some toys I think you’ll like.”
 
   That was the first I’d heard of that little plan. After we left the clubs and took the good old green line back to River’s Edge, that’s exactly what we did.
 
   Megan’s toys happened to be a couple of strap-on penises, along with an entire collection of rabbits and vibrators of various configurations. The strap-ons were designed to pleasure the wearer with vibrations, and the receiver with … well, you know.
 
   They used them on me to great effect, including both diddling with me at once. That was a little tricky to configure, given all the hardware in my pussy, but they made it work. My ass was virgin territory up until then so, of course, I’d never been double-penetrated. By the end of the night, I was a veteran.
 
   From the standpoint of pure orgasmic extremism, I’d never experienced anything close. By the time they finished with me, I couldn’t even talk. Not a word. They’d fucked my brains out. My mind was marmalade. I did decide that I liked the intimacy of one-on-one sex better than a threesome, though I’d certainly be willing to do it again once in a while.
 
   I tried my best to keep up with them and give as good as I got, but this was, without a doubt, their night to work me over. I did use a strap-on to bugger each of them, while the other twiddled the receiver’s snatch. That seemed to go over well, but I told them it would have been better if each of them had at least a couple rings in their clits, if not in other places too. I promised to get them appointments with Doctor Riffkin to get it done, and use some of the thousands in cash I had to treat. I made them promise to go get their clits enhanced and was determined to see that they did.
 
   Thanks to Doctor Riffkin, a week later both of them sported clit rings exactly like mine. Their inner lips were gone too, along with their pubic hair. No more shaving or waxing for them. I’d wanted us to all feel soft and smooth there, and easily talked them into it. A few days later, thanks to the hyperhealants, they were both healed up and we did another night like the first one.
 
   They were both neophytes when it came to their enhanced clits, and I used that to great advantage. Knowing what to do, I had them repeatedly climaxing as I fingered each at the same time. That night, I wore them down.
 
   I think Rina was less happy with her magnified sexual response than Megan and I. It would hit her at various times during the day, sometimes while walking, sometimes sitting in her chair. I’d never had that problem, but she did, perhaps because she was more sensitive to begin with, or maybe it had something to do with how her rings were positioned, or her specific physiology. Regardless of why, the fact was that her rings kept her in a perpetual state of semi to near-full arousal.
 
   Of course, being exactly like mine, her rings couldn’t be removed. Ever. She’d lose her clit if they had to be removed, or if she didn’t actually lose it, it probably wouldn’t work anymore. It looked like Rina would be living with constant arousal. Time would tell, though Rina did begin sitting very still and walking with shorter steps in an attempt to control herself. I laughed at her. I don’t think she saw the humor.
 
   I’d seen my hairdresser, Kirsten once already, for a color touch-up and a trim. Now it was time to go again for color, trim and a re-perm. I’d decided to stay a curly brunette. It was as easy as Kirsten had promised, and I always looked okay. Everyone else thought I always looked great, but I still preferred it longer and straight, like it had been. That was too difficult for me to manage though, and I knew it. I expected to be a kinky-headed brunette as long as I was blind, except when I wore the wigs on stage.
 
   Kirsten rolled me up and someone did my nails while that was going on. As the perm took hold, a different woman waxed my brows. They ended up thinner than the other two times – and they were thin then. Kirsten said they looked better thinner. I suspected that I wouldn’t like them as much, but since I couldn’t see them, I didn’t care. They felt really thin to my sensitive finger tips, though.
 
   My perm was tighter too, so I was definitely kinky-curly now. It was quite tight to my head and my hair was probably less than two inches long. Kirstin colored it black, but with a violet tone to it. She suggested it, and I said, “Why not?”
 
   Rina liked my darker, curlier hair and thinner brows a lot and proved it to me that night. With her modified pussy, she was so easy to arouse. I could mold her response like clay in my hands. I could make her cum until she passed out, which happened more than once.
 
   After watching Rina “suffer” (her words, though the truth was somewhere between suffering and ecstasy) from her near-constant arousal for two weeks, I got her an appointment with Doctor Riffkin, to see if there was anything he could do. He said he could make an appliance for her, that would fit in her panties or thong, which would hold the rings still, until she took it out. It would hold them in her most comfortable, neutral position, where there was the least arousal; that turned out to be in the middle for the vertical ring, and all the way down for the horizontal.
 
   He actually made a mold of her pussy, which I thought was hysterical while he was doing it. I couldn’t see it, of course, but I could certainly hear Rina’s complaints as the slimy stuff was spread all over her genitals. Even Rina was laughing at the jokes I was making about the goo on her snatch.
 
   A couple days later, she went in to be fitted. The soft rubber-like device was comfortable and it worked. She was always more aroused than before, but at a tolerable level. Her sudden orgasms stopped. The doc told her she’d have to get used to the residual arousal that was always present; there wasn’t anything else he could do about it.
 
   By now, I was in my twelfth week of blindness, and my tenth as a stripper. Labor Day weekend was coming up. Rina’s birthday was actually on Labor Day this year. As a gag present, I bought the mold of her pussy from Doctor Riffkin and had it mounted on a nice stand for her as an object d’art. It was a hit and I thought she’d die laughing when she saw it.
 
   **********
 
   A month later, Phil and I were alone on the stage late one afternoon. He was teaching me another of an unending number of moves that he had in his repertoire. I was determined to be the best dancer I could be, for as long as I was doing it. After all, I had more than a year to go and I wanted to please the crowd. In a positive way, I did think about displaying myself to mostly strangers every night – I’d made friends with a few regulars, of course – and I wanted people to enjoy my dances. I wanted them to find me sexy, desirable, and entertaining. That perspective was true to my nature.
 
   I’d always needed to be the best at whatever I was doing. Not only my best, but the absolute best. I wasn’t always on top, and that did cause me anxiety over the years growing up and all through college, where my grades were good, maybe very good, but not great. When I was the best, though, I got a tremendous high from it.
 
   When it came to stripping, of all things, I was the best. At least, the best around these parts. If there’d been a national striptease competition, I’d have convinced Roger to sponsor me in it. I cared far more that I was the best stripper, than whether or not someone knew I was a stripper.
 
   It’s the way I’m wired.
 
   That afternoon, a Monday, Roger was in his office reviewing advertising for the upcoming shows around Halloween. New dance music was playing through the stage sound system from an MP3 player Phil used during rehearsals. The Jolly Roger used a live band for all of my performances. When I was off, like on Wednesday and Thursday and a few other times before and after my performances, they used recorded music.
 
   Phil was standing behind me with his hands on my hips, to lead me through the moves he wanted me to make. Since I couldn’t see his examples, he led me through them by touch, if I didn’t know the moves already. That was fine by me. Phil had no sexual interest in me, though he’d have done Rocco in a heartbeat, if the Jolly Roger’s big muscle hadn’t been straight as the proverbial arrow.
 
   As I was getting into the beat and the slowly swaying movement Phil wanted me to do, I suddenly heard Phil call out, “Roger!” Then there was a crash in the distance, off to my left. It sounded like chairs and tables being overturned.
 
   “Something’s wrong with Roger!” Phil yelled in his excited soprano. He let go of me. I could hear him running off and a quick bump, which sounded like him jumping off the stage. The music kept playing.
 
   When we practiced, I kept my cane on a chair behind the curtain. I started doing this following one afternoon, when Phil saw a friend with whom he’d been romantically involved, at the entrance to the theater, as we all called it, and ran off leaving me standing there alone. I had to feel my way backstage, hands in front of me and feet afraid to move for fear of banging my toes on something. He was gone the rest of the day.
 
   He profusely apologized later, but I provided insurance during future rehearsals.
 
   So I grabbed my cane and made my way, tapping, to the back of the auditorium.
 
   I felt an obstruction on the floor when I got to them. “Roger’s passed out,” Phil said. “I’ve called 911.”
 
   Roger had a stroke. No one knew if he’d recover. He was in intensive care for six days, before they put him in a regular room. He couldn’t walk or talk.
 
   I went to visit him. That didn’t go very well. I couldn’t see him, and he couldn’t talk to me. If he did any gesturing, I couldn’t tell.
 
   I finally hugged him, told him I appreciated everything he’d done for me, including turning me into a first-class erotic dancer, urged him to recover and come back quickly, and left.
 
   I had a phone message to be at the Jolly Roger for a meeting at 4:00 that afternoon, a Friday. I went there expecting that they were closing down – and I’d be out of a job. There were two other erotic dancing or strip clubs in River’s Edge, but I’d heard some things about them that I didn’t like.
 
   Rocco started talking. This surprised me. I didn’t think the kindly brute had it in him.
 
   “All yous listen up,” he started. Sure sounded like Rocco. “Roger is in bad shape. He’ll be goin’ to rehab after he gets out. He’ll be in the hospital until at least Sunday. After that, nobody knows how well he’ll recover, or how long that’ll take. He’s on medication and they think he’ll get at least somewhat better.”
 
   “I’ve talked to him, as best I could, and to the other partner too.”
 
   There were partners? I didn’t know. I thought Roger was the sole owner.
 
   “We’re keepin’ the club goin’ without any shut-down. Thanks to Minx and the rest of yous, we’re making lots of dough, and so are yous.”
 
   “Since you’re the third partner, are you gonna run the place, Rocco?” Someone asked.
 
   Rocco, a partner and owner? I never would have guessed. I thought one of the other bouncers had asked the question.
 
   “Are you outa your fuckin’ mind?” Rocco said. Everyone laughed. “I don’t wanna run this place. I like banging heads too much. If I stepped in, we’d lose all our customers for sure.
 
   “Roger Junior is takin’ over, startin’ next Friday. Nothin’ else’s gonna change.”
 
   There was a moment of silence. I didn’t know what was going on.
 
   “No offense, Roger,” one of the dancers, Marlene I thought, finally spoke up, “but every one of us knows that Roger Junior is a first-class prick.”
 
   There was laughter and grunts of agreement.
 
   “Roger Junior is gonna run the place,” Rocco said, “so yous might as well get used to the idea. He’ll meet with each of yous Thursday and Friday.”
 
   I talked to Rocco privately for a few minutes afterwards.
 
   “I didn’t know you were an owner, big guy.”
 
   “Yeah. I have 24, Roger has 25, and his son has 51 percent of the place.”
 
   “Roger Junior is the majority owner?” I was really surprised.
 
   “Yeah. Up ta now, he’s been a silent partner. When his dad gave him a majority share, the deal was that Roger Senior would run the place and draw a salary, Junior and I would, of course, share the profits. ‘Course, my Don funded the place originally, gave me my share for services rendered, and eventually sold out his part to Roger Senior. That’s when Junior came in. So far Junior’s collected his annual profit and spent the rest of his time in Central America and Thailand - up until his dad got sick.”
 
   “Wow. I never knew. What’ gonna happen now?”
 
   “Honestly? Whatever Roger Junior wants. All I can do is talk to him. If there’s direct evidence that his actions’ll hurt the value of my shares, I can sue. I hope he does the right thing.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “For me and yous, runs the business successfully.”
 
   **********
 
   I knocked on the door to Roger’s office, Junior’s office now, and I heard him call for me to come in. Since it was a cool, fall day, I was wearing jeans, a pull-over sweater and four-inch-heeled ankle boots. I always wore four-inch shoes to stay accustomed to them, and avoid a change that might lead to a fall – on stage or anywhere else. My feet had become used to them, to the point that it hurt to be barefoot for more than short times. My tendons had adjusted. So I wore four-inch-somethings everywhere, except to bed.
 
   I entered and tapped my way to a chair that Roger – uh … Roger Senior – had always kept in front of the table he used for a desk. I was about to sit down when Junior said, “Hold on there. I guess you’re Minx … er … Alie Adams. Right?”
 
   “Yes, Sir.” I’d earlier decided to be formal until he told me otherwise.
 
   “I hear you’re blind as a bat.”
 
   “Yes, Sir. I can’t see anything. No light, nothing at all.”
 
   “That must be a bitch. Well, I’m not blind, so before you sit down, let’s have a look at you.”
 
   When you’re a stripper that only means one thing. I took off my clothes. I had to remove my boots to get out of my tight jeans, but slipped my feet into them when I was, otherwise, naked.
 
   “Jesu Marimba! Turn around there. Christ Almighty, you’re about the hottest piece a’ ass I’ve ever seen in real life.”
 
   “I’m a stripper, Mr. Ives, not a ‘piece of ass.’”
 
   “Yeah … whatever. For the most part, you are what I say you are.”
 
   “I dance. I’m very good, but that’s all I do.”
 
   “Never gave my daddy head?” He asked chuckling.
 
   “Like I said, I’m a dancer. I don’t do sex to get or keep my job.”
 
   ‘You do what I say you do.”
 
   “No, Sir. I do not.”
 
   He said nothing at that point. I was ready to walk out. I was not going to fuck him to keep a job. Five months ago, the idea that anyone would ever hint at that was inconceivable. Okay, I’d changed. I’m blind now and I strip for money, but the rest of me is the same as I was. That’s what I told myself.
 
   Of course, I was bi now. That was new.
 
   Having sex with a man seemed particularly unattractive when I was in the presence of this bastard.
 
   “Did daddy design your tits and pussy?” That’s not what I thought he’d say next.
 
   “Yes, for the most part.”
 
   “I like the tits. They look fake, like a dancer is supposed to look.”
 
   He was talking about me as though I were a cut of meat. I hated this guy at that moment. How could someone as nice as Roger Senior have a son like this asshole?
 
   “Do you think they look fake, little ‘erotic dancer?’”
 
   “I’ve never seen them; it’s impossible for me to see them, so I can’t say.”
 
   “Well how do they feel then?”
 
   “They feel like breasts. Big, round breasts.”
 
   “They are that. What does your boyfriend think about them?” What was with this guy? Was he getting off on this? He could be playing with himself right then, for all I knew.
 
   “I don’t have a boyfriend.”
 
   “Are you a dyke? Your hair is short enough.”
 
   That hurt, and I couldn’t figure out why. Maybe I was still sensitive about losing my longer hair.
 
   “I don’t see where that’s any of your business, Mr. Ives.”
 
   “You make a lot a’ money here. You should learn where your bread is buttered.”
 
   “You make a lot of money because I dance here. You should learn not to bite the hand that feeds you.”
 
   “Ha!” He actually started laughing. “Touché, bitch! Don’t think I won’t be watching you. I intend to make sure you continue to make me that money. If you do anything to disrupt the cash flow here, I’ll sue you, take whatever you’ve got now, and you’ll be givin’ me every cent you make for the next twenty years.
 
   “Do we understand each other?”
 
   “I suppose time will tell.” I picked up my clothes and turned and left.
 
   Junior was there every night during the next two weeks. I was surprised that he mostly left me alone. He apparently watched all the performances, mine and the others, and made suggestions which were, sometimes, actually helpful. I didn’t have any more confrontations with him.
 
   Rina took me to visit Roger Senior at the rehabilitation center where he’d be for a month or two. He was able to talk a little, but his left arm and leg weren’t working very well. I held his right hand and talked about anything that came to mind. He tired quickly so I gave him a kiss on the cheek, noticing that his cheek was wet from tears, and left. He squeezed my hand and thanked me for coming.
 
   The guy had made a stripper out of me, but I was not the least resentful. I was grateful. He probably saved me from welfare. He was doing what his business required, and he’d been good at it. He’d always treated me fairly and with concern. He was generally a pleasant boss to have, better than most, actually. I missed him. I hoped he’d recover enough to get his life back. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13 – La La Land
 
    
 
   According to Rocco, it was seasonal. We were approaching the holiday season and people had other things to do. Business dropped off at least noticeably. Roger Junior was unhappy, even though Rocco tried to tell him that this happened every year until the day after Christmas, when it picked up and reached its highest point around New Year’s. Then it would be the slowest period for a couple winter months.
 
   Junior couldn’t see it, even when Rocco managed to show him last year’s figures, and got his dad to tell him this was the seasonal low three months. He was determined to fix the problem, as he perceived it. In a meeting of all the dancers, he told us our dances needed to be sexier.
 
   “For God’s sake, Roger,” Marlene, one of the solo dancers called out, “How do you get sexier than wearing nothing at all? All of us solo dancers have two or more of your dad’s ‘bangles’ too.” Everyone laughed, except Roger.
 
   I could hear Phil rumbling unhappily from somewhere near Roger. It sounded like he wasn’t pleased.
 
   “I’ve talked this over with Phil and there are some things we can add or do differently to get the crowd more excited, and get them talking us up with all their friends. First of all, I’d like to see a lot more tittie rubbin’ and expressions of arousal when you girls are dancin’ out there. I want to see fingers playing with your clits and a little finger fuckin’ goin’ on too. I want a few of you to dance with butt plugs and …”
 
   “That’s bullshit, Roger, you’re trying to turn us into a bunch of cheap scags like those girls at the Four Horsemen’s.” One of the other solo girls, Crystal, had interrupted him and it was obvious by his huffing and puffing that Roger didn’t like it. That didn’t keep Crystal from pointing out what was obvious to everyone else, “Besides, there are four of us here, including me and Minx, Marlene and Patti who have your dad’s special clit ‘bangles.’ If we start touching ourselves there while dancing, we’ll cum right on the spot, on stage.”
 
   “Hell, that works for me! Phil, make sure those four have some pussy fingering in their dances. In addition, I want Minx laced up every time for her dance number 3. Look, you dumb broads, I’m tryin’ to keep us in business so you can continue to earn your inflated pay and tips. Phil will be workin’ on some routines where you girls can do some bumpin’ and grindin’ on each other out there too. The guys in the audience will love it. You’ll make more money and so will I.”
 
   I was about to protest having my labia tied up like a shoe when someone else spoke first.
 
   “We don’t do lewd,” Marlene said.
 
   “You do what I say you do. Every one of you has a contract that says you’ll do whatever we want as long as it’s legal in River’s Edge. Public masturbation in a park is illegal but in a club setting it’s legal. Like I told Minx here, if you break your contract, I’m prepared to take everything you’ve got, along with everything you’ll earn for the next twenty years, in court. Don’t test me.”
 
   Roger had no idea how to get anyone to do anything without a threat.
 
   “We’re gonna work up a one-on-one routine to introduce the bumpin' and grindin’ as a twice-a-night headline act, behind Minx. Patti Cakes will still have five shows, but we’ll push back the last act to 2:00. Minx will continue the same schedule. I’m giving the one-on-one routine to Marlene and Crystal.”
 
   “I don’t want it,” Marlene said.
 
   “Neither do I,” Crystal added.
 
   “You’re both stupid. You’ll each make a couple hundred more a night in tips. Regardless, your contract lets me give it to you, and that’s what I’m doin’. Phil will work with you.
 
   “Starting tonight, all the headliners - meaning Minx, Patti Cakes, and when the new routine is ready next week, Marlene and Crystal – will get a dose of Easy X a half hour before your first performance each night. I’ll oversee it. I want my dancers loose and ready.”
 
   I’d taken Easy X that first night. It got me over the hump and through the first five performances. I’d taken it a few times afterwards but I didn’t much care for it. When you were very anxious, it balanced you out. If you weren’t more than a little nervous, it made you feel like all you wanted to do was have sex. I didn’t like what it did to me. Besides, it was slightly addictive. 
 
   “I won’t do it,” I said. Marlene echoed me. On this one, it didn’t seem like Crystal or Patti cared.
 
   “Don’t push me Alie. I’ll be there with it at 7:30. You give me trouble and I’ll make your life hell. Marlene … same for you.”
 
   “One more thing. I want to try something else, see if the crowd likes it. I want someone to get three to five tongue studs, and put some tongue action into the show. Sorta like Miley Cyrus some years back, but sexier. I think the men and women patrons will love the studs; they’ll imagine them on their dick or pussy. So, I need a volunteer to try it.”
 
   There were no volunteers.
 
   “O … kay. Then I’ll pick someone. Patti Cakes, tongue studs are now part of your job description. You already have an appointment with Doctor Riffkin tomorrow morning at 8:00. Be there, or be in trouble.”
 
   “I don’t want my tongue pierced, she complained weakly.”
 
   “I don’t care what you want. Your contract says you wear the bangles we select. Be there at 8:00.”
 
   Patti, who wasn’t very forceful anyway, said nothing more.
 
   The meeting was over and I didn’t know what I was going to do when Roger tried to give me Easy X tonight. I didn’t want trouble, and I certainly couldn’t afford to be sued – a lawsuit Roger would likely win. Phil must have come up to me as I was pondering this. Deep in thought, I hadn’t heard him.
 
   “Alie, Roger wants me to put some new moves into your routines starting tonight. We need an hour to work on them.”
 
   “Meaning he wants me to play with myself on stage.”
 
   “I’m sorry. You are contractually bound.”
 
   “You aren’t.”
 
   “No, but who’s gonna take care of you guys if I get fired?”
 
   I smiled at him. I decided to give it a try. Maybe we could fake something so it wouldn’t be too bad.
 
   In an hour, I knew it was bad and there was no faking it. Even trying to be careful, I came four times during practice. Worse yet, I’m sure I must have looked like a whore on stage.
 
   “I can’t do this, Phil. Don’t you think this distracts from the performance? It isn’t sexy anymore, it’s just dirty.”
 
   I heard a big sigh. “Yeah, it is. I’ll be completely frank, though, it’s what Roger wants. Try it for tonight. Maybe he’ll see that it isn’t doing what he wants and drop the idea. If you don’t do it, there’ll be hell to pay. He’ll take it out on everybody.”
 
   “Is Patti going along with this?”
 
   “Yeah. Roger talked to her yesterday and she agreed. We worked it into her routine then. She still wants the headliner spot she thought she deserved when Roger Senior hired you.”
 
   “Really, she’s always been friendly to me here.”
 
   “She doesn’t hate you or anything, she felt cheated by Roger. She’d be the first to admit that you’re the better dancer. However, if you should eventually get mad and leave, even if you hold out until your contract expires, she thinks she’ll have a shot again.
 
   “Let’s see if Roger cancels the whole fingering thing after tonight.”
 
   I doubted he would, but I agreed to try it in the 8:00 dance. It would be the Friday crowd, which had a high percentage of regulars, blowing off steam after a week at work. They liked me as I was.
 
   In retrospect, I should have said, as I had been.
 
   **********
 
   Pat was doing my red-hair makeup while I sat there, in costume but with my own kinky black curls for the moment. She’d put the wig on me last, after the makeup was done. I felt a hand grab my right upper arm and then a sharp sting that lasted only a moment.
 
   “WHAT THE HELL?” I shouted, jumping up.
 
   “Nothin’ to worry about,” Roger Junior said from my right. “That was your nightly dose of Easy X.”
 
   “YOU INJECTED ME WITH IT? You bastard! I would’ve taken a pill.”
 
   “Maybe so, maybe not. This way, I know you’ve got your dose. Besides, it’s faster and a higher concentration too. It’s probably better for your stomach,” he said laughing.
 
   “I’m leaving,” I said, grabbing my cane. I was wearing the business suit costume and could make my way home in it.
 
   He grabbed my upper arm again and spoke directly into my ear, his voice angry and gruff. “Don’t test me, Alie. I’ll make an example outa you in a heartbeat. Besides, you don’t want to be out walkin’ or ridin’ a bus when the X kicks in. Better to be sitin’ here.
 
   “See ya onstage.”
 
   I heard him walk away. I sat down, shaking with anger. Pat tapped my hand and tried her best to calm me down. She was explaining how we’d all get through this when it hit me like a hammer.
 
   One moment, I was ready to kill Roger. I was as angry as I’d ever been. The next moment I would have fucked the guy if his dick had touched my pussy. My anger evaporated like a drop of water on a hot stove. In its place was a calm the likes of which I’d never known. That was coupled with a willingness to have sex with anyone and anything.
 
   That shot had been a LOT MORE Easy X. At least, a lot more had found its way into my system.
 
   Pat could see me zone. She called Phil over and told him Roger had shot me up. He tried to bring me around for about ten minutes. Gradually, things began to clear somewhat. What I needed then, what I had to have, was something in or around my pussy. I hiked up my skirt, pushed my G-string aside, and fingered myself to a clitoral and a vaginal orgasm in about ten seconds. You could probably hear my screams in uptown, thirty miles away.
 
   “What’s goin’ on?” Roger said, coming over to the three of us.
 
   “What do you think?” Phil said, more impatient than angry. “You fucked her up, man. How’s she supposed to dance like that?”
 
   I felt Roger’s big hand on my chin. He turned my head, I assumed toward him. He must’ve looked in my eyes.
 
   “Yeah, she’s more than a little dilated. She’ll get used to it. It’s gotta last all night, after all. Do what you need to and bring her around. If she messes up out there, I’ll hold all three of you responsible.”
 
   “Like hell you will!” Pat shouted at him.
 
   “Cool your heels and get her ready, you old bat.”
 
   “Phil, I’m ready to …” Pat started to say. I didn’t hear anything, but Phil must have gestured or something because she stopped talking and didn’t say anything until I was in my wig.
 
   Phil stood me up then and checked my responses. I was mostly lucid, though there seemed to be a cloud of sexuality over me. I was me, and not me at the same time. I felt Pat fluffing my long, red hair again, nervously I thought. I reached up and grabbed her hand and moved it right under my skirt and onto my cunt.
 
   “Do me or I’ll never make it out there,” I told her.
 
   I came three times. I actually felt a little better after she got me off.
 
   Phil was concerned that I’d mess up my dance, but I didn’t. I’d become a pro, after all, even when I was half out of it. I remembered to include the titty play and I fingered myself and came right there, in front of two hundred screaming fans, twice during the dance without missing a sway or a step.
 
   The crowd knew it when I climaxed. They went crazy, then crazier when the dance kept going without a beat lost. I was as high as the moon and still perfect. The audience knew it. At that moment, through the haze of arousal I was feeling, the sense of power, of having the audience in the palm of my hands, had never been stronger.
 
   When I left the stage, the place erupted.
 
   They laced me up with a flexible, silver chain for my slow, sensual dance number 3. The chain was about as thick as a shoe lace. It started with a gym-shoe-like loop at the bottom two pussy rings and then crisscrossed back and forth through the others. I came as Pat threaded the pliable links through the rings in my labia, and then fastened it with a small padlock up near my clit. I was completely, tightly closed up.
 
   Combined with the Easy X, it was awful. Every time I moved, it sent ripples of pleasure through my nether regions. I couldn’t control myself backstage or onstage. About half-way through my dance number 3, I went into orgasm and couldn’t make it stop. I ended up on my back on the floor, masturbating in front of the entire audience. People were laughing and calling out. Everyone knew what was happening. After more than a minute out of control, I finished the dance and made a hasty exit.
 
   It was the most embarrassing moment of my life.
 
   The crowd loved it. I made $1,800 in tips that night. Roger caught me before I left and gave me the money personally.
 
   “I told you,” he said after I took the cash.
 
   “Fuck you,” I said and left.
 
   Unfortunately, I was always laced up and padlocked for dance number 3 after that.
 
   Rina had seen the middle three performances, including dance number 3. She’d left early because a friend who’d brought her had to leave. Rocco, who I think was feeling badly that he couldn’t do anything to moderate Roger Junior, dropped me off at home. Rina was already there.
 
   She hugged me and we kissed as soon as I came in the door. “What was that performance all about?” She asked.
 
   “Roger wanted to sex-up the routines. To make it easier for me, he shot me full of Easy X before I realized what was happening. Then they laced up my pussy for one dance.”
 
   “Yeah, I saw it. What’s going on?”
 
   “I’ll tell you later. I really need to fuck you right now.” I dragged her by the hand into the bedroom, relying on the mental picture formed during my months of navigating around my house without sight to guide me.
 
   I tore off her clothes. When Rina pulled my pants down and grabbed at my thong, I came. I was still orgasming when she finished disrobing me. I almost tossed her onto the bed and jumped on top of her.
 
   One thing that characterizes the love making between Rina and me is the gentle consideration, the sensitive touches, the sharing, and the affectionate concern we each have for the other. This session was nothing like that. I was frantic and needful. I shoved her hand onto my pussy and her fingers into me as I came. I bit at her breasts and actually made her lip bleed with the force of my mouth on hers.
 
   I moved over her in sixty-nine and buried my face in her pussy. Every time her mouth touched my exquisitely pierced clit I came. Fueled by the Easy X still coursing through my body, I had one orgasm that wouldn’t stop. It went on and on and on for ten, fifteen minutes.
 
   I ravished Rina during that climax. If my nails hadn’t been as short as they possibly could be, I would have torn her skin off with my scratches. I slapped at her pussy and managed to push my entire hand into her as I fisted her for the first time.
 
   She tried to throw me off twice but I overcame her with my frenzied, drug-driven strength. I put teeth marks all over her. I bit her lips and tongue. She lay back still for a moment and I tried to shove her foot into me, and would have actually managed to do it, but she forcefully kicked me off.
 
   “Alie! Stop it.”
 
   “FUCK ME!” I shouted, out of control. I jumped back onto the bed, knocking her backwards. I grabbed her hand again and thrust it into my cunt. I couldn’t stop cumming. My passion went higher and higher and I finally passed out.
 
   When I came to, I was tied spread-eagle on the bed. The orgasm had stopped. I was lying on what felt like a piece of plastic. With my legs apart, I couldn’t put any pressure on my clit rings, though I wanted nothing more than to do just that.
 
   “RINA!” I called out.
 
   “I’m here,” she said quietly.
 
   “GODDAMN IT RINA! FUCK ME YOU CUNT! I need you to fuck me!”
 
   “Alie, the Easy X has you. You gotta calm down.”
 
   I was about to yell at her again when what felt like a bucket of ice water hit me square in the face.
 
   “WHAT THE HELL …” I started to scream. Then suddenly, the freezing cold gave me my senses back – at least for a moment.
 
   I felt a hard slap on my face. “Alie, stop it!”
 
   “I … I’m okay … I’m okay.” I stuttered. “Untie me, please.”
 
   “Not until I’m sure you’re past this. I want you to drink this coffee.”
 
   “Get me a cigarette first.” She lit one and held it to my lips. I took a long drag and held the smoke in my lungs for as long as I could. Then I blew it out and did a double pump the next time Rina held it for me.
 
   “Drink some coffee now,” she said.
 
   “You’ll have to untie me so I can sit up.”
 
   “No way. Turn your head. You can use a straw.”
 
   I turned my head; I felt a straw placed in my mouth. I could barely drink the hot, black coffee at that angle. I smoked the whole cigarette as she held it. With the coffee, I started to feel better.
 
   “Another cigarette, please.” I smoked another one while she held it for me.
 
   She kept me like that for half an hour. Then she cupped my pussy with her hand. I got aroused, but didn’t cum. She held it there until I said. “Don’t press your luck. My rings still work as good as yours do without Easy X.”
 
