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I’ve never understood why boys finish into socks. I can only guess the reason it became 
accepted practice: socks are usually available in a teenager’s bedroom; they’re softer than 
napkins, and better for the environment, too. I never tried. Perhaps I missed out on something 
seminal. Perhaps—I feel myself soften and refocus on the task in hand. 
 I close my eyes and think of Emma, fresh out of the shower, her shoulder gently pressed 
against the door frame, long blonde hair still wet, as she lets her towel fall to the floor. I think of 
Emma outstretched, grasping the edge of the mattress to match my thrusts. I think of Emma out 
of breath as she straddles me, pins my arms, and takes control. I think of Emma out of obligation. 

I need to keep my ears sharp for the sound of the door, so I can stop at a moment’s notice, 
because I fear someone will enter and hear a distinctive sound. I’m paranoid people will know 
and decipher guilt from my flushed face and light sweat so, starting a little over a month ago, 
I’ve been making the trip to the sparsely populated seventeenth-floor washroom of my office 
complex every day around two p.m. to masturbate. With sad frustration, I admit defeat. It’s 
difficult to orgasm on high alert. 

 
At home, I wait for Emma to log on while a bowl of perogies turns cold on my lap. As of 

five months ago, she lives in Cairo, working with an international organization to empower 
women through education. She had to take the offer and I was excited for her. We didn’t end 
things, nor did we have much of a conversation about us. We knew her leaving was coming, and 
then it went. Sometimes our schedules overlap for an hour or two, but due to the time difference 
typically I get her messages in the morning and she gets my reply at night. 

Should I say again how much I miss her and try to rearrange the words to make the 
thought sound new? Or is it a reassurance to hear the same words? Do I tell her I used her for 
inspiration in the washroom today? Is that complementary? Should I just talk about my day, like 
I used to when I came home? How many romantic, daily letters shared by couples separated by 
circumstance are completely banal? 

“Darling, my love, I yearn for you and the roof is leaking.” 
“Darling, my love, still yearning. Still leaking.” 
“Darling, see previous letter.” 
Distance supposedly makes the heart grow fonder, but I’m not sure. Lately, I worry if 

distance weakens; that the heart is forgetful. 
When Emma appears online, I start by saying I miss her. She misses me too. She uses an 

enthusiastic number of exclamation points when I say I’ve been thinking of visiting. She asks if 
I’m eating well and if I’m still having trouble sleeping. Am I still burning through sick days? 

Emma keeps me updated with photos of the work she does and the trips she takes around 
Europe and parts of Africa. It seems every weekend she’s in a place I need to google to even 
know where it is. Lately our conversations have grown more distant. I react to what she says but 
I never feel like I’m part of the world within the conversation; I linger behind. She says I need to 
get out more. Whenever the conversation turns to me, my little anecdotes about misheard lunch 
orders and failed bathroom orgasms make me feel stale and small. If staying young is an 



abundance of new experiences, then I’ve aged ten years in the months since Emma left while she 
hasn’t felt the passing of a single day. 

 
Does everyone else know what their kinks are? Was someone supposed to tell me about 

mine or am I left to hopefully stumble into what turns my dial all the way up? I scroll through 
stories on my phone and wait for something to send a shiver through me. Dozens of stories about 
hot moms and loving wives, seductive teachers and precocious students, bondage, romance, 
lesbian, straight, excited, reluctant, solo and group and, still, not one here is the thing for me. 
When there’s so much sex but nothing feels welcoming it can’t help but seem like I’m the 
wallflower who arrived late to an orgy when all the good spots are taken. 

I hear the bathroom door open and quickly stop scrolling, instantly guilty and insecure. 
Someone enters the stall to my right. I hear him settle into his seat and pull down his pants. We 
sit