   “Are you past it?”
 
   “Yeah. I think so. I’m sorry. With the body mods I have, and the X that Roger shot into me, and then dancing and cumming on stage, by the time I saw you here, I lost it.
 
   “I’m not going back there.”
 
   “I wish you didn’t have to. It’s all my fault for getting you into this. But you’re under contract. Based on what you told me before, Roger Junior will ruin you.”
 
   “He’ll shoot me up again, Rina. He’ll sneak up on me and inject me like he did tonight.”
 
   “Can you talk to Rocco about it? He’s always been on your side.”
 
   “Yes, but he can’t be there to protect me all night. He’s got a job to do. Besides, Junior is the majority partner.”
 
   “You were out of control on stage, and even more so here.”
 
   “I know. I remember at least that much.”
 
   “I gotta say, though, those were the three sexiest dances I have EVER seen.”
 
   “Gee … thanks a bunch.”
 
   “Just sayin’. My friend Sophie got off every time you danced. Her hand went down her pants and it was like wham, bam, thank you ma’am. And she’s not all that quick to cum.”
 
   “Plain old clit, huh?”
 
   “Ha! Yeah. At least you can joke about it.”
 
   “Not really. What am I gonna do?”
 
   “Fist me again tomorrow night, I guess.”
 
   “Now who’s making jokes?”
 
   “Tell Roger to leave you alone, or else …”
 
   “Or else what? Besides, I tried that.”
 
   “Look, I’ve tried Easy X. I wasn’t crazy about it, but it wasn’t that bad. You used it a few times. Take the pill, instead.”
 
   “He’s convinced I’ll spit out the pill when he isn’t looking. That’s why he shot me up.”
 
   “Well, you gotta talk to him. You can’t be going crazy five nights a week.”
 
   “I don’t wanna quit working there. I don’t want to lose the money, or end up being sued by that jerk. Most of all – and I almost hate to admit it – I like dancing there. I like the way the crowd responds to me at every performance. I like the power I have over them. When I’m on stage, I feel them eating out of my hand. Right now, I’ll admit it, to you at least. Rina, I’m an erotic dancer and I love being one. When that deathly sexy music begins to play, it takes me to the highest mountain and lays the world at my feet. What else is a blind girl gonna do to get that kind of a charge?”
 
   “Then you gotta talk to Roger. Reach some kind of agreement. Avoid all the trouble. You still have a little more than a year to go.”
 
   **********
 
   I went to the Jolly Roger early on Saturday. I made my way to Roger’s office. The door was open.
 
   “Roger?” I called out as I stood in the doorway.
 
   “Yeah Alie, I’m here.” I went in, shut the door, and found the chair across from his desk. I sat down and tried to look where I thought he was.
 
   “Roger, I can’t do the Easy X.”
 
   “You’re doin’ it. It’ll get easier over time.”
 
   “Roger, it puts me out of control. I practically beat up Rina when I got home last night because I was so high.”
 
   “That would’ve been worth seein’.”
 
   He was baiting me to cause a fight, but I wasn’t going to let him. “Look, I’ll do all the playing with myself you want, but no more Easy X.” I’d decided that was my fallback position. I hated the idea of doing that, it was so crude and embarrassing, but I was willing to, if I could then avoid the drug and legal problems and keep my job.
 
   “Do you really wanna stand up there feeling yourself up in front of all those pervs in the audience?”
 
   “Of course not. It’s embarrassing. I hate it.”
 
   “That’s why you need the Easy X. Without it, your hating what you’re doin’ will show. You made a shitpot full o’ dough last night. So did I. We both want that to continue.”
 
   “I can make it look real without being drugged.”
 
   “No, you can’t. And even if I thought you might pull it off, I’m not takin’ the chance. You dance high.”
 
   “No, Roger.”
 
   “Yes Minx.”
 
   He wasn’t giving me a thing here. I could walk, but I’d be in a world of hurt. He was rich and vindictive, and he could crush me financially. I needed to hang on for almost another thirteen months.
 
   “Then let me take the pill.”
 
   “Doesn’t work fast enough, or well enough, and I can’t trust that you won’t slip it out.”
 
   “If I did that, and my dancing suffered as a result, you’d know. If it didn’t suffer, it wouldn’t matter.”
 
   “No, I told ya. I’m not takin’ any chances. You shoot up.”
 
   “Please Roger …”
 
   He didn’t say anything for a couple minutes. I sat there, waiting. I could hear him breathing evenly. He wasn’t even upset. He was so confident; I wanted to hit him with something.
 
   “Tell ya what,” he said finally. I’ll give you a slightly different cocktail tonight, and we’ll see how you do.”
 
   “Cocktail?”
 
   “Yeah. Last night, you and Patti Cakes got mostly Easy X with a little bit of somethin’ to keep you from getting too hyped up.”
 
   “Well, it didn’t work.”
 
   “Actually, it did work some while you were here. I think it wore off before the Easy X, so by the time you got home, you were out o’ control. I’ll mix a different blend tonight, a little less Easy X, some more euphoric downer.”
 
   “For God’s sake, Roger, I’m no lab rat test animal!”
 
   “Yeah, guess you’d know ‘bout that. I think I know what to do. Take it or leave it. If you leave it, you get what you got last night. Period. End of story.”
 
   “What else is in there, Roger, besides Easy X?”
 
   “Not much. I’m not paying big money for anything fancy like Oxy or crystal. It’s mostly Easy X.”
 
   He wasn’t going to tell me. I couldn’t trust him, but I couldn’t do anything about it either. I didn’t want to be out-of-control like last night though. That was for certain. “Is this going to hook me?”
 
   “How the hell would I know? You take what I give you, or I will fuck you over. And I don’t mean the pleasurable way.”
 
   There was nothing pleasurable about the idea of being with Roger Junior. But I was stuck, until I came up with a better alternative. Maybe I could talk to Rocco, hire some personal muscle. But not tonight.
 
   “Okay, let’s try something with less Easy X.”
 
   “Done. I’ll come by when I have it ready. Now get outa here.”
 
   I was sitting on a recliner in our little strippers’ lounge, listening to MP3s on my phone. It was still too early for makeup. Pat wasn’t here yet anyway.
 
   Patti was here already. I’d heard someone come in and she said, “Ithzz Pazzi.” Or something like that. She couldn’t talk right. Apparently Doctor Rifkin had done her tongue early this morning. I suppose it wasn’t healed yet, but it must have been partially healed from the hyperhealants the doctor used. She had five gold studs, one near the tip, and two others on both sides, maybe three quarters of an inch behind the middle one. She’d been crying.
 
   “Do they hurt?” I asked.
 
   “Uh yizzel.” I thought she’d said “a little,” but I wasn’t positive.
 
   “How long before they heal?” She was still sobbing.
 
   “Cupuh zayz.” Hmm … “a couple days,” I think. Her tongue was messed up big time.
 
   “When can you take ‘em out so you can talk okay?”
 
   “Nyevuh. Zayee puhmanyenz.” She said, “Never. They’re permanent.”
 
   “Really?” I asked. This was one strange conversation.
 
   “Yike puzzy wingz.” Wow, they were apparently installed with an inside wire connecting them so they couldn’t be removed without surgery - like my labia rings. Patti had the same hardware I did down there. I wondered if she’d be able to talk better in a few days.
 
   I’d known girls with tongue studs. If they had only one, they could usually talk normally, except that they clicked once in a while. I’d known one girl with three. Her speech was always messed up some, but more understandable than Patti was. Chances were that Patti would be able to talk understandably, if distorted, when she healed, though I didn’t know what the wire within her tongue might do to it. I felt sorry for her, and even more pissed off at Junior.
 
   That had been a while ago. Our conversation had ended when it became too much for poor Patti Cakes to talk at all. I heard the usual heavy breathing indicating Roger was nearby.
 
   “I got your cocktail, Minx.” I don’t know why he used my stage name sometimes and my nickname other times. The guy was odd.
 
   “I don’t want it.”
 
   “Don’t start.” He held my upper arm and I felt the needle. “I’m surprised you don’t mainline it. You know, get me there quicker.”
 
   “No need. Easy X works as well this way. It also is a vehicle for delivering the rest of the cocktail.”
 
   “Which is?” I asked, not expecting an answer.
 
   I didn’t get it either. “A combination euphoric and downer. The Easy X ameliorates the effect of the rest of the cocktail so it’s overall, less potent anyway.”
 
   I never knew Roger had any words as big as “ameliorates” in his vocabulary. What he said meant the mixture could be anything. I wouldn’t be surprised if he fucked me up. And I felt trapped. Like I didn’t have control of my job – which was a big part of my life. God, this would have never happened if Roger Senior hadn’t had that stroke.
 
   Then the drug hit me again, like last night, but also different. For about ten minutes, I felt great! Then I felt sexy. I wanted sex but I didn’t feel I needed sex. Then I felt really sexy. Then I wanted to show off, like the drug was supposed to make me feel.
 
   I masturbated openly before Pat started my makeup. Then a little before my 8:00 first dance. The five performances went about like last night. I used the new, dirty moves and fingering. I came on stage once during each performance as a redhead, and twice during the slower, but sexier, brunette routines. The audience loved it every time. Tips were great again.
 
   Patti’s tongue seemed to be a hit too. She had her best tip night ever. I hoped that made up for what they’d done to her. She was a decent person, as far as I could tell. Maybe a little slow.
 
   When I got home, Rina was there. I didn’t feel a need to jump her bones. I did have the cigarette craving again, though. I’d been smoking about a pack a day, and had done that today the same as usual. But when I got home, I really, really needed to smoke. I chain-smoked four before I felt right.
 
   Sex was very, very good. Perhaps, the best ever. I was not out of control, but I was very much into it. Rina appreciated my efforts, and I relished hers.
 
   The next night, Roger actually asked me how the revised drugs worked. I told him it was better, but I still didn’t need them. He told me to shut up and gave me the new cocktail that I’d tried Saturday night. Everything went the same as Saturday and that continued for the rest of that week’s performances. I was off Wednesday and made plans for a two-week vacation to the Caribbean that I was going to give Rina as a Christmas present. I’d gotten good at internet surfing using my computer’s voice input and output and braille device. So I made all the reservations and plans that way. We’d go after the first of the year. I’d already cleared her time-off with Uptown Disability Services.
 
   I met Rina at her place when she got off work. By now, after about six months sightless, I could get around walking, on the bus, on the train, and in and out of Metrorail stations like it was routine, which it was.
 
   When I got up Thursday morning at Rina’s, I didn’t feel very good. I didn’t feel quite right. Rina had gone to work already. I sat around and listened to Christmas music and smoked more than usual, but still felt jittery. The discomfort lasted into the next day. Rina thought it might be Easy X withdrawal. I hoped to God it wasn’t.
 
   I was irritable when I got to the Jolly Roger Friday night, and snapped at Roger when he came to give me my shot. As usual, a few minutes later, I felt really good again, and forgot about the anxiety I’d been experiencing.
 
   I heard Patti come in and asked her if her tongue was all healed.
 
   “Yesh.” She said. 
 
   “How’s your … uh … speaking?”
 
   “Na za gook.” It definitely was “not that good.”
 
   Poor Patti. Her speech was badly garbled; she was pretty difficult to understand. Roger told her not to worry, she never had anything worth saying anyway. I heard him say it. I yelled at him for being such a dick toward her and he laughed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14 – Stop Stop Stop
 
    
 
   It was a Saturday night, slightly more than a week before Christmas. Business had been slower, but that night the Jolly Roger was as packed as it could get. I’d gotten record tips on two of the first three dances.
 
   Still high on the same cocktail Roger now gave me every night, I took the stage for the second number 2, up-tempo dance. Though Phil changed the moves of each dance regularly to keep the performances fresh, the number 2 still had a section where I danced topless at the edge of the stage, from left to right, shaking my healthy, ringed titties at the audience, who loved it every time.
 
   I guess they were spectacular titties. All I could say is that they felt big. They still felt big.
 
   A little past mid-way along the edge of the stage, I felt someone grab for me and I was pulled down from the platform and hugged against the chest and fat belly of one of the patrons. The guy put his smelly lips on mine and pressed his tongue into my mouth.
 
   “No!” I screamed, trying to push the brute away. It had never gotten this bad in the six months I’d danced. The Jolly Roger was a high-end club, and the clientele, though often boisterous, were well-behaved. Some of the girls had said that they thought the crowd had gotten rowdier since we’d starting feeling ourselves up on stage, but I couldn’t really tell much difference.
 
   I’d always been able to dodge the guys who got too excited and reached up to touch me, or I could get some guys in the crowd to pull the attacker away right after that first touch, before anything happened. This time, I’d been lifted off the stage and was in a vice-like grip from the attacker. The man reeked of gin, cigarettes, and otherwise rotten breath.
 
   “Help!” I cried again.
 
   “Which one of those blue eyes is looking at me blindie?” The attacker said into my ear.
 
   “Please let me go,” I said with fear in my voice, even though I’d tried to shout it angrily.
 
   “You wanna fuck, don’t you bitch …”
 
   “WHAT THE HELL’S GOIN’ ON HERE!” Rocco bellowed from somewhere in front of me. I heard a loud crack and the man holding me dropped away. I spun backward, banged my legs on the stage, then scrambled up onto the unseen platform and ran to the back. It’s a wonder I didn’t break my ankle and fall.
 
   I sat with several of the girls around me, trying to calm down. I wasn’t hurt, not really, but I was scared. Really scared.
 
   A few minutes later, I heard Roger Junior say, “You okay, kid? Did you get hurt?”
 
   “No Roger, I’m okay.”
 
   “She’s shook up, get it?” Marlene yelled at Roger on my behalf.
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Well, pull yourself together, you dance again in forty-five minutes. These people came to see Minx, and you’re gonna deliver.”
 
   “He’s an asshole,” Marlene said after Roger left. “You should go home and take it easy.”
 
   “No. I’m alright,” I said. “Since Pat’s not here tonight, maybe you can touch up my makeup so I’ll be ready. I’ll leave this makeup on, rather than change to my brunette colors. Put the chin-length, straight brunette wig on me, please.”
 
   I danced on-time, and it was good, of course. My months of practice, performances, my talent and the Easy X saw to that. The Easy X put me in the zone every time. I couldn’t resist being sex-personified on stage. It had been the same every night. One thing about the more advanced drug, Easy X, compared to anything that came before it, is that it never loses its potency. The same dose at the same level always produced the same effect.
 
   I was angry at the crowd, though, and refused to do an encore. Right then, I felt that the crowd could go fuck itself. The people out there could have done more to protect me. Somebody should have grabbed that asshole before he got to me.
 
   I’m blind for Christsake.
 
   I needed to crash but I was too shaky to make my way home. Besides, Rina wasn’t at my place tonight. Some old friends had asked her to join them downtown. I encouraged her to go. I’m totally not the jealous type, and I have no interest in making her forsake her friends because I need her 100 percent of the time. I don’t.
 
   That said, I love every minute with her.
 
   I hung out at the Jolly Roger until the last performance ended and the place closed down. By now, it was after 2:30, according to my talking watch. Everyone was gone. I was about to call a cab when I heard heavy footsteps approaching.”
 
   “Alie, why are yous still here?” It was Rocco. “That prick didn’t hurt you none, did he?”
 
   “No, Big Guy,” That’s what I always called him. “I was hanging around ‘cause I wanted to, that’s all. I was about to call a cab.”
 
   Rocco was the biggest man I’d never seen. Crystal had told me he was 6’8” and weighed 280 pounds. I have a 5’4”, 123 pound body, of which three and a half pounds are in my breast implants.  Standing next to Rocco, I was like an eight-year-old compared to a normal adult.
 
    “I can take yous home now. I’m lockin’ up and leavin’.
 
   “Sounds like an offer I’d gladly accept.”
 
   He gave me his arm and walked me out to his car, locking the employees’ door as we left.
 
   In ten minutes, we were at my house. Like always, Rocco came around, opened the car door on my side, and led me to the front door of the house. I opened the door and turned to him.
 
   “Come in for a nightcap, Rocco, please?”
 
   “Aw, Alie, I can’t do that. Yous don’t want the neighbors thinkin’ that yous with me.”
 
   “Why not? You’re one of the nicest men I’ve ever met. And probably the most trustworthy. I hear you’re handsome too.”
 
   “You’re makin’ that up. I got the ugliest mug you’ve ever seen. Uh … I mean you haven’t seen. Sorry.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. As far as you being ugly, that’s bullshit. Come on in.” I found his massive arm and pulled him through the door. I flipped the light switch. “Did the lights go on?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Have a seat. Whatcha drinkin’?”
 
   “I usually drink bourbon on the rocks.”
 
   “I’ve got some Woodford Reserve, will that do?”
 
   “It sure will!”
 
   I got the ice, found the Woodford in the large, hip-flask-shaped bottle, and poured a healthy amount over ice into each glass. Getting my bearings, I brought Rocco his glass, clinked them together after I handed it to him, and sat down next to him on the couch.
 
   We sipped quietly for a while. I leaned against him and put my head against his huge upper arm. I was too short to reach his shoulder while sitting down. His arm muscles were impossible to miss. He was a rock.
 
   “What’s it like, Alie?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Being blind and all.”
 
   “It’s hard to describe in a few words. I’ve been like this long enough now that it’s become normal for me. It’s the way I am and I don’t think about being blind very often. It changes how you do things, but you become used to different ways to cook or clean or find your way from place to place. Once I learned how to use my remaining senses – like touch and hearing – to compensate as much as possible for my blindness, daily living became … well … merely daily living. I don’t think about routine things any more than you do, it’s just that how I do the routine things is different than it used to be.
 
   “I’m pretty sure that sex is better, because I’m not distracted by vision. At least that’s the way it seems to me.”
 
   “Do you miss being able to see?”
 
   “I suppose I do when I think about it, but I rarely give it any thought. I’d rather be able to see, but I can’t. Somewhere along the way, I stopped obsessing about being blind. That means other senses have become much more important, touch in particular. So please hold me, Rocco.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Put that mighty arm around my shoulders. I need to feel safe in your protection.”
 
   He held me and I snuggled up to him. I reached down to my purse and got my cigarettes. I knew he didn’t smoke.
 
   “Would it bother you if I smoked?” I asked.
 
   “Jeez, Alie, it’s your house. Do whatever yous want. I don’t mind anyway.”
 
   I smoked one. I was feeling very mellow and protected and warm sitting next to Rocco.
 
   I lit another one, then turned my head up towards him and reached up to hold the back of his head with my right hand. I found it and said to him, “Please kiss me, Rocco.”
 
   “Alie … I don’t think …”
 
   “Kiss me Rocco. I need you right now.” I realized that it was true. Very true.
 
   “Alie, yous don’t want me. I’m not a nice man …”
 
   “That’s bullshit. No man has been as good to me as you have. This may or may not happen again, but right now I want you, Rocco. I need you.”
 
   “What about Rina?”
 
   “I was with men before I was with women. I guess I swing both ways. Right now, I’m swinging your way. Don’t disappoint me.”
 
   “Yous should find a nice guy who’ll be right for yous.”
 
   “I don’t want just any man, I want yous.” I said it with as deep a voice as I could make, and said “yous” on purpose. He laughed.
 
   “Rocco, if you don’t kiss me right now, I’m gonna beat you to a pulp.”
 
   “I’d pay to see that,” he rumbled, but he pulled me to him and kissed me. I kissed him back and then we were penetrating each other with our tongues.
 
   I snuggled back up against him and finished my cigarette. Then I got up, grabbing the enormous hand that held me. “Come on. I’m taking you to my bedroom. If I get us lost on the way, drag me back to it.”
 
   He laughed at first, then told me, “Alie, I’ll crush yous.”
 
   “Then I’ll have to be on top.”
 
   We were in the bedroom. “Now I’m gonna strip you and we’re gonna get in bed.”
 
   I stood against the bed and reached up to Rocco. At that moment, I wanted the giant Italian in me and there was no mistaking the need. I’m sure the Easy X played a part, but it went far deeper than that. I needed a man, and he was the best man I knew. Rocco wasn’t the answer to all my prayers, but he had a noble soul. Maybe he was the noblest man I’d ever known.
 
   I managed to get his clothes off and then mine. I pushed him onto my bed. It was like pushing on the side of a mountain.
 
   I’d never seen Rocco, of course, and I wanted to try to image him with my fingers. Naked, I lay on top of the giant and put my hands on his face. “Lie still. I want to look at you,” I told him.
 
   As I felt his face, I felt wetness near his eyes. “What’s wrong, Rocco?”
 
   “Yous … You are a beautiful woman, Alie. No one like yous has ever treated me like I was worth much. And you’re blind. If yous saw me, I don’t think you’d treat me this way.”
 
   “Nonsense. You have a loyal spirit. I know it. I want you. If I could see, I’d want you. After tonight, you’ll always be able to say that you made love to a pretty blind woman, and she adored you. And she saw you with her fingers, and she loved what she saw.”
 
   The tears hadn’t stopped. “You’re so beautiful, and I’m such a troll.”
 
   “Don’t you dare say that. Look at my eyes. Are they aimed in the same direction, like they’re supposed to be? Are they?”
 
   “No Alie.”
 
   “That’s me, Rocco. I’m broken. I’m sorry I can’t give you a woman more perfect. But I want you to have what I am, a cross-eyed blind girl, who thinks you’re great.”
 
   “Alie …”
 
   I knew his face by the time he said my name. I kissed him fully, my lips pressing against his, I could feel his late-night shadow, his rough beard, scratch against me. I pictured him with a strong face, a square chin, a straight, Roman nose, an average forehead, and dark, wavy hair and dark whiskers. As I found out later, I was right.
 
   I could feel his erect member where my body lay atop his. I kissed and licked my way down his chest. Yes, he was hairy. I didn’t expect anything else.
 
   My hand reached his penis and I had to stop myself from exclaiming out loud. He was gigantic! His member was bigger around than Rina’s hand and it had to be ten inches long or more.
 
   I reached his enormous erection and began to carefully lick the sensitive tip of it. I didn’t know if I could get the tip in my mouth, but I was determined to try.
 
   I positioned my mouth over the end of it and kissed it wetly. My tongue licked all over it. I pressed my open mouth against it and barely managed to get it in my mouth. My lips and jaw were stretched to their limit. Once the head had cleared my teeth, and my mouth was on the barely smaller shaft, I didn’t know if I could even get the expanded glans back out of me.
 
   I could taste the pre-cum as I took his huge manhood farther into my mouth, and ran my tongue all along the sensitive bottom of the shaft. Rocco moaned with pleasure, his enormous hands resting lightly on the back of my head. I took him in as far as I could, then felt the gag pressure on my uvula. I resisted gagging and began to suck and lick fervently. When I felt him enlarge even more, I backed off and managed to get him out of my mouth, still running my hands all over his concrete-hard body.
 
   I licked the bottom of his shaft. It was enough to keep him very aroused, but allowed him to slide back from the brink of climax. I kissed him all around his genitals while holding my little, short-nailed hand as far around his shaft as it would go. My other hand and mouth played with him.
 
   I needed him in me. I told him that as I moved up on hands and knees, so that my heavily-pierced pussy was positioned above his engorged penis. I didn’t know if I could take him, but I was determined to give it everything I had. I was certainly wet enough.
 
   I felt his glans pushing on my labia as I carefully lowered myself, using one hand to guide his member. I was absolutely going to make this work, even if I had to stretch myself to the ripping point. My labia parted and I positioned him at the entrance to my tight vagina. I was being careful to avoid my clit rings, because I wanted to focus on getting him in me, not on an orgasm right now.
 
   He went in a little, and I could feel myself stretch. It felt incredibly tight, slightly painful, and wonderful at the same time. I pushed and stretched a little more.
 
   “Alie …,” he said gently.
 
   “Shut up, I’m joining myself to you. I want to be one with you. I want to make love.”
 
   He moaned with pleasure then. I oscillated at an unhurried pace, almost like I did during the slower, sexier dances. He went into me a little more. I kept this up. I was so wet there was no issue with lubrication, I simply needed to stretch. On and on, his penis entered me farther. I could feel my vagina’s length stretch to accommodate him.
 
   I took him all. I was down against the springy, thick hairs of his groin and he was fully in me. My vagina had lengthened due to my strong arousal, but I think he was tapping against my cervix. Any more and I couldn’t have taken him. He was so large within me that I truly felt, at that moment, that my body was mostly him, not me.
 
   I began to ride him up and down, using my legs to lift me and my talented body to sway and ripple forward and backward as I did it. I danced on him and he danced within me.
 
    The more I did it, the easier it was, the better it felt. I was a tiny body impaled on a huge, shaft-shaped rod, which had become the center of my being. I’d never experienced anything like it. I felt like two arms, two legs, and a head with no body. Rocco’s gigantic manhood was my body.
 
   I sensed him swelling a little more, and I backed off, wanting to take him to the top but hold him there. I knew I could cum at any time by bending forward and rubbing my clit rings against him, so I stayed upright and swayed. When I felt him relax a bit, I began moving up and down, forward and back again.
 
   His hands were on my hips and he was breathing heavily. The size of him within me was unlike anything I’d ever known before. Different even from being fisted. I understood that my sheath was designed to fit a penis, though one this size had to be a one-man-in-a-lifetime experience. I was completely packed with him. The way he entirely filled me was beyond description.
 
   “Oh Alie …” He moaned as I held him at the brink. “I can’t hold out much longer. Yous should get off. I ain’t wearing no rubber.”
 
   Where would he ever find one to fit? I thought in that instant. What I said was, “Don’t worry, I’m on the pill. Have been since I started college.”
 
   Rocco was mature and focused. He didn’t need to talk in bed. He totally knew what to do. He was a rough, tough guy, so into the moment that he needed to say little. He didn’t need to degrade our sexual escapade with any “fuck yeah” or any “I’m gonna do you good, bitch,” or anything like that. He was both a gentleman, and a smooth, competent lover. He’d been nervous, but I’d put him at ease. His confidence grew as our lovemaking rolled on.
 
   I kept him at the edge for another ten minutes. I think we were both trying to stretch this out. As he got closer, I could feel him swell within me, and feel his hands tighten to hold me still. We followed each other’s lead.
 
   Finally, I decided to take him over the top. I kept moving up and down, then bent forward as the pressure of him within me electrified my G-spot, and my clit rings did their job. My orgasms began as he started to cum into me with such force that it’s a wonder I didn’t shoot into the air like a missile.
 
   He came and came and my clit and vaginal orgasms continued as he did. He filled me. I decided that it was the first time I’d made love to a real man.
 
   I milked him for everything he had – and that was a lot – while having either the longest single orgasm or the most rapidly recurring series of orgasms ever. It felt like I peaked once, vaginally and clitorally, but stayed there as pulse after pulse took me. I collapsed onto Rocco’s hard chest, still impaled on his enormous manhood. Even after he’d cum, he was so hard and massive that I wasn’t sure I could ever pull myself off of him.
 
   He got a little softer, a little smaller, but not much. I used my Kegels to grip him like I would never let him go.
 
   I was joined to Rocco and that’s exactly where I wanted to be. I could feel every curl on his chest and his heartbeat was like the pounding of my own heart. I squeezed him more with my vaginal muscles in a slow, rhythmic beat, and he responded by getting hard again!
 
   He’d filled my mind as well as my body. It became impossible to remember a moment when I wasn’t joined to this behemoth, when my tiny body wasn’t full of his manhood. He hardened within me, and my pussy swelled as it was taken over yet again.
 
   I sat up above him and renewed my dance upon his penis. He became hard as steel again when I started moving up and down his shaft. To me, I seemed no bigger than the flesh within, holding me above the giant. I was this lovely wrap, encasing the enormous, male sex like a condom.
 
   I bent forward and came clitorally, squeezing him again with my Kegels. I had to cry out so I did, “Oh my God, Rocco … Oh my God, Rocco!”
 
   He was going to cum so I gripped him as tightly as I could and stopped moving. In a few moments, I felt him relax and I started to squeeze him again, starting with the muscles closest to my pussy, and rippling back to deep within my vagina. I suppose the difference wasn’t much, but it was enough. Once again, Rocco came and came and came. I was filled with what felt like another gallon of cum.
 
   The pressure on my G-spot sent me over the top and I came vaginally, before Rocco finally relaxed, though his penis still filled my vagina.
 
   Somewhere in a dream, I felt Rocco finally slide out of me. I was pressed against his chest and barely conscious. No longer impaled like an animal on a spit, I finally slid off of him, my head resting on his left arm, my sightless eyes staring into nothingness.
 
   “Thank you for taking pity on this sightless girl,” I said. “That was the highpoint of my male-female sex life up to now and, I expect, forever more.”
 
   Rocco pulled me closer. He didn’t say anything for several minutes. I felt warm, comfortable, safe, satisfied and happy in his arms.
 
   Making love when you’re blind has a certain enticement that’s hard to explain. I suppose that it comes about as part of the environment. Here’s what I mean: If you’re blind, as I was when I made love to Rocco, you don’t expect to observe your partner, not even in shadows. You see nothing and, as a result, all your other senses, especially touch, have been heightened, because the part of your brain that focused on seeing before, now can be spread across your other senses and add vividness to them.
 
   Even if you’re sighted, you usually make love in reduced or absent light. Your other senses are free to utilize the parts of your brain that normally support vision. You feel the other aspects of having sex more than you would have in the bright light of day, in which your eyes, unlike mine, actually do something. If you consider that, you can get some idea of what it was like to be consumed in sexual congress with Rocco.
 
   All of me was devoured, absorbed by my union with Rocco. He was so dominant, capturing, overwhelming, and gigantic in his taking me, that I was completely lost to myself; I was an extension of him, in a very real way. I fell asleep safe, being a part of Rocco. Nothing could hurt me, not even my blindness.
 
   I awoke half-way to dawn. Rocco was snoring quietly next to me, still on his back.
 
   He was not erect.
 
   I quietly slid down him, and began to lick his manhood back to life. I was slow and careful, determined to bring him to a full, astounding erection while he slept. I believe I did that.
 
   When he was ready, I slowly mounted him again. Having had the experience, I absolutely needed his massive dick to fill my empty vagina, and reduce me to but a sheath covering a part of him.
 
   Over many minutes, I was able to make my way down along his colossal penis, until, once again, I felt so full of him that I ceased to be Alie. I was merely an aspect of Rocco.
 
   I managed to pump up and down a few times before he awakened. I wouldn’t have known, if he hadn’t said, “By all that’s holy, Alie!” As he shot into me again. The sublime liquid pressure was heavenly!
 
   I leaned forward. As I expected, my clit hardware didn’t let me down.
 
   As Rocco conquered my vagina, my G-spot gave in once again, and I couldn’t stop the howls of pleasure that I screamed into the night.
 
   **********
 
   Thankfully, the Jolly Roger was closed Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. Rina was at my place for the holiday.
 
   I’d told her about my sexcapades with Rocco. I wanted nothing to be secret between us, and she knew I was bi, not a committed lesbian, though, overall, I’d realized that I was more lesbian than straight. At least, that’s how I felt then.
 
   Would I always be that way? I had no idea. Time would tell. At that time, though, I wanted Rina, not Rocco. Rocco had, in fact, gone back to New Jersey to spend our days off with his sister and family.
 
   I didn’t know if I’d do Rocco again, but oh how I hoped it would happen! I liked him, and his sex machine was impressive beyond any male part I’d encountered before.
 
   I wanted Christmas Eve to be special for Rina, so I cooked a special dinner. Cooking when you’re blind is a challenge at the best of times, and I was making as complex a dinner as I thought I possibly could. More complicated, actually.
 
   I’d prepared hor d’oeuvres: little, tiny toasts with crab and Olde English cheese, tiny meatballs in a chili sauce and jellied cranberry glaze, and toasted gorgonzola ravioli. I’d made small salads of Romaine, heart of palm, dried cranberries, feta and garlic croutons. Dinner was going to be grilled Teriyaki pork tenderloin with risotto Milanese and asparagus, followed by fruit and cheese. For desert, I’d managed to make a cherry cheesecake, with my own crust invention: crushed airplane cookies – Biscoff cookies – and a cherry topping. I’d worked on the dinner every available minute for three days.
 
   I pulled it off with only a few hitches: I lost one of the hor d’oeuvres and burned my hand on the grill when I went to turn the pork. I think Rina was impressed.
 
   After cleaning the kitchen – perhaps the biggest task - we were sitting together on the couch, smoking and listening to holiday music. We were so full we couldn’t move.
 
   “Not bad for a googly-eyed blind girl, do you think?”
 
   “Not bad for a gourmet chef who’s sighted!” she exclaimed. “You’ve taken well to your handicap. So well that it isn’t much of a handicap anymore.”
 
   “Really?” I asked. “How so?”
 
   “Well, I know you’d prefer to be able to see. I suppose anyone would. But your being sightless no longer prevents you from doing about anything you want to.”
 
   “But …” I started to say; she interrupted me right away.
 
   “Oh, I understand that most things now take longer, but you can do pretty much anything but drive and fly an airplane. And I’ll bet with good voice guidance, you could fly a plane. For that matter, given the growing capability for cars to take care of themselves, you’ll probably be able to drive in a few years.”
 
   That took me aback for a moment. I think she could tell, and quickly covered her remarks.
 
   “Of course, you’ll be able to see well before then, but I was speaking figuratively.”
 
   “I understand,” I said. She’d paid me a true compliment, which had made me proud.
 
   “I could never have cooked this dinner. You are a genuine artist, and an awesome woman. I’m so glad to be with you.”
 
   “You know that I love you, Rina.”
 
   “I know, and I feel that way towards you. I love you, Alie.”
 
   “I’m grateful to my blindness for bringing us together, like I’ve told you before. Now, it’s time for me to expand upon that: I’d rather be blind for life, than to never have met you.”
 
   “If that’s what it took,” Rina said, “I’m also glad that you’re blind. That sounds awful to say, but I’m glad nonetheless.”
 
   “I understand and I agree with you.”
 
   We listened to more Christmas music and then went to bed and had our second dessert. Rina didn’t even try to fill me like Rocco had. Instead, she made me feel like a woman in bed with the woman she loves.
 
   It worked.
 
   **********
 
   On Christmas morning it was cold outside, with a couple inches of snow on the ground. River’s Edge only has a white Christmas about one year out of seven, so it was lucky that year, though I could only feel it, not see it. If the fates were with me next year at this time, I might be able to actually see something.
 
   It probably would be raining.
 
   The thought of that was absolutely fine. I’d love to see the rain. Or anything else.
 
   Rina told me that right then it was completely sunny with a bright, blue sky. We smoked and drank coffee and then opened our presents.
 
   Rina insisted that I go first. She handed me a small box that fit in my hand.
 
   “You’ve gotta guess what it is.” I could tell she was excited.
 
   “A pair of shoes.”
 
   “Ha, ha. Guess.”
 
   “Jewelry. Earrings?”
 
   ”Close … no cigar.”
 
   I went ahead and opened it. The lid of the box opened back and I felt for what was inside.
 
   It was a necklace with a round, flat pendent that was about an inch in diameter. Both surfaces of the coin-shaped pendant were raised in high relief. I carefully felt one side. I read braille a lot and there were tiny braille letters along the top of the rim. They didn’t make sense. Then I realized that I might have the pendant upside down. I rotated it 180 degrees and read the letters. “Alie,” they spelled out. I felt the raised part of the coin that covered most of the surface of that side.
 
   “It’s a picture of me!” I exclaimed, delighted. I could feel the face and the tight curls of the embossed image. I felt the other side. It was unmistakably Rina, and it said so below the image.
 
   “This is awesome!” I exclaimed. “We’re two sides of the same coin!”
 
   “Exactly! I knew you’d get it! Just so you know, it’s 18 carat gold on the outside, with a white-gold chain. But the coin is three-colors of gold. The coin itself is yellow, the image is white gold, and the names are a copper-colored gold.”
 
   I threw my arms around her and kissed her. “It’s a wonderful gift, Rina! How did you ever get it made?”
 
   “I found a jeweler who makes custom pieces and we talked about it. It’s a husband-wife shop. The wife came up with this idea and the husband made it. I’ve had it a couple of weeks.”
 
   “It must have cost a fortune. You shouldn’t have spent so much.”
 
   “Nonsense. I wanted to. I don’t want to hear anything else about cost. I want you to cherish it.”
 
   “I do. It’s the most meaningful gift I’ve ever received. Thank you so much! I love you, Rina, I truly do.”
 
   “And I love hearing you say that. You know - I’m sure you know - like I said last night, that I love you too.”
 
   “I thought so. You told me and I believed you.”
 
   “Well I do! I love you Alie!” We hugged and kissed again. I turned around so Rina could put the pendant on me.
 
   “Do it so your picture is in the front,” I asked her. After she fastened the clasp, I started getting teary and kissed her again. “Thank you so much!”
 
   “You’re very, very welcome. I’m so glad you came into my life, Alie.”
 
   “Me too. Okay, here’s my gift to you.” I reached behind me and pulled a wrapped box from under a pillow. “I’m afraid it doesn’t measure up to yours.”
 
   “I’m willing to bet that it does. Did you wrap this? You really did a good job.”
 
   “Yeah, for a blind girl.”
 
   “No, for anyone. I like the brown paper with the bright green ribbon.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m kidding.” The gift was wrapped in a dark blue and white Christmas print with a navy blue ribbon. Or that’s what I’d been told when I’d bought the paper and the ribbon.
 
   “Okay, you got me. Now guess.”
 
   “Looks like a shoe box. So I’ll guess … shoes!”
 
   “Not even close. Try again.”
 
   “A new car.”
 
   “Wow!” I said, “It is a remote-controlled toy car! How did you guess?”
 
   “Huh? A toy car? Really?”
 
   “Of course not. There. We’re even. Go ahead and open it.”
 
   Inside was a smaller box, then another and then another. “I guess it’s a collection of boxes. They’re very nice boxes.”
 
   “Yeah, right.” I felt around, to see where she was. “Open that one.”
 
   Inside it was a folded envelope. I heard Rina tear it open. “There are two tickets to Grand Cayman! And two weeks at the Ritz-Carlton on Seven Mile Beach!”
 
   “I’ve already cleared the dates with Uptown Disability Services and the Jolly Roger. We go on January 18th for 15 days. I’m hoping you’ll take me along.”
 
   “Duh … but this really DID cost a fortune! You shouldn’t have spent so much.”
 
   “I have lots of money. More than I need. What’s the good of having it if you can’t share it with the one you love?”
 
   “This is great! We’re gonna have a blast! Thank you, Alie!”
 
   “You’re welcome. Merry Christmas, Rina.”
 
   “Merry Christmas, Alie.” She held me and we kissed for a long while, which led to other things …
 
   **********
 
   By early afternoon, I was feeling antsy and out-of sorts.
 
   “This happens every time you’re not at work for a day or two,” Rina said. “Are you nervous about what might happen when you’re not there?”
 
   “I don’t think so,” I said. “Of course, there’s no telling what Roger might do – but that’s the same whether or not I’m there. I suppose it’d be worse if it happened when I was off, and I didn’t find out about it for a couple of days. But the Jolly Roger is closed today. Nothing is gonna happen.”
 
   “Then I think there’s only one thing it can be,” Rina stated frankly.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Whatever Roger Junior is shooting you up with every working day - you’re hooked on it.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s true. Is it?”
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   The next day I was beside myself. The following day, a Thursday, the day before I danced again, was hell on earth. I was anxious, in pain, quivering half the time, sick, and ready to jump off a tall building.
 
   “You’ve gotta find out what Roger is giving you.”
 
   I went to the Jolly Roger as soon as I was up and around on Friday. Rina had offered to take me, but I had told her to go home last night as planned because she had to be back at work that morning. I had to take a cab; I could barely walk. I was so distracted I couldn’t use my cane properly. I hurt!
 
   When I got there, thankfully, Roger was standing inside the door.
 
   “How was your Christmas, Minx?” He asked.
 
   “Christmas was mostly okay, but now I feel like I’m in drug withdrawal or something.”
 
   “That’s probably because you are.”
 
   “WHAT?”
 
   “You’ve been taking your injection for weeks and weeks. You’re probably hooked.”
 
   “On Easy X? I thought it was mostly non-addictive!”
 
   “It is. But the euphoric-downer is addictive, without a doubt.”
 
   “ROGER! WHAT DID YOU DO TO ME?”
 
   “Nothing I didn’t do to Patti Cakes, Marlene and Crystal.”
 
   “WHAT THE FUCK, ROGER! What is the downer in that cocktail, and how addictive is it?”
 
   “It’s heroin, and it’s about as addictive as anything gets.”
 
   ‘YOU TURNED ME INTO A HEROIN JUNKIE?”
 
   “Apparently. Don’t worry about it. You can get your fix as long as you work here.”
 
   I didn’t think even this scum could do anything that low. I swung my cane and heard it crack against his head. Knowing where he was, I jumped at him, found him, and began to pound him for all I was worth.
 
   I felt big hands on me and screamed for Rocco to let me kill Roger. He pulled me off and held me in his monstrous arms. I was too angry to yell anything understandable. Plus the withdrawals were about killing me at that point.
 
   “You … you just need a little sweetness,” Roger stammered. “She’s in withdrawal, Rocco. Let me get her something.”
 
   “Alie, what’s goin’ on?” The big guy asked.
 
   “There was heroin in the cocktail Roger’s been giving us. He hooked me on heroin, Rocco!” I started to cry.
 
   “I’ll kill him,” Rocco said.
 
   “If you do, Alie and Patti and Marlene and Crystal won’t have any way to get what they need,” I heard Roger say. “Hold her still, Rocco, and I’ll make her feel better.”
 
   “Don’t touch her Roger,” Rocco rumbled. I’d never heard a more poignant threat.
 
   “If I don’t, she won’t get what she needs. Do you wanna see her suffer? It’s too early for the Easy X cocktail. I need to mainline her with this junk.”
 
   “NO!” Rocco shouted. I could swear the building shook.
 
   Meanwhile, I was in agony for lack of a fix. I knew it, I didn’t want it, but I had to have it.
 
   “Alie?” Roger asked.
 
   “Let him give it to me, Rocco,” I said sadly.
 
   I felt Roger hold my arm out, find a vein without tying my arm, and the needle slipped in.
 
   In a moment, I felt wonderful.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15 – La Isla Bonita
 
    
 
   From somewhere in my dream-state, I heard a rumbling voice say, “Alie, are yous alright?”
 
   “Uh … uh … uh … whoa … Big Guy! I feel … whoa … I’m in … I … You wanna fuck me?”
 
   “Not now, Alie. I’m gonna kill Roger first.”
 
   “Uh … uh … okay …”
 
   Then my mind started to settle out. “Nah … no, Rocco … don’t do anything … I … I … I don’t want you in trouble.”
 
   “It’ll look like an accident …”
 
   “No Rocco!” I shouted that time. I’d realized that Roger had what I had to have. I hated Roger, but I needed Roger. God damn the pusher man …
 
   “Where am I?” I asked Rocco.
 
   “In the lounge. No one else is here yet.”
 
   “What about Patti and Marlene and … and …”
 
   “Crystal.”
 
   “Yeah, Crystal …”
 
   “They was here before yous and left already. I was afraid you’d be havin’ the same problem.”
 
   “I guess I was. I’m okay now.”
 
   “Yous on the white horse.”
 
   “Yeah. Is that what he gave me?”
 
   “Yeah, smack … neat.”
 
   I was reaching up to his face as he bent over me. He was smoothly shaven at the moment.
 
   “I’m a junkie, Rocco. He hooked me.”
 
   “Yeah. And I’m gonna make him pay.”
 
   “No. I won’t have you in trouble because I was an idiot.”
 
   “I’ll …”
 
   “No! Forget anything like that! Please Rocco.”
 
   “He needs to pay for this.”
 
   Thinking about Rocco killing Roger – and I had no doubt he would – I knew it was bad on two levels. First off, Rocco could go to jail for life or, even worse, get the death penalty in this state. Second, without Roger, I’d have to find another source of drugs. I knew I was in no physical or mental condition to try to kick this right now. Not with so much going on in my life, especially the daily challenges of being sightless. I’d gone through four days without, and I was almost ready to kill myself earlier this morning, the withdrawal was that bad. I said all this to Rocco.
 
   “What I don’t understand,” I said to Rocco, who was sitting next to me and holding my hand, “is how I could take that for a month and not have the effect I just did, not feel withdrawals sooner, and not have a craving that gradually increased.”
 
   “It’s ‘cause the Easy X moderates the heroin effect, including the high and the otherwise growin’ need.” It was Roger who’d spoken; he must have entered the lounge.
 
   Roger went on in his usual, lazy voice, apparently unperturbed. “As long as you keep takin’ the cocktail, you’ll be stable like you have been.”
 
   “And if the time should ever come when I quit this place?”
 
   “As long as you fulfil your contract, you get the goods. After that, if you decide to quit, I’ll get you enough to gradually wean off it. Might take you six months to a year, but if you do it right, the Easy X will help you through the weaning. I won’t pay for it, of course, since you wouldn’t be workin’ here, but I’ll get it for you.”
 
   “And make a nice profit at the same time,” I said. I believed him about the weaning, which made me feel a little better, but I was a heroin addict thanks to this creep, this monster!
 
   “I’ll tell you what I’ll also do. I’ll give you a couple doses to take home with you after your Tuesday dance, so you won’t feel nothin’ uncomfortable on Wednesday or Thursday when you’re off.”
 
   “And what’ll that cost me?” I asked indignantly. The last thing I wanted was to take the stuff even more often. But that was probably the first thing I needed.
 
   “How ‘bout a little head?” Roger said. The guy had no redeeming qualities at all.
 
   “I’ll squeeze that ugly head of yous ‘til it is little,” Rocco said. He started to get up.
 
   “Okay, okay,” Roger said quickly. I had the feeling he’d backed into the hall. “I’ll give you the two extra doses each week for free. As long as you keep up with the Easy X, you won’t need any additional smack, and your need won’t grow.”
 
   That was just great. Not! Now I was gonna be high on Easy X every night of my life. I yelled at Junior again, but it didn’t do any good. Then, it hit me.
 
   “Roger! Like I told you when I asked for time off, I’m planning to go to Grand Cayman with Rina for two weeks! What am I gonna do? I can’t go without for two weeks! And I’m not risking jail in the Caribbean trying to buy drugs there! YOU BASTARD!”
 
   I lost my temper again and got up to find that son of a bitch and beat the shit out of his fat body.
 
   I got to him before Rocco could stop me and before Roger could run. I couldn’t see him, but I could feel him fine. I started pounding him everywhere with my little fists. That lasted about ten seconds before Rocco put his arms around me. I was still fighting, kicking and screaming as Rocco held me, arms at my side, about a foot off the ground.
 
   “Don’t get yousself in trouble either,” the big guy said. “He ain’t worth it.”
 
   “Look …” Roger started. “Whether you believe it or not, I don’t want you to suffer, Alie. I want you to dance and make us both a lot o’ dough. Let me see what I can do to get you what you need while you’re on vacation.”
 
   “What? How? I don’t intend to go to jail on Grand Cayman, Roger.”
 
   “I know a guy who makes regular runs to Jamaica. I think I can get him to swing around to Grand Cayman, and put a couple dozen doses in a private place where you can get it safely. It’ll be there when you arrive. I’ll pay for it. Frankly, you’re worth it.”
 
   “Gee thanks, Roger,” I said sarcastically.
 
   “Best I can do. Take it or leave it.”
 
   “IT WOULD HAVE BEEN BETTER IF YOU HADN’T HOOKED ME IN THE FIRST PLACE YOU MOTHERFUCKER!”
 
   I don’t think I’d ever used that word before.
 
   “Take it or leave it,” he said again.
 
   I couldn’t say anything for a couple minutes. Finally, I had to say, “Okay. I’ll take it. You’d better make sure it’s there. And I don’t want any hassles to get to it.”
 
   “I’ll take care of it and let you know.”
 
   I was beaten. What could I do? I’d been turned into a heroin junkie. I needed my daily fix. If it hadn’t been for the Easy X, it would have been worse. Much worse.
 
   **********
 
   It was January 18. Later that afternoon, when I’d normally be getting ready to dance the first night of five in a row, Rina and I would be flying to Grand Cayman. We were both excited.
 
   Over the last few weeks, I’d faithfully gotten my fix – I’d decided to call it what it was – every day. On my off-days, I either gave it to myself, or Rina gave it to me.
 
   When I’d told her what Roger had done to me, she understood, and she wasn’t all that surprised. She’d thought it was an Easy X addiction, and was feeling pretty badly for me when she found out it was smack. She wanted to know if I wanted to check into a detox facility or wanted her to help me get off it. I told her no, not for now, while I was dancing. I told her that when I finally could see enough to quit, I’d need her help with getting me through the weaning process.
 
   She seemed skeptical, or uncertain about what to say or do, but let it go.
 
   I tried not to think about it. I took my daily medicine, experienced a short high, and then got sex-hungry. I tried to tell myself it was like insulin for a diabetic. The Easy X kept it from getting worse, so it was the same every day.
 
   Being sex-hungry on my days off wasn’t ideal, but Rina and I managed it. The sex was very, very good, but I think it would have been almost as good with only our modified clits, and no drugs. That is, if I could have functioned without the fix. Which I couldn’t. Roger had bound me to my job at the Jolly Roger in a way no threatened lawsuit ever could. I was also bonded to heroin. No handcuffs or ropes ever held anyone tighter.
 
   Taking the Easy X every day made sex not only a desire, but a need. I didn’t like that. I wanted to look forward to sex with Rina as a great, indulgent, sharing pleasure. I didn’t want it to be a burning, consuming need that I had to satisfy to get through a day.
 
   Oh well … it was what it was.
 
   Roger did come through on a supply of drugs for me once we got to Grand Cayman. I was scared about it, but there was nothing I could do. I needed my daily fix.
 
   By 8:00 that evening, when I normally would have started my first dance of the night, we’d landed on Grand Cayman Island and made our way to the Ritz-Carlton. I was still high from shooting up before we got on the Metrorail for the airport.
 
   On the way to the hotel in a rental car, we’d stopped at a local parcel service to pick up a package being held for Melinda Everett. I had only needed to sign that name to a leger and give the clerk a PIN number. The clerk compared the signature with the one I’d previously put on-file, and I left with a plainly-wrapped package containing my 15 days of fixes. I’d lock them in a box and lock the box in the room safe.
 
   After we got into our room, the next order of business was to make love to Rina.
 
   The next morning, we had a delicious breakfast on our balcony. Rina said it was a beautiful breakfast too, the way the food was plated and presented. There was a gentle, salty breeze with hints of tropical flowers and fruit in the air. I could also sense the faint, acrid smell of chlorine from the pool that Rina said was down below. I could hear the murmur of people talking, on nearby balconies I assumed, but I couldn’t make out what was being said.
 
   The beach was on the west side of the island, so we were in the shade on our balcony in the early morning. I couldn’t feel the sun on me and Rina said it was still blocked by the hotel building. Rina said the sky was perfectly clear, with no clouds in sight, and already a bright blue.
 
   Blind for seven months, I still remembered blue. At least I thought I did, and pictured it in my mind. Somewhere along the way, I must have stopped seeing black, if I ever had, and started simply not seeing. So I didn’t stare into an all-black world all the time. I didn’t see anything. Sighted people have trouble with this concept, and it’s almost impossible to describe. Even in the darkest cave, you sighted folk see black. I don’t. With non-working optic nerves, seeing black is an absurd concept. Since they blinded me, my brain receives no signals at all, including no black signals. After a while, that part of your brain sort of shuts down, so your mind doesn’t even try to incorporate vision into what it’s considering. Except for your own memories, it’s as though vision was not a relevant concept for you.
 
   Here’s another way to think about it. Birds have a way to sense the magnetic fields of the earth, which is how they navigate when they fly. People can’t do that. But your brain doesn’t think there’s something wrong with your magnetic sensing ability. It never had it and never considered it as lost; it simply wasn’t. That’s what your brain does after you’ve been blind long enough. It doesn’t consider your vision lost, it simply wasn’t. Only your memories of seeing remain. You actually see nothing, in the same way you don’t sense the earth’s magnetic fields either.
 
   Imagine what you see with the bottom of your feet. You don’t see black there; you simply don’t see anything. Having been blind for many months, I saw the same thing that you see with the bottom of your feet. Nothing.
 
   I finished eating and sat back. Now I could smell Rina, mixed with the spicy smell of island sausage and the rich, savory smell of the little bit of eggs benedict that we didn’t finish.
 
   There are no nude or topless beaches on Grand Cayman. That’s one of the reasons I picked it. I was naked in front of people every working day, and I didn’t want to do that on my holiday. Besides, I didn’t want to constantly have to answer questions about my “bangles.” We did, however, use the smallest bikinis we could get away with.
 
   That was problematic for me. According to my contract I wasn’t supposed to have tan lines when I danced. That meant that I’d have to cover my whiter areas with spray tan when I got back, and continue doing that until I either got the private areas tanned in a tanning bed, or my tan faded. I planned to do both, spray and tanning bed, for a while, at least.
 
   I was lying on my back on a padded lounger at the beach, holding hands with Rina. I could feel the hot sun on my body, especially on my face. The sensation was odd. It felt wrong to be baking like that, and unable to see anything. Think of seeing red through your eyelids when you’re lying in the bright sun. I couldn’t see that, of course, but I could feel the heat.
 
   I concentrated on what I was feeling. Besides the heat, there was Rina’s grip on my hand, a slow breeze off the water, an occasional stronger gust carrying a fine salt spray, the soft towel I lay upon and the comfortable cushion below it.  My bikini bottom barely covered my genital hardware. I could feel my bikini top trying to contain my large breasts with too little cloth. Being round instead of teardrop-shaped like natural breasts, they stick up like two mountains when I lie on my back.
 
   I have stripper’s tits.
 
   I reached for a Pina Colada on a low table next to me. That drink, from the Ritz’s Bar Jack, was supposed to be the best cocktail on the island. I wouldn’t have argued with that. I like Pina Coladas, even when they’re not as good as that one. No, I’m not crazy about being caught in the rain.
 
   Over the past seven months, I’d gotten used to setting a drink down and remembering exactly where it was, so I wouldn’t crash my hand into it and make a mess trying to pick it up. Cleaning up messes when you’re blind is one of the absolutely worst things to try to do. You have no way of knowing how far the mess extends.
 
   Anyway, I grabbed the slippery, cold glass and got my sip. It was excellent.
 
   By the time it got later in the afternoon, I’d had several, and was feeling no pain when we went back to our suite. I was pretty sure Rina had kept up with me, and we ended up helping each other along the way.
 
   It was time for my fix. I was concerned that Rina would mess it up, and decided that maybe I should do it to myself. After I’d fumbled around and gotten a dose out of my stash – Rina’s words, not mine, but that’s what it was, I guess – I realized that it would be better to have Rina shoot me up.
 
   Like always when I get tipsy, I lose most of my inhibitions. As Rina reached to hold my upper arm for the injection, I told her to stop.
 
   “What?” She asked.
 
   “I wonder what it would be like to mainline that cocktail.” I really wasn’t planning to do it, but I was curious about what she thought would happen.
 
   As soon as I said it, she turned my arm over and I felt the needle go right into me on the inside of my elbow.
 
   “What did you do?” I asked in a panic.
 
   “I mainlined you like you wanted,” she said, slurring and sounding confused.
 
   She’d more than kept up with me.
 
   Before I could respond, I was farther along the yellow brick road into la-la land than I’d ever been before. Easy X moderates heroin by enabling and controlling its absorption through muscle tissue. Shot directly into the vein, the heroin works first. I was over the moon in seconds. I felt FAN-FUCKING-TASTIC!
 
   Then, within a minute, the Easy X must have kicked in. First, it held me at the euphoric level of the heroin for much longer, and then the sexual need picked up.
 
   I barely managed to say, “Shoot up a half dose yourself,” before I lost control. She did. Now we were both stoned out of our minds, and on some kind of sexual odyssey.
 
   The rest of the night was a blur of drug-induced stupor, coupled with a sexual need the likes of which I’d never experienced before. I probably came twenty times. Both Rina and I were screaming in pain by the time it was half-way over, and I still couldn’t stop. I think Rina did her best to give me all the attention I craved, mostly so I’d leave her alone. I passed out several times but reawakened as horny as before.
 
   Sex that night was crude, grating, mean, lewd, sometimes ugly, and consuming. It was so out-of-control that it was borderline evil. We’d brought some toys along and we used them all, in particular, a double dildo with a vibrator built into each end. I butt-fucked Rina half a dozen times. She did the same to me. Our clits took a pounding. Actually, we each took a pounding everywhere.
 
   I think we both passed out for the last time about 4:00 in the morning. We’d never eaten dinner, which meant we’d had sex for something like ten hours straight. I was awakened by a knocking at the door. I tried to wake Rina to answer it with no luck. I stumbled up and felt my way to the door – God knows where my cane was - opened it without thinking about either the danger of what I was doing, or that I was standing there wearing nothing at all, and said, “Huh?”
 
   There was no answer. I knew someone was right there, looking at me, because I could hear breathing. “Who’s there?” I asked. “I can’t see you, I’m blind.”
 
   “I’m from Housekeeping,” a woman said with a Jamaican-like patois. Her voice sounded friendly, with a hint of humor. Yeah, I’ll bet she found that moment funny!
 
   “Can you give us an hour?” I asked.
 
   “Of course, Ms. Adams.” That was the cool thing about high-end hotels; they’re incredibly polite even when you’re standing there with no clothes on.
 
   Then she surprised me. “Your nipple rings and studs are very lovely, Ms. Adams.”
 
   “Thank you.” I tried to be proper, as though this sort of thing happened every day.
 
   “Do you mind my asking, do they come out?”
 
   “Nope. Never. They’re interlocked inside my nips.”
 
   I couldn’t see her expression, but I swear I felt the air move as she shivered and sighed with delight. “How delicious,” she said in a richly-inflected alto.
 
   I was feeling bolder as I woke up more. “You can touch them if you want.” She did. I felt cool, long, delicate fingers circle them on both breasts, squeeze them in several places, flip the rings, twist them, and then move above them as both her hands cupped my breasts. It felt very good and I moaned and purred quietly.
 
   “Thank you, Miss,” she said. “I’ll return in an hour. Goodbye, Miss.”
 
   “Bye.” I closed the door. What the hell was that? I thought to myself. I heard Rina stirring. “You won’t believe what just happened,” I said.
 
   “I don’t believe anything that’s happened since yesterday afternoon!” Rina exclaimed painfully.
 
   We cleaned up or, rather, Rina did most of it because I couldn’t see what a disaster there was. A messy room is a real no-no for a blind person. It became an obstacle course of things to trip over and fall against. We did find all of my stash though, and I locked it up.
 
   So much for innocent Natalie Adams, I said to myself. I was determined not to be so reckless again. To my credit, I wasn’t. Stripper, junkie or something else, I was still going to be a decent person, and I was going to conduct myself that way as much as I possibly could. I promised myself and Rina.
 
   **********
 
   Needless to say, we spent that day lying around the beach and the pool, after finally feeling better and consuming a huge lunch between us. We had dinner in our room. Rina shot me up normally that evening. I needed sex and she happily obliged, but it wasn’t the frenetic martial arts of the previous night.
 
   We decided to go shopping the next day and took a taxi to George Town, at the southern end of Seven Mile Beach. It was a pleasant day and, judging by the sounds of people, it seemed to be a busy one in town. We bought some jewelry, including a garnet nose stud for Rina that I talked her into. According to Rina, its color matched my garnets; she compared it to my navel button to make sure. Rina didn’t, of course, have her nose pierced, at least not until moments before we walked out of the shop. I had them do it right there. They put it in her left nostril, as I’d asked them to do, and locked it on with a special, flat clasp so she wouldn’t lose it.
 
   Rina was feeling hustled, and that was exactly what I was doing to her. She did it for me, and made no secret of the fact that under no other circumstances would she have allowed her nose to be pierced, except for my asking her to. I’ll admit that having it done to her turned me on. My fingers lightly felt around it and it felt cute, exactly what I wanted. I thought it would look precious with her short, uh … uh … uh … hair. 
 
   I was suddenly shocked. I’d never thought about it before. Never, I swear. I turned to where I thought Rina was. She must have seen the shock on my face because she said, “What’s wrong? Don’t you like it?” Thinking I was reacting to her nose stud.
 
   “No, no. I love it. I’ll tell you outside.” I paid and we left.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Rina asked me again.
 
   “It’s surprising and embarrassing actually,” I said. “I was thinking I liked the way you must look with the nose stud, based on my touching your face with it in there. That’s how I make the picture in my mind, as you and Gina taught me. Then I thought it would look good with your hair, but I realized that … that … Rina, after all this time together, and all the things we’ve talked about, and all the times we’ve made love, I have no idea what color your hair is!”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Really. You’ve never told me. I’ve never asked either, probably because only the length was apparent to me. It could be green and I’d never know it. I feel really weird right now! You’re my lover. I probably should know your hair color.”
 
   “Why? It’s meaningless to you, right?”
 
   “Yeah. I can’t tell anyway, obviously. But I think I should know everything about my lover that I can, right?”
 
   “When you put it like that, I suppose so. It’s interesting that your blindness has become so much a part of who you are now, that you sometimes don’t even seek visual cues. Or clues. That must have happened within your first month. By the beginning of your second blind month, we were having sex. I assume you’d want to know what your sex partner looks like.”
 
   “Yes, but I do know what you look like.”
 
   “Only by feel.”
 
   “Yes, but that’s how I determine … Oh,” I said.
 
   “Right, it doesn’t occur to you anymore to determine what a person looks like by anything other than feel.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “Nothing really, other than your becoming blind is in the past. Your brain has accepted that no sight comes to you and has, obviously, forgotten about it, forcing your mind to no longer consider the visual information that used to be important to you. It’s like you’re no longer a woman who used to be able to see but became blind. At this point you’re only a blind woman; your brain and mind know that you receive no sight and don’t expect any. Everything your mind wants to evaluate, it does without visual input.”
 
   That was too close to metaphysical for me to want to figure out. Especially on vacation. So I said, “Look, just tell me what color your hair is! I’m sure it’s not weird or anything.”
 
   “As a matter of fact, Alie, my hair is green,” she said in all seriousness.
 
   “It is?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Oh … okay,” I said. Now I knew and I let it drop. When I thought about it, it didn’t make any difference; it didn’t matter at all. I tried to picture a green, short-haired girl with the features I’d felt on Rina’s face, in my mind. I couldn’t, but not because her hair was green – which I thought I understood. It was because I couldn’t assemble a visual image very well. I could feel it with my fingers, but I couldn’t construct it as a picture. What was present in my mind was an amorphous concept without the form of an image. No, not amorphous; it wasn’t formless; it simply wasn’t assembled into a picture. I knew Rina’s facial features. I knew what its form was like in relationship to how my own face felt, or Rocco’s or Gini’s or anyone else I’d examined. I knew it, but I couldn’t see it – not literally, and not in my mind.
 
   I’m not sure how to describe that, but I’ll try one more time. When you, O Sighted Person, picture someone in your mind, you see them as a semi-illuminated form, Right? You see the shape of their head, their skin color, maybe even eye color, if they wear glasses or have a beard or mustache, what is their hair style and color, and so on. Maybe you noticed some of those things but not others. In that image, you don’t include things like the temperature of their forehead, or the volume of air passing into or out of their nose, right? Well, likewise, I don’t think about their color – their color anywhere. I can’t measure it or relate to it. Therefore, it’s irrelevant and has become unimportant to me.
 
   We walked on. I got the feeling that Rina was looking at me.
 
   “What?” I asked, half expecting that she wouldn’t know what I was talking about.
 
   “My hair is very light blonde, Alie. Almost like yours was when we first met.”
 
   “Really? Coulda fooled me! When I finally thought about it back in that store, I sort of thought it’d be brunette.”
 
   “No. It’s not the color yours is, it’s the color yours was.”
 
   “Naturally?”
 
   “Yes, but not quite this light. My ancestors were Swedish. My hair is naturally blonde, and I have it lightened to a very pale blonde which is essentially the same shade, but lighter and more vivid.”
 
   “Love, what color are your eyes?” I asked.
 
   “Blue … but lighter than yours. They’re bright, though.”
 
   “So now I know.”
 
   “Does that change your picture of me?” She asked.
 
   “I have a non-visual picture of you. So what you told me changes nothing. I can’t tell if you look good with blonde hair or not. But by touch, I can tell that you’re beautiful to me. I can tell that by the way you respond to me and treat me too, of course. But if a sighted person asks me, now I’ll be able to tell them in descriptive terms that make sense to them. This has been a strange conversation, don’t you think.”
 
   “Yes, until I consider that you’re sightless.”
 
   We walked on and turned down another street.
 
   “Oooh,” Rina said. “There’s an interesting shop.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked.
 
   “It’s called Romania’s, and it doesn’t look like any of the other island shops.”
 
   “Romania’s? On Grand Cayman? Seems out of place – by, maybe, 6,000 miles.”
 
   We entered and, immediately, a woman’s voice said, in heavily-accented English, “Welcome Alie and Rina, we’ve been expecting you.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16 - Gypsy
 
    
 
   That was a surprise! I turned to Rina and whispered, “Do we know this woman? She sounds Eastern European.”
 
   “I don’t know her,” Rina said.
 
   “I’m sorry, do I know you?” I asked, turning my head in the direction of the voice.
 
   “No. I suppose I should introduce myself,” the woman said. “My name is Miruna, and this is my sister Neculai.”
 
   “Alo,” said an older, lower-pitched voice.
 
   I was confused. “How do you know who we are, and why did you say you were expecting us?”
 
   “Our sisters told us. That is, our sisters elsewhere in the world.”
 
   “You have sisters in River’s Edge?” This was making even less sense as the conversation evolved.
 
   “I don’t think so. But sometimes, some of us see images on the wind, or in the globe – what you would call a crystal ball. I believe River’s Edge is in the colder regions, correct?
 
   “Uh … yes.”
 
   “As we’ve left home, we’ve tended to settle in warm climes, like here, the Greek islands, the Arab desert, the South Pacific, and so on. But we keep in contact. On the wind.”
 
   This was just plain weird. I didn’t get it. I thought it might be a con, but I couldn’t see the point of it. It sounded like some of her sisters had said we were coming, but how would they have known? And what did “on the wind” mean? Was that an old, Eastern European way to say telephone? Or wireless phone?
 
   “I don’t understand,” Rina said impatiently. “How did your sisters know about us?”
 
   “Ah … we see glimmers on the wind. Occasionally, they are capsules of great joy. Sadly, more often they portend great sadness, or follow great sadness. Sometimes we can see through the sadness and can help. We have helped many, and know of others we have not yet attempted to help. There is Chan-juan, Livia, Frederique, Claire, Saida, Mariana, Kibali and others. All came to be known by one of us, on the wind.
 
   “And, of course, there is Alie.”
 
   “What about me?” I asked.
 
   “Misfortune has befallen you, yet you have honestly tried to make the best of it. You are, as some would say, a survivor, with more inner strength than you would have been expected to have, or that even you thought you possessed.”
 
   Now I was sure this was going to be some kind of con. Miruna would want to read my fortune or something and charge me a lot of money.
 
   “You have been blind for seven months, yet you face more than ten months of nothingness, followed by light, followed by …”
 
   “Well, you’ve done your research, but I’m not buying.” I said. “Let’s go, Rina.”
 
   I took Rina’s arm and we turned to leave.
 
   “You are a heroin addict, and you are very concerned that, when you think this phase of your life is over, you’ll be unable to break the habit.”
 
   How in the world did she know that?
 
   “You’ve been talking to Roger or Rocco.”
 
   “I do not know those people.” Somehow, I believed her. “But we can release the hold the drug has on you. We make teas, you see.”
 
   “Why should I believe you?”
 
   “And why should I?” Rina added.
 
   “I don’t know why you should believe us,” Neculai spoke up this time, “but I know that you already do.”
 
   “How much is this cure going to cost me?” I asked.
 
   “All we ever ask for, is what you believe is fair. However, in this case, we may be able to trade. You have something that could help another elsewhere in the world.” Miruna had spoken again.
 
   “And what is that?” I asked.
 
   “Your blonde hair.”
 
   “In case you didn’t notice, my hair is black,” I pointed out. “And there’s not much of it.”
 
   ‘I’ve sensed that your hair is naturally blonde and straight. It’s important for another to have it.”
 
   “I don’t get it,” I said. Now I was getting impatient. “Stop talking in riddles.”
 
   “Let me explain. We try to help women who are in difficult times, almost always not of their own doing. Take your case. You were blinded legitimately, but your sentence turned cruel and life-disrupting when you were re-dosed and the time was extended to eighteen months.”
 
   There was no way she could have known that. No one outside of Uptown Disability Services knew that, and they were legally bound not to divulge it. Rina squeezed my hand, and I knew she realized it too.
 
   “Soon, some of our other sisters will try to help another woman, far away from here. To do that, they will need to give her blonde hair, and other things. Though much is within our power, there are limits. To do what they will be called on to do, they need the duh – there is no exact English word – they need the duh of your hair.”
 
   “And what happens to me if you take the duh of my hair?” I could not believe I was having this conversation.
 
   “You become bald, of course ….”
 
   “No thanks, enough has been done to me.”
 
   “Please, allow me to finish. We will replace the duh of your blonde hair with another. Your hair will then be dark and intensely curly, similar to how it is now, but the curls will be much tighter and perhaps a little coarser. You will need no treatment by a hairdresser to maintain it, because it will then be that way naturally. In fact, two days after we transfer the duh it will grow very quickly overnight until it is a couple of centimeters long. Then it will grow at the normal rate ever after.”
 
   “And if I don’t do this, I can’t have the cure for my addiction?”
 
   “We will give you the cure regardless. Nothing else would be moral. But we hope you will help us help another.”
 
   I was not going to bite. I didn’t even want to know where the Afro duh had come from. In fact, I started laughing at the whole thing. Duh!
 
   With tears of laughter running from my sightless eyes, I had to ask, “And how do you go about exchanging my duh for another?” And then I laughed even harder. Couldn’t they have chosen another word? I was to find out later that duh was a Romanian word for spirit, or genius or essence, or … well, you get the idea.
 
   “You merely hold the crystal for a moment. Then it happens. The crystal absorbs your duh, and gives you the other. Your curls will drop off, to be replaced by your fresh, natural ones in a couple of days.
 
   “If I touch your crystal all my hair will fall out? Are you going to electrocute me or anything”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   I was still laughing. “Well duh, if you can make my hair fall out and change to Afro hair by touching a crystal, I’ll do it. I don’t believe it for a moment. The teas I might have believed would help, but this is too nutty.”
 
   “It will happen as I described. It is not reversible. As soon as you donate your duh, it will be carried on the wind to our sisters far away.”
 
   “Alie, I don’t think you should mess with this,” Rina spoke, urging caution.
 
   “Look at it this way,” I said, copping a cavalier attitude. “If it works, I won’t need to perm and color it anymore, only an occasional trim.”
 
   “But what about after your vision is restored?”
 
   “Rina, that crystal isn’t going to do anything. But if it should, then I’ll be okay keeping my hair that way. After all, everyone in River’s Edge knows me with short, dark, curly hair anyway. I don’t know if I’d have the patience to ever grow it out, for that matter. Besides, if it works, it would lend credibility to their teas, and I would welcome the help breaking my addiction when the time comes.
 
   “Okay, Miruna or Neculai, where do I sit.”
 
   “I’m pleased and gratified that you would do this for us, for another in need,” Neculai said, “but this is not a hoax. As we said, you may have the tea whether or not you do this. But if you do, we will give you some other things of interest.”
 
   “Can you restore my sight?”
 
   “If you had lost it through natural causes, we might, indeed, have been able to help. Since it was done with purpose, we have no power over it.”
 
   “Oh well, had to ask. Lead me.”
 
   They sat me in a wooden chair with a table in front of me. “Put your hands on the table, please,” Miruna said from right across the table. “I will place your hands on the crystal after I have prepared.”
 
   “This isn’t gonna hurt, right?”
 
   “You will feel nothing uncomfortable.”
 
   “Except hair falling all over me,” I chuckled. I was wondering how they were going to explain it when nothing happened.
 
   “It won’t suddenly fall out. Rina can gently sweep it from your scalp into a sack to avoid a mess.”
 
   “Alie, I think you should reconsider. This might turn out to be real.”
 
   “Like I said, I’m okay if it is.” I sort of believed that statement.
 
   Miruna held my hands, the backs of them resting in hers.
 
   “Are you ready?” She asked.
 
   “Yes,” I answered simply.
 
   I felt her lift my hands and press my palms against a smooth globe, about the size of a cantaloupe. “Don’t lift, but hold the globe in your hands,” she told me.
 
   I didn’t feel anything. Of course, she said I wouldn’t.
 
   “You may let go.” I did. I heard the rustling of paper behind me.
 
   “Carefully run your hands through her short curls, and sweep them into the sack,” Neculai said.
 
   I felt paper against my neck and Rina lightly brushed her fingers along the back of my head.
 
   “OH SHIT!” She exclaimed.
 
   “WHAT?” I asked, but I knew what.
 
   “Your curls are sliding off, Alie!”
 
   “Wow,” I said numbly.
 
   **********
 
   Rina finished cleaning me off, until all the hair was swept into the bag. Then someone brushed me off and I felt lotion being rubbed into my scalp. I was as bald as the proverbial cue ball. My scalp was soft and smooth.
 
   I gulped. “How do I look, Rina?”
 
   “Sexy in an exotic way. You are very pretty, with or without hair.”
 
   “You’re biased.”
 
   “Yeah. Maybe.”
 
   Miruna spoke up, “Tomorrow and the next day, you will be without your hair. Then as you sleep that night, it will grow out all at once to about two centimeters, maybe a little more. From that point on, it will grow at the normal rate.”
 
   I suppose I would have been more upset if my hair had been long and blonde, and then had all fallen out. Losing the short curls, which only represented three months of growth or less didn’t seem so bad. Then I realized that, if these women were to be believed, my hair would never be long, straight and blonde again. That upset me some, but I wasn’t crushed. I should have been; I might even have predicted that I would be given what had been done to me, but I wasn’t. Maybe I was used to the world beating me up now.
 
   “I am placing the tea to remove addiction into this red container, labeled as the tea of peace,” Neculai told us. You must brew it as per instructions and drink it all. We will only give it to you to be used once, so be sure to use it only when you know you will not be expected to take the drug again. We know that your situation has forced it upon you.
 
   “As an additional gift for helping us, I am giving you two other teas. One is the tea of exchange, the other is the tea of the loss of inhibitions. There is enough for a couple of people to use each several times. Follow the directions for preparing and using it.
 
   “Finally, I’m enclosing an import certification that will get the teas into the US with you.”
 
   “The first tea will really break my addiction to heroin?”
 
   “Absolutely. But there’s only enough to use it once. That is all you may have, and you may not receive it from us again.”
 
   They’d pretty much made a believer out of me. I only needed to feel my head.
 
   I felt someone hand the bag to me. It was Miruna, who said, “We wish you well.”
 
   “Gee,” I said, “you never offered to tell our fortune.”
 
   Neculai spoke up, “There is to be fortune; I have seen that. The rest, I’d rather not say.”
 
   I felt a chill run up my spine to the base of my bald head. I got goose bumps everywhere. “Really? Whose future is dark?” I asked. “What’s going to happen?”
 
   “I speak of both of you. The future is not fully written. It only has directionality at a point in time. A probability, if you prefer. Live to the fullest; it’s all any of us can do.”
 
   “Tell me what you saw.” Rina was tugging me out the door.
 
   “Tell me!”
 
   “What will be, will be. Live Alie.”
 
   And then we were outside. “That’s enough of that,” Rina said.
 
   “That was very, very strange.”
 
   “Ya think? Leave it alone Alie, forget about it.”
 
   “How can I forget, I don’t have any hair now, in case you didn’t notice.”
 
   “I meant forget anything they hinted about the future. They don’t know any more than we do.”
 
   I wasn’t so sure, but I let it drop. The marketplace was filled with the sounds and smells of bustling activity. We found a tavern – Rina said it was a friendly-looking place – and sat down in a booth for some fruity rum concoctions. It was so nice we stayed for a dinner of local seafood, accompanied by live music.
 
   I stretched out on the bed in the morning and my hands went to my smooth head. Yep, I was still bald. A few people had commented on it last night, and everyone who did said I looked great without hair. Of course, being strangers, none of them had ever seen me with hair. They hadn’t had to say anything, though, but must have felt like volunteering the compliment. So I chose to believe them.
 
   I wasn’t going to use the tea to break my addiction at that point in time. I would take it home and use it when my sight returned, and I was able to legally break my contract with the Jolly Roger. Then, I’d be free and clear.
 
   We decided not to try the gift teas until we got home – if ever. We certainly didn’t need to lose inhibitions again – our night of really tying one on had been enough for this trip. What the tea of exchange actually did wasn’t clear, so we didn’t want to try it yet. We decided that the next time we were in George Town we’d stop in Romania’s and ask “the sisters” about it. Maybe we could get something more than a cryptic description.
 
   After breakfast, Rina wanted to get caught up on email, so I tapped my way to the beach alone. I was afraid I’d get sunburned on my virgin head, so I’d used sunscreen on it. I was wearing a mostly yellow bikini, according to Rina, and my boobies were, once again, straining at the straps holding the top in place. I suspected I was drawing stares from other beachgoers, but I didn’t mind. After all, I knew I was a pretty, shapely, blind, bald, big-breasted girl – woman if you prefer. That’s an uncommon combination, I’m sure. Given that, I thought people ought to be allowed to stare at me.
 
   I donned sunglasses and continued onto the warm sand. Why did I bother with sunglasses? Because I wanted my eyes undamaged when my sight was restored in a year.
 
   I found the beach boy, and rented a pair of lounges. Rina would join me in a little while
 
   I’d been basking in the heat and soaking up rays for about fifteen minutes, when I heard a male voice say, “Yu swag tun up.”
 
   When I heard him approach, I’d expected something like, “You want a drink?” The waiters were very attentive here. I had to think for a moment, then decided whoever was talking to me was using Jamaican slang. I had a roommate my freshman year at UConn who was dating a Jamaican guy. I got use to his peculiar way of saying things. What the guy had said to me there on the beach was “You’re looking great.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said. I heard him sit down on the other lounge.
 
   He reverted to accented English. “I love your shaved look, Missy. May I touch your head?”
 
   What the hell. “Yes, you may.”
 
   I felt a large hand, with long, supple fingers, caress my head. There’s no better word for what he did.
 
   “Ah … you feel as good as you look.” His voice was deep, smooth, and SEXY!
 
   “I lost my hair, but it’ll come back soon.”
 
   “Ah, a pity,” he said, surprising me. “May I remove your sunglasses, to see you better?”
 
   “Hmm … yes, you can, but I’m blind. My eyes are kind of …”
 
   I felt him reach down to remove my sunglasses and I closed my eyes.
 
   “You be even more beautiful than I thought before. Please open your eyes.” That time, his English was almost perfect, so I did. I looked in the direction his voice came from.
 
   “Oh my,” he said. “Your eyes are so deep a blue that drown in them I could, Mon.”
 
   “They’re messed up. I’ve been told that they don’t look in the same direction anymore.”
 
   “Ah, but therein lies your charm.” I couldn’t believe how deeply resonant his voice was. I pictured him as this giant island man…
 
   I laughed. “You’re full of shit.”
 
   “Ya, I be that way, but you pretty gal.”
 
   “Thank you, kind sir.” In an instant, I felt his hot breath on my face and he said, for only the two of us to hear, “Ah, Missy, may I kiss your sweet lips?”
 
   I didn’t respond but lifted my head and kissed his full, warm lips, my tongue probing into his mouth before he did mine.
 
   “This is the way the afternoon should begin,” he said.
 
   “I think it’s still morning,” I said.
 
   “All the better. May I touch you, Miss?”
 
   He was very polite. What the hell! “Yes, you may. If my eyes haven’t disturbed you, you can touch me anywhere.”
 
   Yeah, okay, I was feeling reckless. He wasn’t asking to fuck me. Not yet, at least.
 
   “Your eyes add to your sultry appeal.”
 
   I felt his hand on my breast. I reached up and moved it under my bikini top. I thought about Rina, and knew she wouldn’t mind. For that matter, she’d probably approve. Maybe she’d be here shortly. Though she was far more pure-lesbian, she knew I still liked men. The whole spectrum for women - and I thought about myself - spanned a continuum from pure homo to the left to pure hetero to the right. Rina was about 10% from the left. I must have drifted quite a ways from the far right; I was now more like 35% from the left and holding. I would have bet that I’d been 100% before they blinded me.
 
   “Oh?” I heard him exclaim quietly as his hand felt my large breast, nipple and ring.
 
   “Take a look,” I invited. I felt him pull the top down on that side.
 
   “Oh my,” he said again.
 
   “I have others,” I said. He touched my navel jewel.
 
   “I have more.” This time, I put his hand into my bikini bottom. I’d invited him to touch me anywhere, and he wasn’t shy at that point. His long fingers touched, then played with my clit rings.
 
   I came, of course. I tried to be quiet when it happened. I know he knew.
 
   I felt him pull out my bikini bottom by stretching the front band. He must have looked at me there.
 
   “Bumboclaat! You be wired for pleasure, Miss!”
 
   “Yes, I be wired. You can make me cum with no effort at all.”
 
   And he did.
 
   “Ah … who did this to you?”
 
   “My boss – my former boss.”
 
   “You boss mon take liberties with you punnani?”
 
   “Yes, he did. A doctor pierced me, though.”
 
   “You want that we fuck now, pretty Miss?”
 
   “Here?”
 
   “Ah, no. This not be Sint Maartens, but the Grand Caymans. We go to your place or mine.”
 
   “I am waiting for someone. If I’m not here when she comes down, she’ll worry about me.”
 
   “Oh … you batty gal?” He was asking if I were a lesbian.
 
   “Maybe … sort of … kind of.”
 
   “Ah … so sad that I be now.”
 
   “I do swing both ways.” I tried to cover what I’d said. I was interested in this guy, and I didn’t want him to leave. Truth be told, I wanted him to make love to me.
 
   “Then I be ready to be within you.”
 
   “You’d fuck a blind, bald girl.”
 
   “Ah … I would so.”
 
   “Can you handle two of us?”
 
   “Ah, miss, I be so bold to say I can do the entire herd.”
 
   Okay, that was borderline insulting, but he was clearly from Jamaica, not Schenectady.
 
   I got up and yelled at the beach boy. I told him to hold my lounges. I’d already paid for them, after all.
 
   I held the arm of the big Jamaican and gave him my room number. Yeah, yeah, yeah, I was being reckless. But you’ve gotta remember, when you’ve been blinded by the authorities for what you consider minor infractions, you get less cautious, get more of a what the hell attitude about things.
 
   Or else you jump off a tall building – or a bridge.
 
   As we walked by the rear portal, where the beach master sat, I said, “Reggie, are you there?”
 
   “Yes, Ms. Adams.”
 
   “Do you know this guy?”
 
   “Yes Ms. Adams.”
 
   “What do you know about him?”
 
   “He is a rogue, if ever there was one, Ms. Adams.”
 
   “Can he be trusted?”
 
   There was a pause. “Sadly, yes Ms. Adams.”
 
   “Let’s go then,” I said.
 
    As the elevator rose, I asked, “Your name is?”
 
   “I be Shawnte, Miss.”
 
   “Glad to meet you Shawnte. I be Alie. My roommate is Rina. I want sex. If you give us any grief, I will hunt you down and castrate you. I’ll cook your dick in olive oil with a nice sprinkling of basil.”
 
   “Ah, miss Alie. That would be sad indeed. I will try to do right by you and your batty gal.”
 
   We got to my suite. Rina was surprised. It took about 30 seconds for her to recover. Then the fun began.
 
   Shawnte realized immediately what our clit hardware could do to Rina and me, and he took advantage of it the entire time.
 
   I reached for him and my hand landed on his smoothly-shaven head. “Why Shawnte, you’re as bald as I am.”
 
   “Tis true, Miss. But it looks so much better on you.” Then his penis slid into me, as Rina licked my nips, with her hand on my clit, right next to where Shawnte penetrated me. I could tell he had one hand on her pussy and the other on her breast. I heard them kiss, as he pounded into me.
 
   He filled me with cum as I came vaginally. My clit had already sent me over the top twice. I thought Rina had also come twice.
 
   After that, I did everything by feeling what Rina and Shawnte were doing to each other. Lying on our sides, I had my pussy at Rina’s mouth and my mouth on her pussy while my head rested on her lower leg. Shawnte was penetrating her anus, his arms around her, holding her little tits.
 
   Later, he took me from behind, his dick stretching my little, rear rosebud, and his hands holding my nipples, playing with their hardware, as Rina licked my pussy. I exploded in pleasure.
 
   It was mid-afternoon before Rina and I called a time-out.
 
   “Ah … I just be gettin’ started,” Shawnte said.
 
   “Bullshit,” Rina said.
 
   “Yeah,” I added. “But you did your island proud today.”
 
   “So you two are really batty gals?”
 
   “Mostly,” I said. I’d explain to Rina later.
 
   “No doubt, I be fooled.” He said.
 
   “I told you … mostly.”
 
   “Ah …”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17 – Needle and the Damage Done
 
    
 
   We went out again that night. After Shawnte’s comments, I realized that I was personally turned-on by my bald head, and I wanted to show it off before my hair grew back. I got more compliments and had a blast. Rina and I danced until the wee hours, but we kept the drinking under control.
 
   The same was true of the next day and night. I was wishing we could stay here, I could stay bald, and there was no need to worry about stripping at the Jolly Roger anymore. I didn’t even care about being blind. It didn’t bother me anymore, most of the time.
 
   Of course, that was the same way everyone feels when on vacation.
 
   We crashed hard that night; we were both spent.
 
   In the morning I woke with a head that felt like a Brillo pad. Well, not really, but that was my first impression.
 
   Rina was lying next to me. “You up?” She asked, before I could say anything. I turned toward her.
 
   “Yeah. I have hair and it feels like wool or something.”
 
   I felt her hand on my head, playing with the frightfully tight curls.
 
   “You have African-American hair. It’s cute. I hope you like it, ‘cause you’re stuck with it. I suppose we have to believe the gypsies now.”
 
   I touched my head again. Oh boy! It was different than a tight perm. My hair was coarser, springier, and about an inch long, so it was very tight to my head.
 
   “Hmm … How am I gonna comb this?”
 
   “Comb? Not a chance,” Rina said. “You can give me all your combs. You never combed the permed hair either, right?”
 
   “No, I fluffed it out.”
 
   “I don’t think you’re even gonna have to do that with your new hair. Unless you grow it a lot longer.”
 
   “What color is it?”
 
   “Do you care?”
 
   “Not really, but I don’t want to look bizarre to anyone else.”
 
   “You won’t, it’s very dark brown – not black. Actually, you look fine. Pretty. I like it. It’s you.”
 
   “It is now.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Do you love me still?”
 
   “Always, Alie.”
 
   “Then all is right on Grand Cayman.”
 
   We had a wonderful time during the rest of our stay. Rina saw Shawnte at the bar on one other night when we went clubbing, and he spent the night with us.
 
   Rina gave me my fix late every afternoon. My sex drive was in high gear all night, every night. No more mainlining, though.
 
   We did go back to Romania’s one afternoon, to find out more about the teas, but they were closed. We left the island without talking to the sisters again.
 
   When we sadly bid farewell to Grand Cayman, it was 77 degrees. When we got off the Metrorail in River’s Edge that night, it was 18. Fortunately, there was one taxi waiting at the station and we took it to my house.
 
   I spent the next afternoon practicing with Phil, to get my dancing legs back, and I performed that night at the Jolly Roger. My vacation already seemed like a distant dream.
 
   **********
 
   Business was slower than average until later in March, when it began to pick up again. The tips weren’t as good, but I was still making an impressive amount of money, much of which I saved or invested. My life as a blind exotic dancer had become routine: each week was pretty much like the one before it. Rina and I usually stayed at her place from Wednesday evening until late Friday afternoon, and at my place from Friday night until Wednesday.
 
   One curious event happened a few weeks after we returned from Grand Cayman. I had my usual appointment for a trim with Kirsten, my hairdresser. My kinky-curls grew a bit more than a half inch a month, and I decided I wanted my little ‘fro kept close to my head. Rina liked it that way, and it was incredibly easy.
 
   I guess I’d made the transition from long-hair-lover to short-hair-lover. It was a good thing too. I couldn’t grow it out now without a lot of straightener and processing.
 
   I showed up for a trim and Kirsten asked, of course, “What the hell happened to your hair?”
 
   I explained the part of what had transpired at Romania’s regarding losing my blonde roots, being bald, and then having dark brown Afro hair start to grow in place of the hair I had before. Kirsten didn’t really believe me, I don’t think, but the evidence was right there in front of her. She had to accept my story.
 
   “Okay, okay,” she finally said, “I believe you. But now there’s a problem.”
 
   “Sorry, I guess you’ll lose the business to give me a perm,” I said.
 
   “Not only that, but I’m gonna lose your entire business.”
 
   “No you’re not. I love coming here.”
 
   “Alie, I don’t know how to cut and style Afro hair. That’s really a specialty. I think, instead, you should start going to Melody.”
 
   Melody was an African-American stylist who had a loft at the same location. All the hairdressers there were independent, and rented the space and business systems like credit card processing and scheduling. I’d met Melody and we’d become friendly. But I really liked Kirsten.
 
   “All you need to do is trim it,” I said. “How hard can it be?”
 
   “Not hard, but you have to practice. It requires a lot of finger manipulation skill to hold the wiry curls when you cut to get a quality look. Plus there’s the care of your hair which will be different now that the texture has changed. Eventually, you’ll want to change the style, and that requires a talented, experienced hairdresser like Melody.
 
   “Let me go get her. I’ll be right back.”
 
   She returned with Melody and we talked about my new hair. Melody was as shocked as Kirsten but, undeniably, the evidence was right in front of her. She had another person coming in ten minutes, but could trim me right after that customer. I said goodbye to Kirsten and went out to the common waiting area.
 
   When the time came, Melody knew exactly what to do with my hair. So I ended up with a new hairdresser.
 
   Under Phil’s tutelage, my dancing continued to improve even more. Everyone at the Jolly Roger was impressed with that, even that classic asshole, Roger Junior. I still did five shows but now all the dances in a given night were different, and in one or two of them each night, I was a blonde. I was glad I couldn’t see my hair when I wore the blonde wig. It would have brought back memories that would make me yearn for that innocent girl who’d moved to River’s Edge last summer.
 
   She was still there, I told myself, merely hard to find sometimes.
 
   I was laced up for the third dance every night, sometimes with a leather cord, sometimes with a flexible chain in white gold. In both cases, the laces were always closed with a small padlock, either up near my clit, or between my legs if I were laced from top to bottom.
 
   Dancing like that was somewhat disconcerting. Being laced made my pussy very tight and it tugged when I danced. Since all the rings on each side were joined together inside my body, a little tug on any one caused them all to pull on me. It was a strange sensation. Coupled to that was the lock dangling either near my clit or between my legs. In the first case, it could easily make me cum if I weren’t very careful. When the lock dangled between my legs, it was like a continuous pulling and a distracting jiggle all the time.
 
   The crowd loved it either way.
 
   I got my fix every day when I went to the Jolly Roger. After the Tuesday performances, Roger faithfully gave me two to take home. Rina usually shot me up on my days off.
 
   That worked well and I mostly forgot about being hooked on heroin, meaning that I didn’t dwell on it every day. I had the tea which I thought would work when the time came at the end of the year. I did get sexually high every day, of course, but that had simply become how I was in the evening. So I came to regard myself as a young woman who happened to have a big libido.
 
   Rina satisfied it with great skill. We were both young, after all.
 
   Every month or so, I felt a need for Rocco, whom I considered a close friend. He was always shy but happy to oblige me.
 
   One Friday night in April, I arrived at the Jolly Roger, only to find out from Marlene that Roger Junior had decided to take a long weekend away, and hadn’t bothered to get our fixes ready before he recklessly left town. No one knew where he kept his stash – more like our stash – let alone how to unlock it if they did. So Marlene, Crystal, Patti and I were SOL – shit out of luck.
 
   By the time my fourth dance ended, I was climbing the walls. The additional months of addiction had made me so dependent that even a day of missing a fix was bad. It was equally bad for the other three dancers.
 
   “Ah’m feewing awfuw,” Patti said as she lay on the sofa in the lounge. Her speech had never gotten much better after Roger had her tongue pierced. As I understood it, the customers liked her pierced tongue, though. Whenever she let it hang out of her mouth during her dance, the shouting and clapping doubled. Her tips were up too. I was glad of that. At least she’d benefitted a little from her ruined diction.
 
   She was supposed to dance again in fifteen minutes, and twice more after my last performance. I didn’t think she was gonna make it.
 
   I got through my last dance and Rina picked me up. I hadn’t been able to catch Rocco to see if there was anything he could do, and I didn’t want to hang around there and be miserable for another two hours until they closed. At home, I chain-smoked eight cigarettes while Rina tried to comfort me. I couldn’t sleep. By morning, I was considering using the tea to break my habit, even though that meant I wouldn’t have it to use when my sight returned. I was so miserable though, and now the pain was starting.
 
   Rina took me to the Jolly Roger right after lunch, when I could barely stand up. Crystal, Patti and Marlene were there already. In fact, they’d felt so bad they’d never gone home. They were lying around on couches and chairs. Patti was trying to say something but I couldn’t understand her garbled English.
 
   “Wocco wen foah zmahsh foah za foah ahf uz.”
 
   What the hell did that mean?
 
   “What is she saying?” I asked Marlene and Crystal. My head felt about to explode, and I ached all over. I have never felt so anxious, and I wanted to scream for it to stop.
 
   “Rocco went to get us some smack. Easy X too, but he didn’t know if he could find that. Aahh … please fuckin’ shoot me,” Marlene moaned.
 
   I chain-smoked four more cigarettes, double pumping every inhale. I was putting out the last one, with Rina putting cold compresses on my head, when Rocco returned.
 
   “Alie, how yous doin’?” He asked as he came in.
 
   “I’m dying, I’m pretty sure,” I said. “Did you get the smack and Easy X?”
 
   “I got smack – there’s tons of it around here, but couldn’t find no Easy X. I don’t know how Roger was mixin’ it anyways. For that matter, I don’t know how much to give any of yous. I’ll have to guess.”
 
   “I don’t care, give it to me!” Marlene shouted.
 
   “Can ya help me, Rina?” Rocco asked. She must have nodded because he said, “Take one of these spoons I put the junk in and heat it over your lighter. Then fill the syringe and hit Alie, then do it again with another syringe for Patti.
 
   I felt Rina tie a rubber hose around my upper arm. She tapped my inner elbow and said, “Got a good vein. I can do this. You sure you want the straight smack?”
 
   “Like nothin’ I’ve ever wanted before,” I gasped out. I didn’t even feel ashamed at that point. I needed this awful pain and distress to stop!
 
   It seemed like an hour but was only a minute later when I felt a needle slide into my arm. Then Rina released the rubber hose.
 
   GODDAMN! In an instant – actually, more like five or six seconds - the pain stopped and I felt so very, very, very wonderful!
 
   “Alie?” Rina said.
 
   “Aaahhhh. That is so sweet!” I exclaimed. Then I mellowed into a puddle.
 
   An hour and a half later I had come off the high. I felt one thousand times better. It was then, however, when the worries about what was happening to me kicked in. Up until now, the Easy X had moderated the heroin effects and addiction. Now, I feared what might happen to me in the few days until that bastard, Roger, got back on Tuesday. Would his cocktail even work for me anymore by then – after three or more doses of unmitigated heroin?
 
   What could I do?
 
   Honestly? I could do nothing but shoot up whenever the pain got so bad I couldn’t stand it.
 
   That turned out to be twice each day, until Roger got back.
 
   The four of us were waiting for him. Marlene and Crystal jumped him from behind as he entered his office. We beat him up pretty badly, according to what Rocco told me, but not so badly that he couldn’t make our cocktails. Rocco convinced him that it wouldn’t be in his best interest to take the beating out on us, and that he wanted the cocktail formula and access to wherever the stash was hidden, so this would never happen again.
 
   Roger realized that he’d screwed up. There were never repercussions from what we did to him.
 
   But there were repercussions from what we had to do to ourselves. I could no longer get through the day on the cocktail alone. By the time I woke up in the morning, I was starting to feel heroin withdrawal. If I didn’t do anything, I was incapacitated before lunch. That was the same for everyone except Crystal. She was okay with only the cocktail.
 
   So what could I do? I shot up. I got my fix of heroin alone every morning when I woke up. Rina thought we should carefully measure what I was injecting, and lower the amount every few days, to try to wean me off of it. I was willing to try, so that’s what we did. It didn’t work very well, probably because I was still getting a fix with the Easy X in the afternoon.
 
   We did get it down to about half what I’d started with when Roger left us high and dry. But the highs in the morning weren’t as high, and the buzz was only about half as long. If we went any lower, I couldn’t hack it.
 
   Crying, I told Rina I needed that morning high, and, since I couldn’t eliminate the morning do up entirely, I might as well go back to what I’d done that first weekend I had to take a heroin fix.
 
   She cried with me. I knew it would only be for another seven months or so, and tried to convince myself that I’d be alright then.
 
   But there I was. A heroin junkie. A blind, sweet young thing from a nice town in Connecticut, and a heroin junkie. What else is there to say?
 
   **********
 
   Late in May, Rina saw a job posting for an O&M, an Orientation and Mobility instructor, at the newly opening River’s Edge Handicapped Services Center. She got the job and started in mid-June, one day after the one-year anniversary of my move to River’s Edge. She gave up her apartment uptown and moved in with me permanently. That was all working out and we were both very happy. If there were any regrets, it was because both Rina and I had made friends at Uptown Disability Services, and enjoyed that part of town because of all the neat things going on in that very urban community.
 
   At least it was only a forty minute Metrorail ride away. We’d head down there to party from time to time.
 
   Wednesday of the following week was the first anniversary of me losing my sight. I decided that Rina and I should celebrate that occasion with total abandon. That was the day, after all, when we first met. Our one-year anniversary.
 
   After my morning fix and breakfast, I treated us both to a spa day at the Spa at the Ritz-Carlton – not in Grand Cayman, ha, ha – but the one in the River’s Edge Galleria. We started out with whole-body massages, and then got pampered from head to toe. Well, Rina did; I wouldn’t let them mess with my hair. Rina agreed to let them cut hers and I talked her into a new color, which seemed appropriate to me for the specific reason that I couldn’t see it. I got to pick the style so I made her short hair even shorter – little wisps of hair is the way I’d describe it. By the time they started on our brows, nails, and makeup, Rina was a carrot-top redhead. Her hair was the same color as the red wigs I wore when dancing. I’d brought one along to show the hairdresser, since the color Pat had described to me all those months ago, was the color I wanted for Rina.
 
   She was like totally nonplussed. I laughed until my sides hurt.
 
   We got home and changed and then I took her to an Italian restaurant in a mid-rise on the edge of a cliff, overlooking downtown. I couldn’t see the view, of course, but Rina said it was spectacular.
 
   Afterwards, we went dancing at a lesbian club downtown, then took Metrorail back out to River’s Edge and went to a gay and lesbian club there. We took a cab home about 2:00 in the morning.
 
   We made slow, easy love. I told Rina I was so glad to have been blinded so I could meet her. Had that not happened, we would have been two souls lost in a metro of three million, and there would have been no chance that our paths would have ever crossed.
 
   I don’t believe in fate. I think we make our own fate by exercising our free will. Each of us, individually, is responsible for our actions, and reap the benefits or punishments we’ve earned as a result. I do believe in luck, and taking advantage of happenstance. Shit happens, even to sweet young things – perhaps especially to them. That’s what had brought Rina and me together. Once we’d found each other, through the loss of my sight, we were able to make the absolute best of it for the two of us together.
 
   That night, special yet like so many others Rina and I had shared, was filled with warmth, togetherness, and love.
 
   It was pretty exciting too. I think something had snapped when she became the redheaded Rina with the super short hair that turned her into a real tiger in bed. The sex was, as Shawnte might have said, “Oh my!”
 
   I wish I could recapture those days of hope. I’d been working my way through my challenges, and I was gonna make it. With Rina. With a bright future for both of us. If only …
 
   **********
 
   Summer that year was hot and busy. Tourism was picking up in and around River’s Edge, and the Jolly Roger was packed more often than not.
 
   Roger Senior had stopped into the Jolly Roger to say hello, but I missed him. He’d apparently recovered fully, and Rocco thought that he wanted to get back into the business. Rocco was pretty sure Junior was keeping his father on the outside looking in. Since Junior was the majority shareholder, there wasn’t much Senior could do unless Roger Junior agreed. That hadn’t been an issue when a disinterested Roger Junior had lived out of town – out of the US actually – but it was different with him here.
 
   I asked Rocco if Roger Senior knew what Junior had done to me and the other three dancers. Rocco said he had told Roger, who had apparently had a huge argument with his son, to no avail.
 
   If it had gone differently, and Senior had convinced Junior to stop with the Easy X cocktail, I would have used the tea in a heartbeat to break my addiction. As it was, I’d wait until I could see again and then quit both the heroin and the Jolly Roger.
 
   Rina liked her new job. River’s Edge was very good to its disabled citizens, and the new Handicapped Services Center was strongly supported locally. Rina ended up heading the services for the visually impaired. I was so proud of her.
 
   Living together in the same place all the time was wonderful.
 
   I got home early one Tuesday night. There had been a storm and the power had gone out at the Jolly Roger after my second dance. Roger Junior was incensed. He hated missing any chance to make more money. He made us stick around for a half hour, and then, when the power didn’t come back on and there were no waiting customers anyway, he sent everyone home.
 
   Fortunately, the power was on at my house. A surprised Rina greeted me at the door with one of her excellent kisses.
 
   “Whatcha doin’?” I asked.
 
   “I see you’ve been taking diction lessons from Rocco and Roger.” We both laughed.
 
   “I was looking for some Earl Grey tea and I found the special teas that the sisters at Romania’s gave us. I was curious so I thought I’d read the instructions.”
 
   “Oh! So you want to have a rousing night by drinking the tea that cancels inhibitions?”
 
   “Maybe, though I don’t know many that either of us has. I was gonna look at the exchange tea because I didn’t know what it was about. Here, sit down and I’ll open it and read the instructions out loud.”
 
   I heard her rustling with the package. “Did you find anything?”
 
   “Yep. Here’s what it says, ‘This is the tea of exchange. When two people each drink a cup and then hold hands, this mystical tea allows them to know what it is like to see with each other’s eyes.’”
 
   “Ha! Well that won’t work! If you could see with my eyes, you’d see nothing!”
 
   “I think it’s a metaphor, not literal.”
 
   “Then what does it mean?”
 
   Rina paused and then said, “I don’t really know. It does go on to say that the length of the effect increases with the amount of tea used in brewing. And there is a little table giving grams of tea and milliliters of water, and effect time. It looks like the longest time is 60 hours. It tells you how long to steep it too.”
 
   “I’m off for the next two days, but you have to work.”
 
   “I don’t have any clients until next Monday, and I’m caught up on my management responsibilities. Even before I looked at the tea, I was gonna suggest that I use a couple personal days, and we could do something special until you have to dance again on Friday night. I could call in and leave a message or send an email.”
 
   “Should we try it? That’s probably the only way we’re going to discover what it actually does. Of course, it might blind you for two days.”
 
   “I do teach the blind, I suppose it’d be good practice, if that happened. I don’t think that’s it, though. It probably has something to do with understanding another person’s viewpoint. I guess if it does anything like it says, we’ll at least know that their teas actually work.”
 
   “I know you’ve been worried about that. And I don’t want to be a junkie forever, that’s for sure.”
 
   “I’m also worried that you like the high so much that you won’t quit, even if you’re not physically addicted anymore.”
 
   “Not gonna happen. I will quit as soon as my sight returns to the point where I can get another job, which should be right about when I can break my contract. Please don’t worry about that anymore, Rina.”
 
   “I’ll try not to. I care about you so much …”
 
   “You mean you love me.”
 
   “Yeah, there is that.” We both laughed, then I felt her arms go around me and we hugged. I felt a little moisture on her cheeks.
 
   “With the help of the tea, I’m gonna quit, Rina. I promise. Come on. Let’s brew up some of that stuff.”
 
   “Sounds like you’ve already had some of the tea that cancels inhibitions.”
 
   “Nah … it’s only me feeling reckless – again.”
 
   “Yeah. And still high from your cocktail fix.” She said it in a downer voice, as she tended to do lately.
 
   “I can’t help it right now, but I will be able to. Let’s make some tea to prove that they work. Okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   We brewed a 60 hour dose, wanting to get some effect, whether it lasted for an hour or two and a half days as promised. Yeah, we were feeling bold. We took the tea into the bedroom, stripped down, drank it, and laid on the bed on our backs, my left hand holding her right. Rina started laughing.
 
   “This is ridiculous, you know.”
 
   “I hope not, I want it to work.”
 
   “Hmm … yeah, me too. I haven’t gone blind yet.”
 
   And then she did.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18 – If I Were You
 
    
 
   “Alie! I can’t see!” I hadn’t heard that voice before.
 
   I started to answer and then there was a strange glow from my closed eyelids. I opened them, and there was light! I couldn’t make anything out, but I could see a fuzzy brightness. I blinked over and over again and forms started to appear in my vision.
 
   I dropped Rina’s left hand and started to say something …
 
   That wasn’t right. I’d been holding her right hand. “Rina?” I called out. The voice wasn’t mine. It sounded a little like Rina’s, but not exactly. The room was lit and my vision cleared. I could see! Then I realized that my vision had been clear as soon as I’d opened my eyes. It took my brain a while to realize it and do something with the vision it had forgotten about that suddenly worked again.
 
   “Alie, I’m blind. Where are you?” I saw that she was turned away from me. I rolled her over. It wasn’t Rina. At first I thought it was a black girl, because of the hair …
 
   The girl facing me with vacant, misaligned eyes was ME!
 
   “Rina! We’ve switched bodies! I’m looking at you in my body!”
 
   “Alie, I can’t see you.”
 
   “That’s because you’re now me and I’m blind. Or I was. I mean I still am, but now I’m you and you’re me!”
 
   “That’s impossible.” Rina said.
 
   “Feel your head, feel your nipples.”
 
   I saw her touch each, than she shouted, “OHMYGOD, OHMYGOD, OHMYGOD! I AM YOU!”
 
   I jumped off the bed. “Stay there,” I said, as I ran to the mirror. Just as I thought, though I’d never seen her before, the reflection in the mirror was Rina’s. She’d kept the very short, wispy, carrot-red hair that she’d first gotten earlier in the summer. I would have recognized it from the feel anytime. There was the stud in her – my – nose. Her eyes were a stunning lighter blue. She was even more beautiful than I’d imagined her to be, with fresh, delicate features, full lips, and thinner, sexy eyebrows. And now I was she!
 
   “Holy shit,” I said in awe.
 
   “Alie … you’re me?”
 
   “I am right now, I’m looking at you - I mean me - in the mirror. What are we gonna do about this?”
 
   “Not much for the next two and a half days. I guess there’s no reason not to believe the instructions at this point.”
 
   I was glad the tea had worked as advertised, and more surprised than I’d ever been in my life. Even more than when they took my sight. After longer than a year, I COULD SEE!
 
   Rina was sitting up on the edge of the bed, facing me, her blind eyes staring, the left one straight ahead, the right one turned in a little. Now I knew what I looked like. I had a tight, very short Afro and googly eyes, as I’d known. My brows were thinner, higher, and more rounded than they had been before I lost my sight and they’d been done over. My eyes were lined with the permanent liner and my lips were an alluring, deep red. Those were a lot of changes, but otherwise, I looked like I always did, except that it wasn’t me at the moment; it was Rina. I studied her for a minute. The eyes weren’t right, but, as I’d been told before, they had a certain charm that made them cute and innocent-looking, despite the sexy liner. Hmm.
 
   It took us about half an hour and three cigarettes apiece to settle down to something like a normal level of craziness. 
 
   In case you haven’t noticed, smoking is a deeply-rooted, habitual part of our lives.
 
   We talked about the exchange continuously. In the end, we decided to make the best of it, expecting that we’d be back to ourselves at about 11:00 Friday morning, two and a half days from now.
 
   I suggested that we enjoy the rest of tonight here, and then drive up to the north part of the metroplex, where no one knew us, and stay at a hotel up there until we switched back on Friday. We could go exploring, hang out, and have insane sex in each other’s bodies.
 
   At first, Rina was less enthused. “I hate to admit it, since I’m an O&M instructor for the blind, but I’m scared to be in a strange place.”
 
   “I’ll be there to watch over you. You’ve got all the training you’ll ever need.”
 
   “Yeah, but not a comfortable amount of real-life practice.”
 
   “Come on, we can’t let this opportunity slide away. It’ll be fun.” I ran my hands along my naked body. “Oooh, you have a nice body … very sensitive skin.” I decided to be a tease. I went over to where she sat and put my mouth on her now-modified nipples. She jumped, but I held on.
 
   I knew, of course, how sensitive my intricately-enhanced nipples were. Rina found out in a hurry. I had her on her back and moaning in moments. Then I began to work her pussy. Of course, she had the same clit rings and trimmings I did, but not the labia rings. My new fingers and mouth had her over the top in seconds. Because her nipples were now so sensitive, the orgasm came from everywhere and was crushing in its power.
 
   When her shaking stopped, Rina pushed me down and climbed on top of me, carefully grinding our encased clits against each other. Her mouth sucked and bit at my nipples. The sensation was very different. I didn’t feel the stiffness within and without that my own nipples felt when they were sucked and bitten, because of the rings and studs in them. Instead, the sensation was soft and more focused; it didn’t spread out as far from the tips as it did when I was in my own skin. It was more pleasant in that the metal wasn’t within me to disrupt the flesh, but less arousing. It was like I used to be.
 
   Making love to myself was … odd at first. Then the feeling went away and I focused on my lover, Rina, who happened to look like me at the moment. In that regard, she had it easier: she couldn’t see herself having sex with herself.
 
   Did that sound weird or what?
 
   Rina’s voice sounded mostly like mine – of course, we don’t quite hear our own voices as others do – but what she said and how she said it was unmistakably Rina. “Cum for me, Alie,” she told me, rising up from her mouth on my pussy. Then her tongue ran along my pierced clit and I came, incredibly hard. Her orgasms may have been stronger than mine, but they were over more quickly. I screamed out loud at the peak; I couldn’t help it.
 
   I’d played her like a guitar and made her cum several times. Now her body was covered in a sheen of sweat and her breathing was still rapid as I allowed her to ease back down for a moment.
 
   “How did you like that, blind girl?” I asked, fake-mocking.
 
   “Oh God, Alie. Your body is SO responsive.”
 
   “Hey, I’m wearing my body. That one’s yours.”
 
   “I’ll take it. For that matter, I’ll keep it.”
 
   “Do you like blind sex?”
 
   “Yes, I do. It helps you focus so much better.”
 
   “Yes, it does! That’s one thing I’ll miss come December.” I bent down to her nipple and sucked it into my mouth. My fingers flicked easily over her clit rings and plunged slowly into her pussy. Her fingers, mine now, were a bit longer than my originals. I felt them go farther into her than my own had. I found the slightly rough patch of her G-spot, and began to carefully thump it. My thumb rode over her pierced clit.
 
   I hit the jackpot there. She came everywhere at once. She screamed so loud I thought my ears would bleed. Her body shook as though she were possessed. At one point, I thought she’d literally floated above the bed.
 
   “AH … AH … AH! GODAMN ALIE! AAAHHH!” She screamed. Then she was still. I thought she’d fainted.
 
   “I’ll give you a million dollars for this body, if you’ll take monthly payments,” Rina said finally. I laughed.
 
   “I don’t know how to make this permanent.”
 
   “Maybe the sisters can do some hocus pocus.” Rina joked. At least, I think she was joking.
 
   “I’d get the better deal. Not only are you prettier, but you can see, too.”
 
   “No, you can see. I’m blind.”
 
   “That’s because you’re me and I’m you.”
 
   “Can you see?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Can I?”
 
   “Ah … no.”
 
   “That’s what I said.”
 
   “You’re trying to confuse me, Rina, and it won’t work.”
 
   “Coulda fooled me.”
 
   She can be maddening like that. I love her and hate her for it. Then she interrupted my train of thought, which was trying to piece this all back together. “Shut up and let me think,” I told her. “You have me all confused.”
 
   “You’re as pretty as I am, Alie, but your body is much, much more responsive.”
 
   “Honestly? The orgasms I feel here in your body are harder, and your climaxes are higher.”
 
   “But the ones I have in my new body, are longer,” Rina added.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “At least, it’s a nice change of pace.”
 
   “It is.” And then she started on me again
 
   Interestingly, we tried to scissors a while later. For some reason, that position, which we’d abandoned as ruined since our inner labia were removed, worked very well. We both came, and came, and came. It would have gone on, except that we decided to stop from pure exhaustion.
 
   “Why did that work?” I asked Rina.
 
   “Honestly? I have no idea.”
 
   Eventually, we slept. It was probably 8:00 in the morning, after not enough hours sleep, when I stirred and awoke. I could see light through my eyelids, and knew I was still in Rina’s body.
 
   I felt great. While she still slept, I started to diddle with her nipples, circling them as lightly as I could with my fingers, and carefully twiddled her clit.
 
   Ah … the ol’ diddling and twiddling.
 
   Yeah, I can be goofy.
 
   Rina was still asleep when I felt her pelvis rise up and push against my hand. My fingers slipped into her, and my thumb pushed on her inner, vertical clit ring. That served to hold her clitoral orgasm close, but suspended, while my fingers excited her G-spot. In a few minutes, I deemed her ready.
 
   I forced her to cum both clitorally and vaginally at the same time, and her scream actually did make me deaf for several minutes. She had sensitive ears – they were mine now.
 
   We lay there in bed, her head resting on my right arm and shoulder. That’s the way we always lay, but usually I was in that other body, in the same position. Eventually, she mumbled something like, “I don’t feel right.”
 
   “That’s because you’re me.”
 
   “Well, I am you. Or … who I am used to be you. So what?”
 
   “Promise you won’t hit me?”
 
   “I’m not gonna hit you!”
 
   “You might.”
 
   “I won’t, okay? Why do I feel funny?”
 
   “You need a fix.”
 
   She was silent for a long while. I saw her hand move to her pussy and play with it. I think she was trying to distract herself, but I wasn’t sure.
 
   “Okay, Alie,” she said finally. “Shoot me up.”
 
   I prepared the heroin fix and mainlined it, as I always had to do.
 
   In seconds, she said, “Oh! Ooooohhhhh! Oh! Aaahhh.” As the smack took her.
 
   “Wha … Wha … Wha. Ah … Ah … What’s ha … ha … happening?” She barely managed to say.
 
   “Heroin high. It’ll fade in a moment.”
 
   I watched as she came down and her face relaxed into sweet contentment.
 
   “Understand better now?” I asked her, hoping she’d give me a break on her unconcealed angst about me needing this day-to-day, and being able to quit eventually, with the tea’s help. 
 
   “Yeah. What I understand is that I’d never wanna give this up. I’ve never felt so good, or so mellow as I feel now. That stuff could be friend, lover, and everything that’s important in life.”
 
   That was not what I was hoping for, so I asked her, “Does that make you want to shoot up when you’re back in your original body?”
 
   “In a word … yes,” she said.
 
   Shit.
 
   “Well, I don’t.” I told her. “I feel great this morning, and I’m looking forward to feeling this way every morning, when I can get out from under my contract, and tell Roger to go to hell.”
 
   “Shut up and fuck me, Alie.”
 
   “I mean it, Rina. Once the tea releases me, I have no interest in riding the horse.”
 
   “Whatever you say. Right now, I don’t care.” But I knew she did, deep down. Maybe not so deep down.
 
   “Rina …”
 
   “Just fuck me.”
 
   **********
 
   I was driving and it was very weird. First of all, I hadn’t driven – hadn’t even seen a road - for over a year. The freeway was packed in all five lanes heading north. As I looked over, it was as packed in the five lanes heading south. The worst part was the trucks. They were everywhere. That was probably because, in this part of the country, they still made things. Lots of things. And all of it seemed to be moving to some other place at that moment. In trucks.
 
   The other reason it was weird was because every time I shifted my foot from the accelerator to the break and back, my clit would go off. A couple repeats within a few seconds and I came. Rina’s clit hardware had made her much more sensitive than mine had. I could now understand why she’d been upset about it during the few weeks before she’d gotten the custom insert for her panties.
 
   I hadn’t worn it, though I’d slipped it into my purse at Rina’s insistence. I’d thought I wouldn’t need it. I was so wrong! My body was wired as an orgasm machine and there was nothing I could do about it – except wear that insert. I had to pull off the freeway and park around the back of a gas station so I could slide the soft rubber over my pussy and hold it there with the thong. It worked, thank God, and we were able to go on. From then on, I wore it the whole time I was in Rina’s body, except when we were naked and alone.
 
   As I looked out the windows of the car, the world seemed so large. Bigger than I remembered. I think that was because, when I’d been locked in my darkness, my nothingness, the world was only as large as I could touch or hear. For the most part, I’d existed only within my small cocoon, and I wasn’t much aware of the rest of the big world out there. Even dancing, I existed mostly within myself. The appreciation of the crowd was only so much noise nearby. Now, I could see the vast extent of the world around me. My vision, of course, extended far beyond what I could touch or hear.
 
   We got to the city that anchored the north of the metroplex, and checked into a Crowne Plaza in that city’s downtown in late morning, as per the early check-in arrangement I’d made with them. I was fascinated with leading Rina around with her hand on my upper arm, as I’d done so many times holding her.
 
   She was nervous. Teaching the blind and being one were not necessarily the same. Of course, Rina had many days practicing while being blindfolded, but I guess she was never blind all day and all night. She’d also known, when practicing, that she could pull the blindfold off at any time, and she’d be able to see. Now that wasn’t an option for her until probably Friday. Vision-wise, she was truly trapped sightless. I know she was scared for those two and a half days, but she admitted later that she’d learned a lot too. I think it was also a sexual high for her. Yeah, she was turned on by being blind.
 
   By and large, I’d passed that point about five minutes after it happened to me.
 
   We decided to use our own names, not our body names, to avoid confusing each other, since we didn’t expect to run into anyone we knew. So I was still Alie and she was Rina. When I said “me,” I meant my new body. Rina would handle it the same way.
 
   I found out from the concierge that there was a rock concert at an outdoor venue that evening. I asked if he could get us two tickets. He did, so we planned an early dinner and then would go to the concert.
 
   After lunch, I thought Rina might benefit from having to get around independently, an idea she appreciated, but wasn’t very fond of. I talked her into it, though, so I dropped her at the entrance to one end of a big mall, and told her I’d meet her at a store I’d looked up online, which was on the second level, almost at the other end. If she got hopelessly lost, she could call me, but she’d have to pay me back in sexual favors. She gave me a nervous chuckle, said, “Thanks a lot, pal,” and got out with my … with her white cane. I drove around to the other end and went up to the boutique to shop while I waited.
 
   About forty minutes later, I was starting to get worried. Then I saw her tapping along, finding the door, and coming in. I heard a clerk ask Rina if she could help her. Rina checked to see if she were in the right store, and then asked if there were a twenty-something woman with short, carrot-red hair anywhere around. The clerk brought her back to me.
 
   “I was getting worried,” I said as Rina reached me.
 
   “This is a very large mall,” Rina pointed out. “And it’s shaped weirdly. It’s like an ‘S’ shape with side malls going off from the right or left at slight angles. I got sidetracked into one of them three times on the way here. That wouldn’t have happened if I’d been going the opposite direction. But I made it.”
 
   “How many times did you ask for directions?”
 
   “Three times. The people I found were very polite – I think especially after they saw that my eyes didn’t both point in the same direction, but I’m not sure. I also got propositioned once and spent five minutes talking to some guy who identified himself as ‘Doctor Dree.’”
 
   “The record producer?”
 
   “No. That’s spelled with one ‘e’ and is pronounced like ‘Dray.’ He made a point to tell me his was D-R-E-E. He sounded about my age. I think he thought I was a light-skinned African American, because of my hair.”
 
   It was interesting to me that Rina was talking about her new body totally as though it were her own.
 
   “Did he ask you how long you’d been blind?”
 
   “Yeah. I didn’t think I could tell him it’d been about 16 hours, so I told him for a year. That’s true, but this wasn’t my body when it happened. I didn’t say that.”
 
   We both laughed. “You did fine getting here, even talked to people. You should be proud,” I said.
 
   “You know what, I am. I’m feeling pretty good right now. Did you find anything worth buying?”
 
   “Yeah, two tops, one pair of shorts, and one pair of dress pants in my size …”
 
   “Your new size or the size I am now?”
 
   “Well that was confusing.” Since Rina was feeling comfortable in her current body, I decided to clarify again for the sake of future conversation. “Since you are that way and I’m this way now, that body is you and this one is me. So, starting over, I picked out two tops, one pair of shorts, and one pair of dress pants in my size, which I’m gonna go try on, and also two different tops, shorts, and dress pants in your size, meaning mostly bigger tops, for you to try on.”
 
   We found a dressing room large enough for both of us. I tried my stuff on first, and Rina felt me up, telling me she thought everything fit. Then she modeled what I’d picked out.
 
   “That top and shorts looks great on you!” I had to admit.
 
   Rina was running her hands over herself to get an idea and wiggling around to test how the clothes moved. “Wow, I have great tits!” She exclaimed.
 
   “Yeah, you do,” I admitted. I’d never seen my modified naked body before Rina took it over last night. That was the look I danced naked with, that thousands of people had now seen, but not I until last night.
 
   That, in itself, was very strange.
 
   I’d decided that I didn’t like the look of the greatly-enlarged, round breasts as much as the firm, little teardrop breasts that they’d replaced, but I could appreciate their sex appeal. They were big and boldly sticking almost straight out; they didn’t much resemble natural breasts. They were a guy’s wet dream kind of breasts. The look of the rings and nipple studs was a little shocking. I’d gotten used to how they felt, but seeing them was different. Oh well, there wasn’t any way to take them out, even after I stopped dancing. I thought I could get used to how they looked. I’d have too. They were there for the very long term.
 
   I didn’t know if I’d keep the breasts or not when this was all over. They really dominated Rina’s chest, which would be my chest again shortly. I did wonder how messed up my stretched titties would be if I had the implants removed. Without even more cutting, they’d probably sag all the way to my bellybutton. I might be stuck with these big orbs like I was stuck with the nipple jewelry.
 
   I liked the bellybutton jewel the best. All the metal in my clit and labia, Rina’s pussy for the moment, was kind of disturbing, but that was never gonna change either. I wasn’t as sure that I’d ever get used to it visually. It was terrific for sex, though!
 
   Over Rina’s objections, I bought her clothes and mine. I made her find her way back to the door where she’d entered the mall as payment for the new clothes. I picked her up there twenty minutes later.
 
   We got back to the hotel and laid around naked, having what Rina calls “light sex,” until it was time for an early supper. We went to an Indian restaurant close by. The north metroplex has a large population from India. The food was authentic and absolutely fantastic. After a relaxed dinner we went back to the hotel to change for the concert.
 
   “Feeling it yet?” I asked Rina.
 
   “Definitely.” I gave her the Easy X cocktail in her left upper-arm.
 
   “That’s different,” she noted.
 
   “The Easy X evens everything out. The heroin in there is mostly rendered slow-acting. It’s there to keep the sex drive under control.”
 
   “I didn’t realize Roger Junior was such a pharmacist.”
 
   “I hear he’s hell’s own pharmacist,” I responded.
 
   By the time we left, the Easy X was doing its work on Rina. I was delighted to find that I didn’t miss it at all.
 
   She couldn’t keep her hands off me while I was trying to drive. “For God’s sake, Rina, I’m gonna wreck the car.”
 
   “No you won’t.” Her hand went under my short skirt and started pulling on my thong. I wore G-strings all the time at work, of course, so I’d sort of naturally switched to thongs. Rina always wore them and I was wearing her clothes now. Rina pulled them down to my knees and started on my clit.
 
   “Stop iiiiIt!” I shouted as I came. Fortunately we were stopped in traffic entering the concert location.
 
   “Damn it, Rina, I can’t drive when you’re doing that! Doesn’t it seem strange for you to be messing with your own body like that?”
 
   She lifted her head for a moment and looked at me, unseeing of course. She had a curious look on her face, like she was considering what I’d said.
 
   “I’m messing with your body, Alie. Not mine. This,” she dropped a hand onto my pussy and twiddled my clit rings, ”is you, not me.”
 
   I had to agree that it was now.
 
   The concert was great, though Rina made me go commando and I had to walk in short, careful steps to avoid cumming, as we made our way to an open spot on the lawn. I was completely distracted by arousal and I almost didn’t make it without fingering myself to climax. Now I knew first-hand what Rina had gone through.
 
   We sat on a blanket at the outdoor arena and my lover wouldn’t leave my pussy alone. She hadn’t worn panties at all when we’d left the Crowne Plaza. Unseeing, she flashed someone nearby at least twice. She didn’t realize it, of course. I decided to tell her later, just to tease her when the moment was right.
 
   We each climaxed several times at the concert. Quietly, I’d thought, until we were walking out and a guy carrying two lawn chairs looked at me, smiled broadly, and said, “You guys sure had a good time tonight.”
 
   Though we all laughed, though I regularly stripped in front of hundreds of people, I was mortified.
 
   Back at the hotel later, the friskiness continued well into the early morning.
 
   We slept in until almost 11:00. Rina was a mess, already starting withdrawals. I think they were worse because she had no experience with them. I gave her a do up as quickly as I could. Moments later, she was floating. I was concerned to see how much she enjoyed the high.
 
   **********
 
   That afternoon we were strolling, hand-in-hand, through a beautiful, well-tended arboretum, alternately relaxing in the shade and soaking up sun. Afterward we’d stopped at an ice cream stand for hot fudge sundaes. We were sitting at a picnic table when two young guys came up to us.
 
   “Excuse me,” one of them said. I got the immediate impression that he was always very polite.
 
   “Hi,” I said.
 
   “Can we ask your friend a question?” He asked me.
 
   “Sure,” I said. “She’s blind, not deaf.”
 
   That made him nod his head knowingly, but I could tell I’d made him uncomfortable. Rina spoke up, “Whatdaya wanna know?”
 
   “Uh … I’m not sure how to ask. Did you ever hear of a dancer named Minx by any chance? Except for your hair, you are a dead ringer for her.”
 
   That was the first time anyone had ever approached me about my dancing alter ego, and I wasn’t even me at the time!
 
   “Is this Minx person blind?” Rina asked?
 
   “As a matter of fact, she is. Her eyes are like yours. They have that same allure.”
 
   Rina looked up, more or less at him, expressionless.
 
   “Sorry,” he said. “I guess I was wrong.”
 
   “Told ya,” his buddy said.
 
   Rina smiled then. “Yeah, I’m Minx.” She stood up, did a few pelvic thrusts and a certain shimmy I’d become famous for, one hand behind her head the other on her groin.
 
   “I TOLD YOU!” The first guy said, thrusting his fist in the air.
 
   “Son of a bitch,” the other replied. “We saw you back in May. That place cost us a fortune, but you were so worth it. We stayed for all five of your shows.”
 
   “Where’d you learn to dance like that?”
 
   “Just practice, I guess. And I pretend I’m having sex on stage.”
 
   “God, it definitely works,” the first guy said in awe. “Can we get your autograph?”
 
   “One for both of you or one each,” Rina teased.
 
   “One each.” He produced a couple pieces of paper. I had a pen in my purse and handed it to Rina.
 
   “What are your names?” She asked.
 
   “Jeff and Brick.”
 
   “Who is who? Just ‘cause I can’t see you doesn’t mean I don’t want to know you.”
 
   I thought Rina was playing this for all it was worth.
 
   “I’m Brick.”
 
   “Bend down here, Brick.” He did and she carefully ran her hands over his face and hair. Then she pulled him down and kissed him on the lips.
 
   “Come here Jeff.” She repeated her performance, then wrote two notes: “Love ya, Brick, you’re a great kisser - Minx,” and “Love ya, Jeff, you taste great - Minx.”
 
   The two guys hopped in their car and drove off, gushing and waving. I told Rina and she waved back.
 
   Back in the car, returning to the hotel, I told Rina that was the only time Minx had ever been recognized. “It looked like you were thoroughly enjoying yourself,” I said.
 
   “I was. How often do I get to impersonate a celebrity?”
 
   “Based on what I saw of that little dance you did, you were dead on. Where did that come from?”
 
   “Alie, I’ve seen your performance a hundred times. I’ve been studying.”
 
   “Well,” I said, “That’s a hundred times more than I’ve seen it.”
 
   “I’ve told you before. Don’t be a whiner.”
 
   That night we stayed in the hotel and took advantage of the Easy X I injected into Rina and had sex until we essentially fell into comas from exhaustion.
 
   I woke Rina early the next morning and gave her last fix to her. At 10:45, about 8 minutes before the 60 hours were up, we sat down, lit cigarettes and, holding hands, waited to switch back.
 
   “You know, this might not happen at exactly 10:53,” Rina noted.
 
   It didn’t. It happened at 10:57. We checked out at noon and Rina drove us back to River’s Edge.
 
   My world had contracted around me again. My blind eyes dripped tears as I cried for my lost vision. I was glad I’d had this respite, but it made it harder to go back to being handicapped.
 
   Rina and I had grown even closer because of our time as each other. Our relationship coasted easily through the rest of the summer. I was confident it would roll along, always picking up momentum.
 
   Not exactly.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19 – It Must Have Been Love
 
    
 
   Summer ripened into autumn. I was still shooting up twice a day. I was worried that I might soon need to increase the smack in my morning do up. I wasn’t getting the full effect anymore, and that dose wasn’t moderated by Easy X. So in that regard, at least part of the time, I was a common heroin junkie, whose habit was likely to grow to keep up with her physical need. Rina was aware of this and I could tell that it bothered her more and more as time went on.
 
   I was trying my best to hold out. I didn’t want to fall any farther, even if the tea would work to end the dependence once I quit the Jolly Roger.
 
   Autumn was still warm up until late October when the nights became cool and crisp and the days felt fresh and clean. Near Halloween I told Rina I was pretty sure that I couldn’t get through the day anymore without another fix in the afternoon. She begged me not to do it, saying my vision would probably start to return in another month or so.
 
   I told her I’d held out as long as I could stand it, and I didn’t see the problem since Roger Junior would give me all the White Nurse I needed. Besides, like she said, I’d be off of it completely after I’d been working at the Jolly Roger for eighteen months, and could quit and buy-out my contract. That would be right before Christmas, if my vision started to return like it was supposed to.
 
   We had a big argument and Rina stormed out. She told me she didn’t like me stoned in the morning, and REALLY didn’t want me stoned all day, which I would be if I also shot up between 1:00 and 2:00 in the afternoon. I didn’t see what the big deal was.
 
   She didn’t come home all night, and I couldn’t get her on her mobile. In the morning I got up, mainlined, and tried to track her down. She didn’t answer her phone at work. Once my morning high began to dissipate, I became so upset I could hardly think. At 2:00, I shot up again. I had to. I was still stoned when Rina came in about 3:30. I tried to talk to her, but I wasn’t in very good shape. I’m sure she could tell immediately that I was floating from a recent high.
 
   “Rina, I needed the gravy. You should know. You were in this body for two days and you felt it.”
 
   “Fuck, Alie! You’re even talking like a junkie! You can’t even say ‘heroin!’ And now you’re … I don’t know what you are!”
 
   “Fucked up?”
 
   “Yeah, ‘fucked up.’ Which means high on heroin, on the street!”
 
   “Please, Rina, try to understand. This is only for another month or so ...”
 
   “How can you say that? I can see how much this means to you.”
 
   “IT MEANS NOTHING, RINA! I HAVE TO HAVE IT! But not forever!” I couldn’t believe she didn’t get it. I was gonna quit as soon as I left the Jolly Roger.
 
   “I don’t want you like this, Alie.”
 
   “I’m not like this, Rina. This is only temporary. How can I convince you?”
 
   “Alie, you’re addicted to illegal drugs. I can’t deal with that.”
 
   “Why, Rina? It’s only for a little while yet.”
 
   “You like it too much!”
 
   “No I don’t! You liked it, but you were only in here for a couple days. I can give this up, Rina!”
 
   “You’re a junkie, love.” I could hear her starting to cry.
 
   “I will give this up!” I screamed. “In only another month!”
 
   “If I were you – and I was – I wouldn’t be able to.”
 
   “WELL I CAN!”
 
   Rina said nothing more.
 
   I heard her rustle around, apparently gathering some of her things, and she left without saying another word, though I repeatedly tried, in my drugged stupor, to get her to talk to me. I’d begged her to stay.
 
   Megan called me later, between dances at the Jolly Roger, to tell me Rina was at her condo. That’s where she’d gone both times after she’d left our house. Megan didn’t want me to worry. I told her I’d come over after my last performance.
 
   Rocco dropped me off at Megan’s condo. I asked him to wait for me, hoping he’d be taking us both home. He didn’t mind. When Megan answered the door, the first thing she asked me was, “What’s going on? Rina won’t tell me. She’s been crying her eyes out.”
 
   “Oh God. I said.”
 
   “Alie?”
 
   “Can I come in and talk to her?” I asked.
 
   “Come on in. She’s in my bedroom, lying down. Speak quietly so she won’t hear, and tell me what’s happening.”
 
   “Let me talk to her.”
 
   “Tell me first, then we’ll see. I’ve rarely seen anyone as upset as Rina is.”
 
   She wasn’t going to budge on that. I’d have to tell her something. “First off, Megan, I’m a junkie. I’m hooked on heroin.”
 
   “Oh Jesus, Alie.”
 
   “It’s a long story, and it’s far more complicated than it seems on the surface.”
 
   “The surface looks very complicated, Alie.”
 
   “It gets worse.” I decided to tell her the whole thing, from when I was sentenced to be blind up to the present.”
 
   “That explains one thing,” Megan said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Why Rina keeps blaming herself. I’m sure she feels responsible for getting you into that job in the first place.”
 
   I hadn’t thought about that for a long time. “She knows I don’t blame her at all.”
 
   “She blames herself anyway.”
 
   “In another six weeks, I’ll be able to quit, and use the tea to break my addiction. So I don’t see what the big deal is. If I’m high all the time for the next six weeks, so what? It hurts, Megan. I need that afternoon fix!”
 
   “God … listen to yourself, Alie. You sound like the classic addict.”
 
   “THAT’S BECAUSE I AM! I know it, Rina knows it, and now you know it too. I’m a heroin junkie, Megan! I admit it!”
 
   I heard shuffling in the background and Rina say, “What are you doing here? Go home. I need some time to think.”
 
   “Please, Rina …” I started.
 
   I felt Megan’s hand on my arm and she whispered, “No. Not now.”
 
   “Megan …”
 
   “Now that I know what’s going on, let me talk to her. You’re hooked and that’s not good, but it is what it is. You probably have a decent plan to end this, though I’m less confident in the tea than you are. But I’ll admit that you do have that nappy hair that you didn’t have before, so maybe it’ll work. I’ll try to persuade Rina to see it your way.
 
   “I’ll call you in the morning, Alie.”
 
   I left. Rocco took me home.
 
   I didn’t hear from Megan until a few minutes before I had to go to the Jolly Roger the next day. I’d tried all day to call her and Rina. I’d gone over to Megan’s condo but no one had answered the door.
 
   “Can I talk to Rina, please Megan?”
 
   “She’s gone, Alie. When I got home she wasn’t here. She’d left a note saying she was leaving for a while.”
 
   “Where did she go?” My heart was in my throat. The buzz from my afternoon do up was dead.
 
   “I don’t know. I’ll call you when I hear something. Do you wanna come over here?”
 
   “I’m dancing tonight. Call me as soon as you hear from her, please Megan.”
 
   “I will. I promise.”
 
   After I got back home from dancing, I went into the bedroom, deciding to crash early. Rina hadn’t answered my calls all night. As soon as I entered the room, I realized something wasn’t right. I began to feel around. Most of Rina’s things were gone.
 
   I checked the closet. Her half was empty. She must have come in while I was at the Jolly Roger. At that moment my heart broke. I cried myself to sleep.
 
   The next morning, the sun woke me up.
 
   **********
 
   I could see light and dark and maybe make out some color with my left eye, but I couldn’t distinguish any objects or shapes. When I covered my left eye, I couldn’t see with my right. It didn’t seem to be working yet.
 
   After my morning fix, I called the Sheriff’s Infirmary. They referred me to a private ophthalmology practice near River’s Edge, and gave me an authorization code to cover my costs. I was in there with a doctor by 10:30.
 
   “Yes, Ms. Adams, the treatment that blinded you is wearing off.”
 
   “What happens now?”
 
   “Your formerly disabled optic nerves will continue to rebound, but your vision will stay as it is for another four weeks or so. I’m not sure what will happen with your strabismic right eye. At this time, your brain seems to be ignoring it, probably to avoid double vision. It could be your right optic nerve hasn’t recovered yet, though I’ve not seen that before. Usually sight returns to both at virtually the same time. We’ll have to wait and see.”
 
   “But my right eye will eventually recover, won’t it?”
 
   “I don’t know. We can only wait a few weeks to determine what will happen, or what else we might be able to do.”
 
   That was not what I wanted to hear. I was now worried that they had messed up my right eye permanently. I didn’t want to go through life blind in one eye, and have it always misaligned and looking inward. The doctor went on.
 
   “Most likely, somewhere around early December, you’ll wake up with enough vision that you’ll be able to make out shapes that aren’t too far away, and may be able to read, say, newspaper headlines close up. When that happens, you should come in here and we’ll fit you for corrective lenses. Once you have the glasses you should be able to see quite well, at least from your left eye, though you’ll remain legally blind without them. By about mid-January your left eye vision, and maybe your right eye too, should suddenly return to where they were, what … about eighteen months ago. If your right eye still isn’t working or aligned properly, we’ll decide if there’s anything we can do about it then.”
 
   After all this time, all these ups and downs, the end was in sight. More accurately, my sight was in sight. At least in my left eye. Any sight was better than none.
 
   As I tapped my way to the bus stop in the cold, I knew that I was much less excited and happy about this than I’d expected to be. That wasn’t all because of my still-blind, misaligned right eye. A significant part of that was because I liked to dance; I liked to dance a lot. Except for Roger Junior, who was a monster in my book, I liked everyone at the Jolly Roger too.
 
   But most of all, what was the point without Rina?
 
   When I got home from uptown, I called Mike, the person who had hired me at River’s Edge Biotech so many months ago. I told him that my left eye had improved, as the doctors had predicted and as I’d told him would happen when I withdrew my job acceptance. I asked him if there was any chance that they might have an opening for me at the beginning of the new year. He said he’d see what he could do, and call me back soon.
 
   He called me in late afternoon. I hadn’t expected him to call so quickly, and I suddenly panicked, thinking he might have found out that I’d been an erotic dancer at the Jolly Roger, and that they didn’t want me as a result.
 
   “Hi Mike. Is everything alright?” I asked sheepishly.
 
   “Better than alright. I’m able to offer you the same kind of position at $2,000 more per year, because starting salaries have gone up.”
 
   “I’LL TAKE IT!” I shouted, absolutely delighted.
 
   “Great. Call me when your eye or eyes rebound enough for you to set a definite start date. We’ll tentatively plan it for January second.”
 
   And that was that. I hung up the phone. Then it hit me.
 
   I’d just accepted a job that paid me in a year what I made in less than two months at the Jolly Roger.
 
   Wow.
 
   But it didn’t matter. I still had the $35,000 from my parents’ estate. I had invested $170,000 of the $300,000 that I’d made after-taxes at the Jolly Roger. I had no debt because I’d paid off my student loans, and had about $20,000 in the bank. I had something to show for eighteen months of stripping besides bigger tits and an addiction to heroin – which I’d soon break with the tea. I was giving myself a healthy financial start in life.
 
   And I missed Rina every hour of every day. I didn’t even know where she was.
 
   The rest of November came and went with no word from Rina. I’d reached the point where I admitted that she was gone from my life.
 
   Every day was like the one before. On most I danced; on others, I didn’t. I shot up every day regardless. I tried to stay high all the time. Without Rina, it was the only way I could make it to the next day.
 
   December arrived. Soon, I’d be telling Roger that I was leaving.
 
   On December third, I woke up and could make out the dresser about six feet away. Sort of.
 
   **********
 
   They fitted me for glasses at Uptown Disability Services. My vision was 20/220, in my left eye and my right eye was blind, apparently because whatever caused the esotropia strabismus was still present. My brain either got nothing from the right eye, or ignored it. It still tracked slightly inward compared to the left. The doctor said that my right eye couldn’t align properly with the left, which was the eye I could control accurately. My brain would ignore the signals from it, even if there were any.
 
   In a way I was lucky. If my brain had been receiving and utilizing input from my right eye, I could have had double vision which would have messed me up even more. Unfortunately, I didn’t feel very lucky. The doctors didn’t know what to do to fix me. I was going to remain blind in my right eye. I was always going to have it slightly turned inward compared to the left too. That’s how I’d look.
 
   In other words, my three-month punishment had not only turned into eighteen months, but it also had fucked up my right eye and my appearance long-term. The corrective lenses did make my left eye’s vision almost 20/20, so I could now drive as long as I was wearing them. When I took them off though, I was still legally blind.
 
   I took my prescription to a LensCrafters near my house. When I got home, I studied my face in the mirror for the first time in eighteen months. I’d seen it when Rina was wearing my body, of course, but it was different looking at my reflection from within me.
 
   The glasses didn’t hide the fact that my right eye was turned in. I didn’t think it made me look ‘cute’ as others had told me; I thought it made me look peculiar. I liked the permanent eye and lip makeup that I’d worn almost since I’d been blinded. I wasn’t sure about the thin eyebrows, but I had to admit that they looked good with my Afro.
 
   I’d let my kinky-curly hair grow a little longer and now I had a ‘fro that stuck out evenly about two and a half inches all around. I suspected that it made me look more African-American than when it was shorter. It was pretty, I thought, but so different than the soft, straight, blonde hair I’d had all my life before. I decided that I’d have Melody cut it very short again the next time I went in.
 
   I tried to focus on my overall look. I was still pretty, I thought, even with my funny eye, but I didn’t look much like the blonde who’d moved to River’s Edge.
 
   I managed to get a driver’s license. I’d sold my car when I lost my vision so I bought a cheap, used car to make me more mobile again. I’d trade it in on a new one, once my vision was completely back to normal. I had no real depth-perception because of my blind right eye, so I had to drive carefully, using other cues to tell me how far away nearby vehicles were.
 
   On Friday, I showed up at the Jolly Roger wearing my glasses. I could see everyone there for the first time. Marlene, Crystal and Patti looked mostly like I thought they would, and I immediately recognized them. Rocco came into the dressing room while we were talking and he looked exactly as I’d pictured him.
 
   I told them about the miracle, and how well I could see right then. Everyone was very happy for me except Roger Junior, who grunted and shrugged his shoulders as he gave me the cocktail shot. He didn’t care if I could see or not, as long as it didn’t affect my dancing.
 
   It didn’t. I’d been able to see light/dark and some color patches for the past month. I was afraid that might distract me while dancing, but it didn’t. Now, without my glasses, I could make out shapes better, but I was still basically blind. I wouldn’t wear the glasses to dance, of course, and I wasn’t interested in contacts at that point. So I’d still dance blind.
 
   If I needed lenses for a longer-than-expected, left-eye recovery period, I might consider contacts. By then, I’d be long gone from the Jolly Roger.
 
   My dances that night went off without a hitch. Things were finally starting to turn around for me, but I went home and cried myself to sleep. I still missed Rina so much.
 
   On Sunday, I gave Roger my two-weeks’ notice. It didn’t go very well.
 
   **********
 
    “ARE YOU FUCKIN’ KIDDIN’ ME?” Roger shouted. “YOU’VE GOT A GODDAMN THREE-YEAR CONTRACT!”
 
   “With a buyout clause of five thousand dollars at eighteen months,” I reminded him.
 
   “I WILL NOT LET YOU WRECK MY BUSINESS!”
 
   “You’ll find another headliner, Roger. I’m giving you my two-week’s notice. On my last night I’ll give you the buyout.”
 
   “Where you gonna go? The Four Horsemen?”
 
   “Of course not. I’ve taken a job at River’s Edge Biotech, where I was planning to go before I lost my sight.”
 
   “Alie. You’re the best dancer I’ve ever seen. What do I need to do to keep you here?” He’d managed to get himself back under control, and was trying to be conciliatory - like a snake that tells you it won’t bite.
 
   His words made me stop and think for a moment, though. I didn’t mind dancing, I really didn’t. I’d grown to like it, even love it most of the time. I was very, very good and I knew it. But I couldn’t see it as my long-term career in any way, and I certainly wouldn’t work for this jerk any longer than necessary.
 
   “It’s time for me to leave, Roger. Two weeks from tonight is my last performance and my last night working for you.”
 
   “Goddamn it, Minx, I made you a star!”
 
   “Your dad made me a star; you made me a junkie!”
 
   “I made you a bigger star, and a LOT of money!”
 
   “Roger, I’m a heroin addict thanks to you!”
 
   “I gave you all the White Nurse you needed and it never cost you a penny! Where you gonna get it when you leave here? You’ll be turnin’ tricks on the street before the week’s out!”
 
   For a moment there, I thought that he honestly didn’t get it. That he honestly didn’t realize what he’d done, or why there was something wrong with that.
 
   But he knew. Now at least one of the proverbial chickens was coming home to roost.
 
   “Two weeks from now, my eighteen months are up. I’ll have five thousand dollars for you. You have a receipt for me and a signed contract release, or I will sue you the next day.”
 
   “Get outa here now.”
 
   “Not a chance. I’m not giving you any opportunity to say I broke my contract, and my attorney tells me you have to let me dance, as per the contract. It’ll end in two weeks. Now, I’ve gotta get ready for my opening number tonight.”
 
   I left to get ready to dance. As I’d requested, Rocco had been listening from outside Roger’s office. He’d been prepared to crash in there if I needed him.
 
   **********
 
   The next day I called Mike at River’s Edge Biotech, and told him I could start January second as planned. I’d get a week or so off between jobs.
 
   With luck, my left eye would return to normal in the first half of January. I’d resigned myself to being blind in my right. I’d written it off as a lost cause. I recalled that my friend, Sara, had told me that she never expected to walk again, even after her punishment was over in six years, because of the atrophy in her legs. I guess it was the same for me. In my case, the strabismus had somehow caused my right eye to atrophy, and the doctor was certain that I’d never see out of it again.
 
   Being permanently blind in my right eye was bad, but I found that I could deal with it. What I struggled with was how its misalignment with my good eye made me look. I thought it stole the small measure of beauty that I had before I was punished.
 
   The next seven nights I danced at the Jolly Roger were uneventful. Business was a little slow because of Christmas coming, though it would pick up for New Years. I’d be gone well before then.
 
   The last Friday night arrived and I headed to the Jolly Roger. By now, everyone knew that I was leaving in two days. They treated me like a prisoner who’s about to be released from jail, with joking and laughter and pats on the back. If there were jealousy, I didn’t see it. I didn’t think there was; I’d be making a lot less money, and they all knew it. Marlene, Crystal and Patti wondered how I was going to kick the heroin habit. I told them I wasn’t sure, and left it at that.
 
   It was nearing Christmas and the annual business slump was on. I strutted onto the stage for my fifth and last performance of the evening to a house only about three-fourths full. This final dance of the night was still one of my slow, sensual dances as a sultry, long-haired brunette. My ultra-toned, responsive body rippled and swayed to the measured, Latin tempo. The audience was hushed and attentive. The stage was lit where I was dancing under a soft floodlight, but the rest of the stage and the audience were dark. As a result, I couldn’t see much more than I could when I was totally blind.
 
   About half-way through the dance, I did catch some movement out of the corner of my left eye, a split second before a tall, muscular, clearly drunk man seized me around the waist from behind. It was only the second time in the year and a half I’d danced that something like this had happened.
 
   I screamed bloody murder!
 
   I was in only my G-string when he grabbed me with powerful arms. One immediately moved up to encircle my chest and grab my right breast. His right hand plunged into my G-string and tore at my pussy. There was a momentary shot of pain in my clit and some of the labia rings. Then the pressure of his hand shaking against my uber-sensitive clit made me climax.
 
   He laughed in my ear, “You like that, don’t you little whore?” His words were slurred.
 
   “Let go of me!” I screamed, tearing at his unyielding arms with both hands and trying my best to somehow bite his arm. Where was Rocco, or one of his guys?
 
   We struggled, barely managing to stand. There was more movement toward the stage. Some of the customers were coming to my aid. My attacker stepped toward the back of the stage, using me as a shield. My would-be rescuers were held at bay. Where was Rocco?
 
   Suddenly I saw a mountain jump up onto the stage, at the same moment there was a loud “crack!” from behind me. My attacker let go and I felt him drop backward. The mountain, Rocco, pulled me into his arms, then passed me to Pat. I thought I saw Phil standing a foot away with something like a piece of pipe in his hands.
 
   Rocco had pulled the assailant off me. The guy was apparently at least partially conscious, because he yelled at me before I slipped behind the curtain. “I’ll get you, Minx, you teasing bitch! I will fuck you up!”
 
   And then Rocco proceeded to fuck him up.
 
   Pat took me into the lounge where Marlene and Crystal tried to comfort me. Pat handed me my new glasses so I could see. Phil came in right then, still holding a piece of two-inch metal drain pipe. He’d been the one that had bashed my attacker on the back of his head. Now Phil was shaking even worse than I was. I think that was the first moment of violence the gentle gay man had ever experienced.
 
   “Alie, are you okay?” He asked me.
 
   I nodded. Then Phil collapsed onto a leather chair, having fainted dead away.
 
   Saturday came and went uneventfully. Sunday arrived; my last day as an erotic dancer. I danced, paid off Roger, got my contract release, said goodbye to everyone, and left crying. I could barely see well enough through the tears to drive home. I cried myself to sleep.
 
   The next day, I rose early. Megan was coming over after work to be there when I drank the tea, in case there were some unexpected side effects.
 
   I had to do up the first thing; the need was so strong now. I’d squirreled away enough White Nurse to get me through a month, in case the tea didn’t work and I had to find a plan B. I was well-and-truly hooked.
 
   The heroin euphoria felt wonderful. The smooth high that followed washed my problems away for an hour or two. I wondered if I could give up this feeling, even if the tea broke my physical addiction.
 
   At 2:00 I shot up for what I believed would be the last time. Megan came at 6:00. She’d brought Chinese, thinking that would go best with the tea. That was actually pretty funny. I was supposed to drink the tea on a full stomach, so we ate first. By the time I’d carefully made the tea, exactly according to the instructions and cautiously so I wouldn’t spill a drop, I was starting to feel a need for a fix again.
 
   I drank the tea. It tasted like – tea. Plain old Lipton tea if you must know.
 
   Half an hour later, the need to do up went away. Completely. And I found that I had no interest in the high anymore. In front of Megan, I emptied and flushed every bag of White Nurse down the toilet.
 
   Megan stayed over, but we didn’t have sex. My heart wasn’t there. It was still broken. I kissed her goodbye when she left in the morning for work. That’s as close as we got.
 
   Christmas came a few days later. I prayed for only one Christmas present. I begged and prayed and hoped and prayed.
 
   But Rina never came, and Rina never called.
 
   I would gladly have gone through the suffering of heroin withdrawal if that would have brought Rina home to me. I told that to God. I guess God wanted a better deal, because Rina didn’t come.
 
   Christmas day was awful.
 
   **********
 
   I laid around between Christmas and New Year’s, doing little. My eyesight hadn’t changed from the 20/220, and it probably wouldn’t for another few weeks. My glasses allowed me to see pretty well, but my crossed right eye hadn’t improved any and was useless.
 
   I still did a double-take in the mirror every time I saw myself as I looked now, with my frizzy Afro, my permanently made-up face with thin brows, and my googly eye.
 
   About the only thing I did was see Melody a couple days before New Year’s, and had her cut my dark brown hair to about an inch and a half long. Now it was curled up tight against my head again. My days of long, soft, flowing locks were gone for good anyway. I had no interest in trying to get Melody to straighten this hair, assuming that would work at all. Very short was easier to manage, even though I could see now. 
 
   Marlene called me and asked me to come to the Jolly Roger to spend New Year’s Eve backstage with them. I told her that I couldn’t return there as long as Roger Junior was around. So I spent the holiday alone. Again.
 
   Unbeknownst to me, something else was afoot in a shadowy area of the city, which would destroy the tranquility I expected to gain in my newly-revisited career.
 
   **********
 
   The large man held the mobile phone in his grimy hand.
 
   “Yeah,” he said.
 
   “I need you to do a job.”
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   “A bitch screwed me over and I want satisfaction.”
 
   “Refuse to fuck you or somethin’? Push you away?”
 
   “Worse.”
 
   “What … ignored you?”
 
   “Fuck you. Do you want the job or not?”
 
   “Depends. What’s in it for me?”
 
   “Enough. You should know that by now.”
 
   “Both of us?”
 
   “Yeah. You and your half-wit brother.”
 
   “Fuck you, man. I don’t take that shit from anyone.”
 
   “You want the job or not, eh? You ain’t the only ditch digger on the block.”
 
   “Then why call me?”
 
   “’Cause in spite of your sibling, you follow directions. This one needs to be done exactly right.”
 
   “How much?”
 
   “Plenty.” The guy with the grimy hands knew he was good for it.
 
   “Okay, shoot.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 20 – After Dark
 
    
 
   It was cold and I was tired and my bargain-basement car wouldn’t start. The River’s Edge Biotech parking lot was almost empty. It was Friday night, at the end of my first week there. I lit a cigarette, pulled my mobile phone out of my purse, and called for a taxi. Apparently, at 7:00 on a dark, wintery Friday night, everyone else was calling one too. They said it’d be an hour or more. Since I could walk home in forty minutes or so, I decided to walk. My night vision wasn’t that great yet. But with my glasses it was good enough to drive, so it was good enough to walk.
 
   I’d walked for about thirty minutes when I paused to light another cigarette. I still wasn’t crazy about the habit, but it was a habit and I was hooked. It was always there, all day, every day. Thanks a million, Rina. It was better than heroin though. Thankfully, that was well in my past. I wished Rina weren’t.
 
   As I stood there for a moment taking a drag, I noticed two figures coming towards me. Two guys. I was a little nervous, but continued on my way, walking toward them. As they came up to me, the one closest said, “Hi,” in a friendly, not threatening, way and they walked on by me. No big deal.
 
   Then I heard one of them, the other I thought, say. “Hey! Miss? Don’t I know you? Wait, please.”
 
   I stopped. I should have gone on, but I stopped. At that moment, under the streetlights and close to home, I didn’t feel threatened. I turned toward them as they backtracked toward me a little. We were about 15 feet apart. That seemed safe to me.
 
   “Don’t I know you?” He said again.
 
   I could sort of make him out. I didn’t recognize him.
 
   “I don’t think so,” I said.
 
   “Didn’t you dance at the Jolly Roger or something?”
 
   Good grief! How could he recognize me?
 
   “I think you have me confused with someone else.” I turned to go.
 
   “No!” He said. “Even without the long wigs, I’d know that hot body anywhere. You were Minx, weren’t ya?”
 
   I didn’t know what to say or do. I started to walk quickly away. Both of them rushed up to me and grabbed my arms. I started to scream, but suddenly a hand was over my mouth.
 
   “Oh yeah, one said. You were Minx alright. I thought you were blind? Was that all a fake? No matter … how ‘bout we go to my place for a little fun, just the three of us? It’s the weekend, ya know?”
 
   The next thing I knew, I was being hustled into a car about a hundred feet down the street in the direction I’d been going. I felt something slam into the back of my head, and I lost consciousness.
 
   When I awoke, I was naked and on my back, tied spread-eagle, legs and arms fastened to four bedposts. The back of my head hurt. A lot. My glasses were gone and everything was badly blurred. Yeah, my vision was still holding at about 20/220.
 
   One of the men must have heard me moan and came in from another room. “Hello sleeping beauty,” he said gruffly. “I think I liked you better with that long, red hair. I don’t know about those afro curls. You part black, or what?”
 
   “Please let me go.” I didn’t know what to say. He wore a multicolored ski mask and goggles so I couldn’t see his face at all. “I couldn’t recognize you even without the mask; my vision is still terrible. Please, I won’t say anything if you let me go.”
 
   “Don’t worry, we’ll let you go. Give us a juicy private dance, after we get to know ya a little better, and you can be on your way. Any funny business though, and you’ll be in a heap o’ trouble with us. Oh … and you can scream all you want; no one can hear ya anyway.”
 
   I didn’t know what to do. I was scared; I had no idea where I was; I was totally in their control. He’d told me they were going to do anything they wanted to me.
 
   “I got the short straw, so you get to start with me,” he said. He rearranged the bonds on my hands and feet – but there was no opportunity to try to get away when he did it. I was now tied facing the mattress, head down on it, with my arms still fastened to the bedposts and my knees and ankles tied so that I had to rest on my knees with my butt in the air.
 
   He was somewhere behind me and I couldn’t see him. I felt him climb onto the bed.
 
   “No, no, please don’t.” I begged, as humbly as I could. “Please don’t do that to me. Don’t hurt me.”
 
   “It’ll be easier if you relax, darlin’.”
 
   Then he did what he wanted. It seemed to go on forever.
 
   The other guy came in next. I suspected that he also wore a ski mask, but I didn’t look up. I was so ashamed. If anything, he lasted longer than his companion. When he got up, I wanted to die.
 
   I’d never done anything in my life to deserve this.
 
   The other guy came back in with a noose that he put around my neck. I was sure they were going to hang me. I wished they would. Instead, they tied the noose rope to a bedpost, untied my arms and legs, and told me to dance, as one of them turned on a small boom box and started some sensual music.
 
   I refused to dance. One of them tightened the noose while the other beat me with his belt.
 
   I begged them to stop, though I could barely talk because of the choking, tight rope around my neck.
 
   “Dance!” One of them yelled.
 
   I tried to dance. I really did. I wanted it all to stop.
 
   Finally, after about ten minutes of this torture, one of them said, “I think you danced a hell of a lot better when you were blind. Maybe we can help you out a little there.”
 
   “What?” I said. I didn’t understand at first, but they threw me on the bed, on my back, and retied my hands and feet spread-eagle again.
 
   “Wait a minute darlin’ and we’ll fix you up.” One said as he left the room.
 
   “WHAT ARE YOU GONNA DO?” I shouted. Then I began to scream.
 
   Apparently, there was no one to hear me, as they’d said.
 
   The man who had left for a moment returned to the bedroom. I could barely make out a small bottle of something in one hand and a teaspoon in the other.
 
   “NO!” I yelled as loud as I could.
 
   “Relax, little one. I’ll fix you up so you dance good. This here is tetracaine, the real stuff. A few drops of this and your eyes won’t feel a thing when I pop ‘em. Then you can dance your heart out, darlin’.”
 
   “Oh my God, no! Don’t do this! Please, let me go!”
 
   “When we’re done, and you dance sexy, you can go. But you get the treatment first.”
 
   “No, no, no! Don’t touch my eyes! I don’t want to be blind!”
 
   I struggled with all my might. Then one grabbed my head and held it perfectly still, one arm around my chin, the other over my forehead. He was so strong. I squeezed my eyes shut as tightly as I possibly could.
 
   I felt fingers on my left eyelid, prying it open. They were gouging into my eye. I opened it for a moment and then the fingers held it and I couldn’t close it.
 
   “NO!” I screamed. I could see a blurry vision of the masked man looking directly down at me. I could see the rough shape of the one holding my head. Then the spoon was there, right above my eye.
 
   I couldn’t move. I COULDN’T MOVE! I saw the spoon tilt, then a liquid was poured into my eye.
 
   It stung for an instant, then I felt nothing.  A few seconds later, my right eye was being held open and the liquid fell into that eye. It burned, then went numb.
 
   I couldn’t move my eyelids. For some reason, they were now stuck open. I couldn’t move my eyes either. My head was still in the vice-like grip of one of the men. Then I saw something move into my field of vision from the left side and someone began to press into both of my eyes. I could feel the pressure but there was no pain. Then there was a sound almost like a pop and my left eye went black. I half-felt, half-heard a second pop.
 
   After a couple of minutes, I thought I could move my eyelids, and then OH GOD IT HURT! Both of my eyes were on fire. I blinked hard to try to clear them. I felt something running down from my eyes onto my face. Whatever was under my eyelids didn’t feel right. I could see nothing.
 
   Someone was holding both of my eyes open again. I felt a big splash of water across my face, then another, then a third. Someone was drying my face with a scratchy towel.
 
   “Now you can dance for us, Minx, and then you can go home,” someone said.
 
   I don’t remember what happened after that. The next thing I do remember was standing naked in the cold night air, yelling for help as I heard a siren approach. My shoulder bag was draped over my neck like a necklace. I didn’t know it then, but I was in the parking lot across from a hospital emergency room.
 
   Someone finally heard me and I was suddenly covered with a blanket and carried inside.
 
   “Help me,” I pleaded. “I can’t see. They blinded me.”
 
   But in the end, there was no way for them to help.
 
   **********
 
   Megan came to the hospital as soon as she heard. Her number was listed as ICE in my phone, which had been turned off but was still in my purse. That’s why they called her. She was there to take me home two days later. There was nothing they could do at the hospital or anywhere else.
 
   Those monsters had crushed my eyes. There was no possibility of saving them. They were both removed an hour after I arrived at the hospital. The doctors injected me with hyperhealants, inserted orbital implants into the empty sockets, and attached the muscles as best they could. The muscles in my right eye were somewhat damaged.
 
   Thanks to the hyperhealants, in two days I’d be completely healed and I could get fitted for ocular prostheses. Meanwhile, my eyes would be white orbs. In other words, I’d look like some kind of alien or zombie.
 
   At least I’d never see me that way. I’d never see anything again. I didn’t have eyes anymore.
 
   Why would anyone do that to another person?
 
   At least the prosthetics would look like eyes, when I got them in a week or two.
 
   What was I going to do? My short-lived career as a lab technician was over for good this time.
 
   That first day, I sat at home, smoking a never-ending chain of cigarettes and crying. I couldn’t cry my eyes out, because I didn’t have eyes anymore. In their place, I had hard, featureless orbs that filled the holes. 
 
   The next day, wanting to do something else, anything else rather than sit there in the nothingness, I called Roger Junior and asked for my job back. He told me to come in and we’d talk about it.
 
   I found my old cane and made my way to the bus stop. I took the bus to the stop closest to the Jolly Roger, then caned my way the last few blocks. I’d done it blind enough times over the past eighteen months that it actually seemed almost normal to be doing it again.
 
   I went in and tapped my way to Roger Junior’s office. The door was shut and I knocked. I heard him say, “Come in, and close the door.” I did, found a chair, sat down and removed the dark glasses I’d worn.
 
   “MOTHER FUCK!” I heard him jump backward in his chair. “WHAT THE HELL HAPPENED TO YOU?” He asked then, almost with real concern in his voice. I could hear him leap up. It sounded like he was standing there. 
 
   “I was attacked by two apparently former patrons of the Jolly Roger. They assaulted me and made me dance for them. According to them, they didn’t like how I danced with my vision partially restored so they crushed my eyes and blinded me again. Permanently.” I broke down and cried.
 
   “Jesus Christ, Minx!” Roger said.
 
   I felt Roger’s hand rubbing my back. The jerk was actually trying to comfort me. I lit a cigarette and heard him slide an ashtray across his desk. I felt for it and tried to calm myself with nicotine. When I regained control, he sat back down across from me.
 
   “Now I understand why you want your job back. You obviously can’t work in that fucking lab anymore, can you?”
 
   “No, Roger.”
 
   “I treated you well when you worked here. You made good money, really good money. Then, you got some of your sight back and left me high and dry. With no Minx to please the customers, a good portion of them went elsewhere, including to the Four Horsemen’s. Your selfishness cost me and it’s still costing me.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Roger, but I had a chance to go back to my training, to my long-standing dream of working in a lab.” My voice sounded pleading. I was pleading for him to understand, to put his anger aside.
 
   “So you conveniently tossed me away and fucked up my business.”
 
   “I bought out the contract as per the agreement with your father!” I didn’t know what else to say. “Please let me come back. I need to work. I need a source of income. I don’t know anything else.”
 
   “Oh, I’ll take you back, Alie. At your old salary. But a few things are going to change.”
 
   “Whatever you want, Roger.” I supposed he’d want me to dance every night of the week for a while, to rebuild his business.
 
   “Instead of 20% of your tips, I’m takin’ 40%.”
 
   “That’s not fair!”
 
   “I don’t care, take it or leave it. I intend to get my lost money back.”
 
   I didn’t have any choice. “Alright, 40%, but only for a year, then you go back to 20%.”
 
   “Only if you sign a three-year contract.”
 
   “Okay.” What else was I going to do anyway?
 
   “Finally, you become available for ‘extracurricular activities.’”
 
   “NO! I’M NOT A WHORE!” I would not turn into a prostitute!
 
   “You get 60% of the take on any tricks you turn. And I’ll cover all your medical expenses, including getting you a birth control implant and monthly check-ups.”
 
   “NO! SEX IS OUT OF THE QUESTION!”
 
   “Then I guess we’re done here. See ya ‘round, Alie. Don’t let the door hit ya on your way out.”
 
   “Please, Roger.”
 
   “You have my terms. There’s no more negotiatin’. You turn tricks or I turn you away.”
 
   “I can’t do that, I’m not a whore.”
 
   “Think of it as extra income – which it is. Probably a lot. I know a slew of guys who’d get off banging a blind dancer as sexy as you.”
 
   “No, Roger!” I started crying again.
 
   “Then leave, Alie. You’re wastin’ my time. Don’t bother comin’ back. You walk out that door, we’re through.”
 
   “I could go to the Four Horsemen’s …”
 
   “And not turn tricks? Yeah, good luck with that. Now get outa here.”
 
   He was right, those slimeballs who ran the other big place in town were worse than Roger, by a mile. What was I gonna do? I had to live! But I couldn’t be a prostitute. I couldn’t!
 
   I didn’t want to leave town either. I’d signed another lease on my River’s Edge house, and I certainly didn’t want to be blind in a new location where I didn’t know anyone. My only support systems, the Uptown Disability Services and its staff or the River’s Edge Handicapped Services Center, where Rina had worked, were here. Even if I went somewhere else, how was I gonna make a living? About all I could do was dance. I could, probably would, be going from the frying pan into the fire.
 
   “Please don’t turn me into a whore, Roger.”
 
   “I’m giving you an opportunity – one that’s financially attractive to both of us. You have to give me an answer now. If it’s ‘no,’ get out.”
 
   I had no life worth living. At that moment, I thought for the first time ever, that maybe it wasn’t worth going on. I’d lost the only real love I’d ever had. I was going to be blind forever. I would never see Rina again. I would never see anything again. Ever, ever, ever, ever. 
 
   I had some money in the bank and investments that wouldn’t last more than four, maybe five years. Not bad, but what would I do then? If I passed this up now, I might never get another chance. Anywhere. I had no job, no disability insurance because I hadn’t been at River’s Edge Biotech for even 30 days yet. I might get a little from the state victims’ fund - if I were lucky, that might buy me a few more months tops, after my money ran out.
 
   “Yes or no, Alie. I don’t have all day.”
 
   “Alright … yes … but I won’t fuck anyone for you, Roger.”
 
   “Hmm … we’ll defer that,” was all he said. I heard the door open behind me.
 
   Everything was quiet for a moment. Then someone grabbed my arms from behind, and I felt Roger, right there in front of me, grabbing my hand and pulling up my sleeve. Before I knew it, I felt a needle slide into my arm, and he shot me up.
 
   “Welcome back,” Roger said. “From now on, your White Nurse is on me again. So is your Easy X. Consider it another Jolly Roger fringe benefit.”
 
   I hadn’t thought he even knew I was clean. Somehow, he must have. Now he was taking me back, and putting me under his control. He wanted me the way I’d been.
 
   I zoned in a few seconds. It felt WON … DER … FUL! An old friend come back, my favorite food, the loveliest sunset, the creamiest dessert, the most erotic fantasy. It was all those things – and more.
 
   While I was stoned, they took me somewhere and kept me tied up. Someone came in to shoot me up every couple hours – at least, that’s how often I thought it was. Mostly, I was in a heroin stupor; nothing much registered in my mind, including time. A little while before someone came, I would rouse some and then lie there knowing I wanted some junk. Then they’d come and I’d be fine. Better than fine.
 
   Do you know how long it takes to become a heroin junkie once you’ve been there before? No time at all. You get a few do ups, and you’re in the bag again. They gave me more than a few do ups.
 
   Three days later, I was a fully-hooked junkie again. Presumably worse than before. Then they tied me to a bed and let me sweat.
 
   By the next morning, I thought I was going to die. I wanted to die more than almost anything. Anything except a fix. Most of all, I wanted a fix. No … I needed a fix. I needed it more than air. I would have sold Rina to cannibals for a fix.
 
   I suffered beyond description all day.
 
   That night, Roger came in.
 
   “How ya doin’, Minx?”
 
   ”Please, Roger, I’m in terrible pain.”
 
   “How can I help ya, Minx?” He said with false concern.
 
   At that point, there was only one thing on my mind. White Nurse. I needed it in the worst way. I was in agony. Horrible, unspeakable, throbbing agony. I’d do anything to make it stop.
 
   “Oh God, Roger. Shoot me up. Please Roger. I’m begging you. Fix me.”
 
   “What’ll I get for feedin’ your habit?”
 
   “Anything Roger. I’ll give you anything. Fuck me right her if you want. I can be a good lover, Roger. I’ll give you the best blow job you ever had. Put your big dick in my pussy, or in my ass. You can do anything you want. Please give me a do up. I’ll fuck you for the rest of your life.”
 
   “Nah. I don’t wanna fuck ya, Minx. I want to collect money for you fuckin’ other guys. Or chicks. I’m not picky as long as they pay up. I want you to turn tricks for me.”
 
   “Anything, Roger. I’ll fuck anybody you want. Please … I beg you … please give me the smack!”
 
   “If I do, you’re my dancer and a prostitute who works for me. I’ll keep you supplied with your snow and Easy X, and you’ll make lots of money for both of us.”
 
   I was as enslaved as any person could be. There wasn’t a thing I could do. “I’ll do what you want, Roger, but I’ll hate you for it.”
 
   “I never asked you to like me, Minx. Alright, you start this Friday night. Let me see your eyes again.”
 
   He turned my head toward him. I opened my eyes. “Jesus, Alie, I can’t put you on stage looking like the living dead!”
 
   “My eyes were crooked before. Please Roger, I need a fix!”
 
   “Yeah, but your cockeyed eyes were kinda cute. The customers liked ‘em. This’ll give ‘em nightmares.”
 
   I started to cry.
 
   “Can you wear contacts? Maybe we can get some that look like eyes.”
 
   “I don’t think that’d work with these orbital implants. I can go for the ocular prostheses tomorrow, but I wouldn’t get them for a week or two.”
 
   “Let’s see what the good Doctor Riffkin can do to speed this up. See him tomorrow. While you’re there, he can insert the birth control implant and put in the tongue studs.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I WAS NOT getting my tongue wired like Patti, I told myself. But I knew I’d let him do anything to me for a guaranteed fix when I needed it.
 
   “The tongue studs will look good on-stage, and they’ll feel good on your customers.”
 
   “I’m not gonna let you pierce my tongue, Roger. I don’t wanna talk like Patti.”
 
   “Well, then I’ll see ya tomorrow, Minx.” I heard the door open.
 
   “No Roger! Fix me, please!”
 
   “No studs, no fix, Minx.”
 
   “Okay … okay. I don’t care what you do to me. Cut my fucking tongue out for all I care, just fix me, Roger!”
 
   “Yeah, you’ll get the studs and the birth control implant too. The new ones block your periods so I don’t lose your services five days a month. On the other hand, ya know … maybe I should have your uterus removed. Be easier in the long run.”
 
   “WHAT IF I WANT TO GET MARRIED AND HAVE CHILDREN?” I’d always wanted to, until I met Rina and realized I loved her more than I could love any man. But I didn’t know what the future held.
 
   “Who’s gonna marry a whore? I’d be doin’ you a favor. If you ever want kids, they can slurp up one o’ your eggs, fertilize it, and stick it in a surrogate.”
 
   The man standing above me was as despicable as anyone I’d ever heard of. He had me trapped, and he knew it.
 
   “I will not have my tongue pierced. I will not talk like Patti.”
 
   “Then I’ll see ya tomorrow, Minx.” He left.
 
   “ROGER!” I screamed at the top of my lungs. “ROGER!”
 
   After an eternity that must have lasted a couple of minutes, he came back in. “What?”
 
   “Oh fuck, Roger. Anything. I’ll do anything. Please shoot me up, Roger!” At that moment, I would have let him cut off my tits if he’d give me a fix first. My mind was barely working now. The withdrawals were tearing me apart.
 
   “So you want your tongue pierced after all, eh? And your periods gone too?”
 
   “Anything Roger, I’m dying here.”
 
   “Beg me, Minx.”
 
   I was prepared to do anything. “Please, Roger, get my tongue pierced. Please. Uh … uh … As many times as you want. Wire it up too. I wanna be able to p-please my customers.”
 
   “And your womb?”
 
   “I don’t need it, Roger. Get rid of it if you want. Just promise me a fix when I need it.”
 
   “Well, well. Since you want your tongue pierced so bad, I’ll get it done, and see that you get your do ups. You can keep your womb; the implant will work fine. One of my people will take you to see Riffkin tomorrow. Doc’ll have my instructions, and those instructions are what’s gonna happen. He’ll let me know when you’ll be healed enough to work, and when you’ll get the - what are they called?”
 
   “Oc … oc … I don’t know … Oc … ocular prostheses. PLEASE ROGER! SHOOT ME UP!”
 
   “Yeah. Those. As soon as you get them, you can dance. Goddamn, Alie – right now you look like a fuckin’ Martian. Until you look human enough to dance, you’ll do high-class hooker trainin’. You start as soon as Riffkin gives the okay, after your procedures tomorrow. Someone will call you at home to tell you when to come to the Jolly Roger. You come in and we’ll start teaching ya how to please a customer.”
 
   He had me and he knew it. “What the fuck’s wrong with you, Minx?” He said as though he didn’t know.
 
   “THANKS TO YOU, I’M A FUCKING HEROIN ADDICT ROGER! I NEED MY FIX!”
 
   “Fuck, Minx, you’re just a typical junkie - always blamin’ somebody else. Bet you don’t ever wanna feel like this again, eh?”
 
   “No, Roger, never.” He was wrapping a rubber hose around my upper arm. I felt the needle go in. Oh God! Oh God that was so sweet!
 
   “Then you better do as you’re told, Minx. One time … you let me down one time and I’ll tie you down and let you scream for a fix until your lungs shoot outa your mouth. You hear me? One time and I’ll put you in hell.”
 
   “I hear you, Roger. I’ll do whatever you want.”
 
   Someone else entered the room where I was tied down. “Boss?” It was a woman’s voice.
 
   “You do what Glenda here tells ya, ya hear?”
 
   I was in outer space. “Who’s Glenda?”
 
   “My new whore trainer. It’s the Jolly Roger, after all. No cheap, clumsy harlots there.”
 
   “Please, Roger, don’t do that to me. I’ll dance my heart out for you.” I responded on automatic. I was numb and not thinking anymore.
 
   “You’ll turn one trick a night. If there’s no customer, you go home. The more you do, the more you’ll make. I’ll buy those ocular things for you, and pay for all the rest, and you can dance as soon as you have ‘em. But you turn tricks when Glenda says you’re ready. Are we agreed?”
 
   There was nothing else I could say except, “Yes, Roger.”
 
   “You still got all your bangles?” He asked. I thought I heard him rustling around with something.
 
   “Yes, they don’t come out.”
 
   “Good. I’ll have a contract for ya before ya leave the Jolly Roger.”
 
   “I want Rocco to read it to me.”
 
   “Yeah, sure, whatever. Hold on while I call Doc Riffkin.”
 
   He called. I didn’t have to wait until tomorrow. I was to be there at 2:00. Glenda would take me in a couple hours. Meanwhile, I’d have lunch with her, Phil and Patti in the performers’ lounge at the Jolly Roger. She untied me and drove me back there from wherever I’d been held.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 21 – End of the Innocence
 
    
 
   Lunch was a blur; I don’t remember it much. I was stoned. Phil said something about working with me on my new routines. Afterwards, Roger gave me a contract and Rocco was there to read it to me. My mind was so messed up I had trouble following it. I wanted to talk to Rocco, and I could tell he wanted to talk to me, but we had no chance to do it privately. Glenda shot me up before we left. At 2:00 I was at Doctor Riffkin’s clinic.
 
   He checked my orbital implants, and told me that the right one had turned a bit inward, like my right eye had done when I still had my real eyes. It might have been because my eye muscles were damaged in the assault, or because they were that way from when I was blind before. If he placed the ocular prostheses properly on the orbital implants, my right eye would be turned in like it had been. Over time, it might wander or even move back to align with the other. Most likely, it would stay like it was, turned inward compared to my other eye.
 
   I didn’t care. I was defeated. Yeah, life, you threw too much at me. I’m not quite 24. I’m not that strong. I didn’t care how I looked. There was no one for me to look good for. Cynically, I could imagine that most fans of my dancing never looked at me above my chest, anyway.
 
   He said he’d have the ocular prostheses in a few days. He’d put them in and show me how to do it too. I would slide them out every two to three weeks for cleaning.
 
   He had me remove my clothes and he laid me on a flat table with a pillow under my head. I could feel him check each of my piercings, then a nurse must have entered.
 
   I was still high from my last fix. I was getting five or six or more a day. Way more than before. Roger was determined that the junk would control me. It wasn’t merely going to, it already was – utterly.
 
   I barely felt the IV line enter my arm. “What’s that?” I asked.
 
   “Plumbing to help you while you’re here,” the nurse said.
 
   I felt a warmth in my arm, a buzzing in my ears. My thoughts evaporated and my mind shut down.
 
   **********
 
   My head was spinning, then it settled down quickly. My eyes were closed but I was wide awake. I opened my eyes. Nothing changed, of course, except that my eyelids were separated. I couldn’t see anything. That was no surprise. When you know your sight is gone forever, you don’t wake up expecting to see. Not when you KNOW.
 
   A voice, Riffkin’s nurse I thought, asked me, “Ms. Adams, can you hear me?”
 
   “What’th going on?” I asked, still mostly out of it.
 
   “You’ve finished surgery. Everything went as it should. You’re fine now.”
 
   “Thuwgewy?”
 
   “Ha, ha. Yes Alie, surgery.”
 
   “What’th wwong with me?”
 
   “Nothing. We pierced your tongue and injected the birth control implant as we promised we would.”
 
   “Pwomithed?”
 
   ‘Yes, Alie. It’s been about three hours, so I’m going to give you your fix now, okay?”
 
   “Yeth, okay. Thank you. Doodowey … doodowey … doodowey … do-up.” I slept.
 
   When I finally, really woke up, it was early the next morning. Doctor Riffkin was apparently standing over me. I suppose he was looking down at my naked body in the hospital bed. I was still in his small surgery center in his clinic.
 
   I felt great. I assumed they’d given me a morning hit of White Nurse. I was high.
 
   “You look good, Ms. Adams. Your color is good and all your vital signs are better than on-target.”
 
   “That’th good,” I said. My mouth felt funny, and my inner thigh was sore.
 
   “What’th wong with my mouf?” I asked.
 
   “Not a thing,” Doctor Riffkin said with emphasis. “You’re speech is going to be a little distorted now, because of the six studs in your tongue. But not as bad as Patti, we learned some things from her.
 
   “NO!” I said. “You wewen’t thupothed to pierthe my tongue!” I hadn’t agreed to that, had I? I could hardly remember anything since I’d become a junkie again.
 
   “Of course we were, it was on the list,” he said. Oh, yeah … I’d begged Roger for a fix, and I’d gotten it after agreeing to whatever he wanted. I was weak. Given the same God-awful situation, I knew I’d be that weak again. Obviously, Roger had taken the opportunity to have his way with me. He’d continue to, and I’d continue to let him, as long as he got me the White Nurse.
 
   “Anyway, it’s pierced now. Six studs: two on each side, and two in the middle – all in the half near the tip - connected within your tongue by wires. There’s no way to remove the studs, short of major surgery on your tongue. You probably couldn’t talk at all after that.”
 
   “NO!” I said again. “I didn’t agwee to that!” But I knew I had, under horrible duress.
 
   “According to the papers I have, you did.”
 
   I could argue, but what good would that do now? “Why ith my thigh thore?”
 
   “We injected a birth control implant. It should be healed in another hour or two. It’ll keep you sterile and without a period for up to five years. When you finally have a period, it’ll be time to replace it. You’ll still be safe then, but you shouldn’t wait before getting a new one.” He sounded proud.
 
   I wasn’t happy about that but I wasn’t devastated. “I can’t have babieth, can I?”
 
   “Not until the implant exhausts itself. It can’t be removed. But once it’s depleted, you can get pregnant. You’ll be about 29 then, according to my chart here. Meanwhile, for five years or so, no babies and no periods either.”
 
   I didn’t say anything. I was contemplating ending it all again. I couldn’t believe they’d done this to me. Why were people so cruel to me? I’d never hurt anyone. I’ve always loved people, and I treated them well. It all had started because of a few stupid tickets in River’s Edge. Now my life was ruined.
 
   My new hometown had blinded me for eighteen months. I didn’t give up, I adjusted to being sightless and I got a job. I earned that job. Two strangers had accosted me while I danced. Two others attacked me and ruined my eyes! Roger Junior had made me a heroin addict – twice! I’d been pierced over and over and sterilized for at least five years. They were going to make me a whore! Rina had left me, because she thought I wouldn’t give up riding the horse. But I did! I did, Rina!
 
   “The hyperhealants are working quickly,” Doctor Riffkin noted. “You can go home, mostly healed, tomorrow.”
 
   “Untiw then … I need my do upth.” I had enough presence of mind to know what the most important thing was.
 
   “The nurse will see that you get them, Alie.”
 
   The next morning, Glenda came, helped me with my morning fix, and took me home - newly sterile and unable to speak properly anymore.
 
   But I loved her when she gave me the do up.
 
   Glenda gave me enough White Nurse for a couple of weeks, and a supply of Roger’s Easy X cocktail. In spite of my addiction, I was determined to shoot up as infrequently as I could tolerate, at least at that point in time. I managed to get by with three or four do ups and an Easy X cocktail most days, but it was tough.
 
   I knew that, eventually, I’d succumb to the smack, and do it whenever I needed it. Which would become all the time, if it wasn’t close to that already.
 
   My heroin addiction was back with more than a vengeance. Even if I ran away now, there was no more tea to break the habit. And I knew in my heart that, without it, I didn’t stand a chance of getting clean.
 
   I was back with Doctor Riffkin in a couple of days. 
 
   Riffkin slipped the ocular prostheses onto the white orbs that substituted for my missing eyes. “These are the most beautiful, emerald green eyes I’ve ever seen,” he told me after they were in place.
 
   “My eyeth wewe deep bwue, befowe,” I said, barely understandably. Even blind, my eyes had been blue. I didn’t want green eyes. I wanted blue eyes.
 
   I wanted my real eyes.
 
   That was never going to happen.
 
   I supposed that Roger got me green eyes so they’d go with my red wigs, and stand out more with the brunettes.
 
   “I remember your eyes,” he said. They were lovely, but these are even better.”
 
   “Yeah, okay,” I said.
 
   “Thanks to the hyperhealants, you’re tongue piercings and thigh implant are all healed up. You can go back to work now. Roger knows. He’s expecting you at noon. Good luck, Alie.”
 
   I didn’t say anything to that corrupt doctor as I left. I refused the nurse’s offer of a ride, and told them I’d take a cab. I wondered if the cab driver might get me a fix for a little head. But, as I sat there waiting, the nurse shot me up, so I didn’t need it anymore then. I don’t remember a thing after that..
 
   **********
 
   At the Jolly Roger, I had come back to enough presence of mind to look for Rocco but he wasn’t around. Glenda found me and took me down some stairs to a group of bedrooms that I hadn’t known were there.
 
   “I didn’t know thethe wewe hewe.” I told her.
 
   “They weren’t. They were either storage or empty. Roger had them redone right after Christmas. I want you to strip down, Minx. Show me what you’ve got.”
 
   “A lot of twack mawks.” I said bitterly.
 
   “Comes with riding the horse. Let’s get one thing straight. I’m your sex trainer, not your therapist. Stick to that topic. Besides, trying to figure out what you’re saying half the time gives me a headache.”
 
   “Youw a wowld-cwath bitch.”
 
   “Who’s gonna make you a world-class prostitute.” She slapped me hard across the face. Not being able to see it coming made it even worse.
 
   I leaped at her, but missed her. I was flailing my arms and managed a glancing blow on her face. Then her arms were around me and she threw me onto a bed. She climbed on top of me, and held me there. Half a minute later, I felt a needle enter my inner thigh. Then came the delicious embrace of my only lover, the smack, always true to me.
 
   My muscles relaxed and I oozed onto the comforter. This was different. A real hit of heroin and then the sexual lift from Easy X. I found out later that it was the same Easy X cocktail I danced with, but instead of White Nurse, Roger had made this one from China White – heroin mixed with a prescription narcotic, fentanyl.
 
   I would have fucked an elephant or a troll at that point. Or even Roger or Glenda.
 
   I finished removing my clothes and lay back as instructed. I felt Glenda’s hand – it was smaller than I‘d expected - go into my pussy. “Squeeze my hand as hard as you can with your cunt muscles,” she instructed.
 
   I did. I did everything she told me to. I even did ten minutes of those muscle squeezings, until I thought my vagina would tear apart. Right afterwards, I felt a penis-shaped dildo, being worn by Glenda, enter me. She taught me to milk it using those same muscles, and when to start and when to continue. I’d be practicing with a real man in a couple of days.
 
   She repeated everything with the dildo in my ass. By the time we stopped, every muscle in my pussy, my butt and my abdomen was on fire.
 
   I gagged ferociously, trying to deep throat the dildo. I’d taken Rocco in my mouth more than once, but I stopped in front of my uvula. He was too big to take farther anyway. The dildo was smaller, and Glenda was determined to get me to take it down my throat. She tried and tried and I gagged and gaged and almost hurled twice. That earned me another slap both times. The slap stopped the gagging though.
 
   As a change of pace, I was told to use my tongue, with special attention to the studs on it, on the dildo. Glenda couldn’t tell whether or not I was doing a good job, so she instructed me to sexily remove her pants and thong, and then dive into her muff – her words.
 
   I put my mouth on her cunt. What could I do? Not only did she have me under her control because of the drugs I’d taken, but I also wanted to fuck her because of the Easy X in the drugs I’d taken.
 
   I played the studs carefully across and around her clit. I pushed my fully-healed tongue into her vagina as far as I could, then slowly withdrew it and slid it between her inner lips and up to her clit again.
 
   With little effort, I took her to near-climax, held her there, then gave her a shattering orgasm.
 
   My tongue studs worked, there was no doubt.
 
   I hated them. They made me talk like a moron.
 
   By the time Glenda was done with me for the day - hours later - I knew with no uncertainty, that I preferred free-wheeling sex with women. The most they wanted to stick in you were a few fingers or a small hand. Men had the equipment to do you in, unless you agreed to some rules up-front. Then, of course, it was no longer free-wheeling.
 
   Glenda paid me fifty dollars for getting her off. She made me take it. She wanted me to get used to being paid for having sex. She was turning me into a whore, after all.
 
   Of course, I took the fifty bucks. If I hadn’t, she would have withheld my do up. That was not acceptable. So I got paid for getting her off.
 
   I was paid for sex – in money and do-ups. I was now a whore. I felt like a whore.
 
   I thought about that. Was there ever a way to become a not-whore? Or a retired whore? My mind was befuddled with heroin, but I really had never heard of that.
 
   So from that day forward, I guess I’ll always be a whore. I didn’t choose it; I didn’t want to be; but I was. So I was stuck, right?
 
   Before I left the Jolly Roger, Glenda fitted me with a butt plug. She shoved it into me, turned something to make it so tight I thought I’d tear, and then somehow locked it. Without the key, I couldn’t remove it. It had a removable plug which I would have to unscrew. Then I would poop through the opening in the plug. It was awful.
 
   She made me wear it all the time, but would let me go without when I was actually dancing again, five days from now. She’d put the plug back in me after my last dance. Twice per day, she’d tighten it so it stretched me even farther. She told me she was doing me a favor; a lot of guys would want to do me through the back door. I was afraid it would stretch me so much that I’d have an accident on stage.
 
   Before I left, she shot me up again. It felt so good.
 
   I had another fix that evening, after dinner. I didn’t eat much; I had little appetite, except for the smack. My appetite for that was insatiable. Try as I might – and I did try – I was losing control.
 
   I must have done well for Glenda that first day, because she already had a man there the next.
 
   The long, carrot-red wig – that’s the color Glenda told me it was - flopped across my shoulders, beside my cheeks, and partially concealed my face. Glenda wanted me to get used to wearing it while I was selling sex - not selling dancing sex, selling fucking sex. I was told that I always would be fucked as a redhead.
 
   I suspected that’s why Roger Junior wanted my eyes to be green.
 
   As soon as I’d gone into the room, Glenda had me strip and lie naked on the bed, while she shot me up with an Easy X – China White cocktail. It messed me up. That was gonna be my normal state when I fucked for money.
 
   She got up, opened the door, and a guy entered. By the sound of him, he was big, and breathing heavily through his mouth.
 
   I was supposed to tell him to come to me, because I couldn’t see him. When the real work started, my Johns would already know I was blind. I reached up with my arms and I felt him above me. I stood up and began to undress him by feel alone. His hand went to my tits and my cunt while I was doing that, and began to diddle with the rings there.
 
   “Do you wike that?” That was the response I was supposed to use under those circumstances. Glenda had taught me a few dozen specific phrases yesterday, figuring I’d need a while to learn them. That was ridiculous. I learned them immediately. I wasn’t an idiot, after all. Even if I talked like one.
 
   He kept playing with me. I came. I couldn’t help it.
 
   That earned me a slap from Glenda. I told her, in no uncertain terms, that she’d fucking cum too, if she were pierced like I was.
 
   I don’t think she understood my messed-up speech.
 
   She told me to go on. That was fine. The combination of the Easy X/China White and the guy fiddling with my pussy had built up a roaring need for sex.
 
   When it happened, the penis felt right, tightly within me as I bent over the bed in front of him, my pretty, manicured feet still standing on the scratchy carpet. I was satisfied. Its owner felt thick, muscular, hairy, as his groin pressed against my butt, and his chest lay across my back. His breath smelled of smoke and bourbon, even in early afternoon. I imagined that he was Arabic, with thick dark hair, starting low on his forehead and combed straight back. He wasn’t a sophisticated sheik, he was a grunt. And, of course, he grunted.
 
   It didn’t matter. I’d never see him anyway. Or anything else. I didn’t think I even wanted to anymore. He was only a series of tactile sensations from somewhere in the nothingness that surrounded me. Blind was an escape. A safe haven of not knowing. A cock was a cock. My snatch would belong to whomever could pay the price. This guy had gotten a freebie. In real life, he’d probably have paid three month’s discretionary income for the right to fuck me. Going forward, I’d let him and any troll who could pay the toll have his way with me. What did I care?
 
   I’m an outstanding exotic dancer, I thought. Maybe the best ever. Minx. Aka Alie Adams. Blind dancer. Featured in all the appropriate magazines, or so I’d been told.
 
   Now, in addition to that dubious title, I’m gonna be a hooker. A well-paid, sightless whore, but a whore nonetheless.
 
   A blind dancer. A blind prostitute. It was good that I couldn’t see. Life had fucked me over. I’d driven through an intersection in front of a blind woman. I’d parked in a drop-off zone and used a handicapped bathroom stall.
 
   This is what they’d done to me. So I did what I still could. The Johns mostly wouldn’t care that I was blind. Some would actually get off on that. Fuckin’ A for them.
 
   For me, it was gonna be a living. It was gonna get me my do ups.
 
   “Fuck my wittle puthy,” I told him, as I’d been instructed. “Make Minxth thcweam fow youw big cock.”
 
   When it was all over, he pressed a few bills into my hand.
 
   He’d given me a hundred bucks.
 
   For having sex with him during training.
 
   I held it out to Glenda.
 
   “It’s all yours, she said. “You earned it.”
 
   I was a whore. I was a whore. Oh God, I was a whore!
 
   **********
 
   I arrived at the Jolly Roger on Friday night. Everyone welcomed me back. I was to headline for the next twelve days, through next weekend and the following Tuesday. A week from tonight, I’d likely become a professional prostitute.
 
   Of course, I’d already fucked that guy during training at least half a dozen times. And gotten paid. Thanks to the Easy X, I’d pretty much loved every minute of it.
 
   Roger was paying me during my training, in salary and do ups.
 
   The guy who was my training partner even paid me.
 
   I knew I was already a whore.
 
   Natalie Adams. Twenty-three-year-old blind, junkie whore. Me.
 
   Thank God I was now sterile. In fact, I should have had them take my womb and heal me up quickly with hyperhealants. No child should ever have to call a whore, mother, or spend nine months in a whore’s womb.
 
   When I wasn’t practicing with Glenda, Phil had me getting ready for new dances. There were new moves and new music. Unlike before, it took longer for me to learn the new moves. Phil was still a great, creative choreographer, but my mind – in particular, my concentration – was weakened by my addiction. Fortunately, Phil was understanding and patient.
 
   Sadly, I couldn’t even say his name properly. It came out, “Phiw.”
 
   Glenda showed up Friday at 7:00 to remove my butt plug. Once she had, I felt wide open. I asked Phil to look at my butt and tell me if I were going to have an accident on stage. I bent over.
 
   There was a long pause before he said, “I’m sorry, Alie, what’s a ‘thtage?’”
 
   I stood up. “Whewe I danthe.”
 
   Another long pause.
 
   “Where you dance?”
 
   “Yeth!”
 
   “A stage?”
 
   “Yeth!
 
   “You’re afraid you might have an accident on stage. Meaning shit by accident?”
 
   “Yeth.” Now I was totally humiliated.
 
   He bent me over again and looked at my asshole.
 
   Honestly, I’d rarely used words like ‘tit’ and ‘cunt’ and ‘asshole’ – and almost never ‘fuck’ - before everything that happened to me since I moved to River’s Edge.
 
   “You are kind of open,” he said.
 
   “Oh gweat!”
 
   “But I don’t think an accident’s gonna happen.”
 
   I’m sure he was lying to me because he feared I’d be too scared to perform otherwise.
 
   Pat took me behind the curtain. I was ready to go out when I heard the announcer, that prick, Roger Junior, yell out, “Good evening all you Jolly Roger Fans!” There were scattered applause and whistling, and a number of people started shouting, “Minx, Minx, Minx …”
 
   “Minx will be right out. We wanted you to know that Minx will be dancing for the next twelve nights straight: tonight through a week from Tuesday.”
 
   There were loud cheers and whistles. Then the whole crowd started with, “Minx, Minx, Minx!” in earnest.
 
   Roger, the announcer, went on, “Starting next Friday, a week from tonight, Minx will be available for private parties after her 12:00 performance, by reservation only. For more information, stop into the office down the hall to your right as you head toward the front door.”
 
   Glenda had already told me that Roger had booked me every night, from next Friday through the following Tuesday. There were three private shows and two group parties. She told me to expect to be fucked by at least seven different guys and four women.
 
   That’s what a prostitute is supposed to do.
 
   That’s what I was.
 
   I went out to face the crowd for the first time in a month. Only a month. It seemed like a lifetime ago when I’d last danced.
 
   An unhappy lifetime.
 
   Thank God I would never see these people. Never.
 
   The house must have been filled to overflowing with my fans. In my eighteen months of dancing, I’d never, ever heard such a loud, enthusiastic crowd response as happened when I strutted through the curtains.
 
   Oh! How I so wanted to see these people! See anything!
 
   I was back.
 
   **********
 
   The following morning, they came for Roger Junior. I didn’t know anything about it until I arrived at the Jolly Roger for my afternoon session with Glenda. Glenda wasn’t in her basement room.
 
   I tapped my way up the stairs and back out to the front office.
 
   “Hey!” I called out. “Ith anybody hewe?” What I needed right then was a fix. Glenda was supposed to have given me the Easy X plus China White that was my whore juice fix. That’s basically what we both called it, “whore juice.” When I had it, I didn’t feel as bad about training to be fucked for money.
 
   The office door was closed. I knocked on it and called out, “Wogew?” That was as close as I could get to saying “Roger,” with my tongue full of metal studs and metal wires.
 
   I called out again. Then a familiar voice, but not Roger Junior, opened it saying , “Who are you asking for?”
 
   I felt the door stop opening, heard the guy gasp as I said, “Wogew Seniow!”
 
   I knew it was Roger Senior from his voice.
 
   “Oh my God, Alie!” He said and he swept me up in his big, hairy arms, pulling me too him like a long-lost daughter.
 
   “What’th going on?” I asked.
 
   “I’m back. That no-good, miserable-excuse-for-a-son-of-mine is on his way to a cabin in Alaska, lucky to be alive. Glenda is … Glenda is gonna continue her occupation under … let’s say highly-controlled circumstances. My nightmare, and yours and everyone else’s is over. Come in, sit down, and I’ll tell you all about it.”
 
   “Wogew, I can’t wight now.” I needed a fix and I was too embarrassed to tell him.
 
   “Why are you talkin’ funny?” Roger asked. I held out my tongue so he could see the hardware.
 
   “Oh fuck,” he said. “Can you take ‘em out?”
 
   “No, nevew. Doc Wiffkin did ‘em. Wogew, I weawwy need to go.” I turned to leave. I’d take a bus home where I had a stash. I thought I could make it, but I was getting very uncomfortable.
 
   “I won’t ask you what’s wrong, because I know a lot is wrong, but it’s okay now. I promise.” He thought I wanted to get away from the Jolly Roger.
 
   “No, Wogew. I’ww be back. It’th juth that I need to get thomething.”
 
   “Right now?”
 
   “Yeth, Wogew, I need a do up!” I screamed. I guess I wanted to get it more than I cared about him knowing.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Alie. Come on, I know where Junior kept his stash.”
 
   Roger led me downstairs and down a hall. We stopped and I heard him making clicks. I think he was opening a safe. It turned out to be a vault. He got something and led me back down the hall to one of the rooms Junior was going to use for the brothel.
 
   He sat me on a bed, sat down next to me, pulled up my sleeve, gasped at the tracks mumbling “Goddamn little prick” under his breath, and proceeded to tie a hose around my arm.
 
   “I’ve got a bunch of stuff here, but I don’t know what you need.
 
   “What do you have?” I asked.
 
   “I have horse, China White, something called Easy X cocktail, and something called … Jesus Christ … something called ‘whore juice.’”
 
   “Cook up thirty migth of the China White.” I said.
 
   As he was doing it, he asked me, “How often do you have to do this, Alie?”
 
   “I do up five timeth a day, thometimeth thix or theven … all H or China White, plus one Eathy Xth cocktaiw with H or China White. Exthept when I’m whowe twaining. Then one ith whowe juithe.”
 
   “Goddamn, Alie. I am so fuckin’ sorry.”
 
   In a minute he said, “Ready?”
 
   “Yeth! Give it to me quick!”
 
   The needle slipped into my arm and I heard myself give a long, “Aaaahhhh,” as the China White took me to a happier place.
 
   I mellowed out, zoned out, for a while, as always. When my mind started working again, I heard two men talking. I thought I was lying on a bed, so I was probably still in one of the brothel rooms.
 
   “How many of my people are like her?” I thought that was Roger Senior.
 
   “Three others, Boss: Marlene, Crystal and Patti Cakes.” That was definitely Rocco. I tried to call out his name, but I was still too wasted to form words.
 
   “Were they all turnin’ tricks?”
 
   “They was all gonna - startin’ next weekend. None has yet – well, except for the trainin’ Glenda was givin’ ‘em. Junior had hired a couple goons for Glenda to use with ‘em durin’ training.”
 
   “That miserable little prick. This is ultimately my fault. I raised that little bastard. Or I thought I did.”
 
   Either they walked off or my mind shut down again. Eventually, I got up, found my cane, and tapped my way back upstairs.
 
   “Wocco?”
 
   “Over here, Alie,” the big guy called out. I could hear other people talking at tables in the theater. I didn’t think the Jolly Roger was open yet. I pushed the button on my watch, “Two-fifty-five,” It said.
 
   It turned out that all the employees had been called in. I wasn’t, because I was already there. Roger Senior was about to tell everyone what was going to happen next.
 
   “Have a seat, Alie,” Rocco said, “Roger’s ready to talk.” He took me over to a table and sat me down next to Marlene.
 
   “You high?” She whispered to me.”
 
   “Comin’ down,” I said.
 
   “Me too.”
 
   Roger started talking at that point. He explained that Rocco, fed up with Roger Junior for a hundred reasons, but most of all because he was planning to make some of the employees turn tricks for him, had contacted his old boss, the head of a Sicilian familia in another city. That boss had fronted the initial money to start the Jolly Roger fifteen years ago. Roger, Roger Junior and Rocco had wanted to buy out the loan and, because of Rocco, the boss had agreed and walked away.
 
   Roger Junior had no interest at the time in running the Jolly Roger, but agreed to be a silent, majority partner, holding 51%. Without Junior’s money, Roger Senior and Rocco didn’t have enough to buy the place, so they took Junior’s money and struck up an agreement among the three of them. That agreement – for Junior to remain silent – ended when Roger Senior had the stroke and couldn’t run the business.
 
   A fed-up Rocco had approached Roger Senior about coming back, which he agreed to do. At that point, they needed to get Junior out of the business. Rocco asked his old boss – who was his uncle – to help convince Junior to leave and become a silent partner again.
 
   Three men had arrived that morning and met with Junior, who was alone at the Jolly Roger, a few hours before Alie had arrived.  Junior refused the offer, at which point one of the visitors “snapped his lower left arm like a twig,” in Rocco’s words.
 
   A screaming Roger Junior, infuriated beyond reason, still refused to cooperate. At that point one man grabbed him and another fastened a garrote around Junior’s neck and began to strangle him, while the third guy pulled some papers out of his pocket. The strangler loosened the garrote momentarily so Roger could listen. Since he didn’t want the offered deal, he was to sign over all his shares to his father and Rocco, for a total remuneration of $255,000, or $5000 per share. He had ten seconds to decide, before they would strangle him to death. He signed, the garrote still around his neck. Then he was told they would take him to the airport where a private plane would take him to his new cabin in some unheard-of village in Alaska.
 
   If he ever showed his face in the lower 48 states again …
 
   To emphasize the point, they shattered his nose.
 
   They waited for Glenda to arrive. They already had plans for her. Actually, they had a buyer for her.
 
   Roger was finishing. “… so we’re closin’ for a week, then openin’ next Friday under new management - actually, new old management. Minx will headline. Patti will be the other solo, and Marlene and Crystal have said they want to continue to dance together. You four stick around a couple minutes.
 
   “I’m payin’ for your unplanned vacation,” Roger told everyone. “Rocco has a check for each of yous,” he laughed at his own joke, “that totals your base pay plus your average tips. See you all next Friday.”
 
   I waited. It sounded like everyone else had left except Roger and the four top dancers.
 
   “I got somethin’ for you four,” Roger said. “In these envelopes,” I felt him put something in my hand; he must have given the same thing to the others, “is a certificate for 6 percent ownership in the Jolly Roger for each of you. So together you’ll have 24 percent, Rocco will have 38 percent, and I’ll have 38 percent. It’s my way of tryin’ to compensate you for what my idiot son did to you.
 
   “You’ll also get new contracts. Only fifteen percent of your tips will go to the house now. As owners, you’ll get some of that back as annual profit too. Plus you can leave at any time without penalties. But I sure hope you’ll stay.
 
   “Here’s a package for each of you, with your fixes for the next week. I’ll keep you supplied until we can get each of you cleaned up. I’m sorry. For now, it’s the best I can do.”
 
   None of us had expected what happened there. I certainly didn’t. Apparently, there were some decent people in this naked-dancing business after all.
 
   I walked out into the cold afternoon, shivering from the brisk wind, using my cane to find my way. Like I used to. Like I would tomorrow. And every tomorrow to come. Cold, blind, and alone.
 
   And that was it. I could live with my body modifications, though I hated the way I had to talk now. All the other problems were solved, except for my Big Three: I was still blind – nothing was going to change that; I was still a junkie – I didn’t know if I could get clean without the tea I no longer had; and most painfully - I’d lost Rina.
 
   For once, the day had ended better than it had begun. Was it enough to keep me going?
 
   I wasn’t sure.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue – By Your Side
 
    
 
   I stayed with Megan for a couple days to decompress. She’d just returned from a long-planned vacation that she finally took, after I recovered from having lost my eyes. Frankly, I was afraid to be alone right then. I didn’t trust myself. My depression and despair were frequently consuming me.
 
   I missed Rina.
 
   And I didn’t want to be blind for the rest of my life.
 
   Mostly … I missed Rina.
 
   Several days later, I walked the few blocks from Megan’s condo to my deserted house. The weather was still cold, but dry. I thought my mood had stabilized, but I was empty inside. I had money and I would make more – without whoring. I’d achieved some modicum of security, but I’d lost the important things.
 
   I went inside and smoked a cigarette. It was 5:00, a little early, but I went ahead and shot up the Easy X cocktail.
 
   I sat down on the couch, pulled down my jeans, and started playing with my clit as the Easy X hit me. I came immediately.
 
   Maybe an hour later, there was a soft nock at the door. I pulled my jeans back up and went to find out who was there. I was pretty sure it would be Rocco. The big guy always nocked softly, and never used the doorbell.
 
   “Wocco?” I called out from my side of the door.
 
   At first there was no answer. Then I heard a small voice say, “Alie? It’s Rina.”
 
   I flung open the door and said, “Wina?”
 
   “Oh Alie … oh Alie. I … I …”
 
   “WINA!” I reached out for her and pulled her to me. I could smell her lilies-of-the-valley perfume, feel her warmth through the heavy coat.
 
   “Wina awe you … I mean, why awe you hewe? Oh Wina, I’ve mithed you tho!”
 
   “I can’t live without you, Alie. I’m back to stay, if you’ll let me. I called you a couple weeks ago and couldn’t get hold of you. Megan was gone and I couldn’t get her either. Then she came back and called me and told me what had happened. That was a few days ago. I came as soon as I could get off the island.”
 
   “The iwand?” I didn’t care, I was so glad she was back. Oh Rina!
 
   “Grand Cayman. I be staying with Shawnte, Mon.”
 
   “I thought I detected a thlight acthent.”
 
   “I hate to tell you this, Alie, but I don’t think I’m the one with the accent.” I felt her lips curl up in a smile as she kissed me again.
 
   I tried to laugh, but I could only cry sweet tears of joy. “My tongue ith fuww of thtuds and wireth now.”
 
   I pulled her into the house, tore off her coat, and put my arms around her neck, grabbed the back of her head, and pressed her lips to mine. She kissed me back passionately, holding me with all her might. Her cheeks were as wet as mine.
 
   Then it hit me. “Wina! What happened to youw haiw?” It felt kinky and springy like mine.
 
   “I visited Romania’s and traded up. It’s exactly like yours now. Oh Alie … I’m so sorry I left. If I hadn’t left, you might never have been attacked.”
 
   “You can’t thay that. It’th in the patht now. I’m tho happy to have you back! You awe thtaying, wight?”
 
   “Yes, I’m staying for as long as you’ll have me. I’m getting a job back at the River’s Edge Handicapped Services Center.”
 
   “You got youw old dob back? That’th gweat!” Now I really knew she planned to stay.
 
   “Not my old job. I can’t be a manager now – besides, someone else is in my old position and they can’t just fire him. I’ll be an O&M instructor – the job I really love.”
 
   “That’th wondewfuw newth!” I was so happy! Then I knew I needed to clear the slate.
 
   “Wina, you need to know … I had to go back. I needed a dob. Wogew hooked me again aftew I went back. I’m high wight now. But Duniow ith out now.”
 
   “Roger Junior is history?”
 
   “Yeth. Wogew Theniow ith back, but I’m an addict … again. I had quit wike I promithed you …”
 
   “It doesn’t matter anymore. I knew you’d cleaned up like you always said you would. Megan told me that Junior had shot you up and put you on the horse again. That’s why I rushed to Romania’s – out of the clear blue and past closing time. When I got there the sign said ‘closed.’ I tried the door anyway and it was open - Neculai looked up and said, ‘Alo Rina, we’ve been waiting for you.’ Believe it or not, they needed straight blonde hair again. They still had the magic or whatever to give me what you have, so I traded.”
 
   “You twaded fow what?”
 
   “Tea, Alie! I traded for tea! Enough for you, Marlene, Crystal and Patti to break the heroin habit. I drive a hard bargain.”
 
   “You twaded your bwonde haiw fow tea, fow me – fow all fouw of uth? Oh Wina! I wove you!”
 
   “I love you too Alie. I love you so much.”
 
   “Even though I tawk funny now?” I knew I sounded like an idiot.
 
   “I don’t care, I need to be with you. Always”
 
   “But how did you do it?” I asked. The sisters had said they’d only give it to me that one time.
 
   “Yeah, I could hardly believe they traded for the tea. Remember, they’d told us it was a one-time thing. I sort of had to persuade them. I was talking to Neculai and Miruna and I noticed another woman, dressed mostly like them, standing in the back of the store. She had these brilliant emerald eyes, but they had a vacant look about them. It turns out, she was another sister visiting there, and that’s what helped me convince them to trade. I finally closed the deal when I agreed to an additional trade with the sister.”
 
   “What additionaw twade, Wina?” I felt goose bumps. Something wasn’t right, but I didn’t know what it was.
 
   Rina kissed me again. “What mowe did you twade, Wina?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter what else I traded. I had to help you. I’d let you down, and I had to make it right. I had to get you off the smack.”
 
   “What did you twade, my Wove?” I started to cry as I continued to hug Rina and she kept holding me tightly.
 
   “Their sister’s eyes had been damaged. The doctors had to remove them. She had prosthetics. As soon as I found out, I knew I could help her.”
 
   “You twaded bwind twaining and youw bwonde haiw for the tea. That wath gweat!”
 
   “Not exactly, Alie.”
 
   “Wina, what did you twade?”
 
   “I had to do it for you, Alie. I had to get you off the heroin for the second and last time. Now I can truly promise that I’ll always be with you. I traded my eyes, Alie. The sisters’ magic made it possible. The blind sister has my eyes now and I have her prosthetics. I’m blind, love, exactly like you.”
 
    
 
   End
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Title Songs
 
    
 
   The chapter titles in Eighteen Months are all from songs: some older, some contemporary. In case you’re interested, here are the songs, and artists:
 
    
 
   Prologue – Breaking the Law: Judas Priest, 1980.
 
   Chapter 1 - Go Where You Wanna Go: Mamas and Papas, 1966.
 
   Chapter 2 - Blind: Korn, 1994.
 
   Chapter 3 - Hold On: Alabama Shakes, 2012.
 
   Chapter 4 - Starting a New Life: Tom Dice, 2012.
 
   Chapter 5 - Dancing in the Dark: Bruce Springsteen, 1984.
 
   Chapter 6 - I am Not My Hair: India.Arie & Akon, 2006.
 
   Chapter 7 - Need You Tonight: INXS, 1987.
 
   Chapter 8 - I Never Thought I’d See the Day: Sade, 1988.
 
   Chapter 9 - A Change Would Do You Good: Cheryl Crow, 1996.
 
   Chapter 10 - DD’s: Iggy & the Stooges, 2013.
 
   Chapter 11 – Dancing Machine: The Jackson 5, 1974.
 
   Chapter 12 - Let’s Get It On: Marvin Gaye, 1973.
 
   Chapter 13 – La La Land: Green Velvet, 2001.
 
   Chapter 14 – Stop Stop Stop: The Hollies, 1966.
 
   Chapter 15 – La Isla Bonita: Madonna, 1987.
 
   Chapter 16 – Gypsy: Lady Gaga, 2013.
 
   Chapter 17 – Needle and the Damage Done: Neil Young, 1971.
 
   Chapter 18 – If I were You: Jason Castro, 2010.
 
   Chapter 19 – It Must Have Been Love: Roxette, 1990
 
   Chapter 20 – After Dark: Tito and Tarantula, 1996.
 
   Chapter 21 – End of the Innocence: Don Henley, 1989.
 
   Epilogue – By Your Side: Sade, 1999.
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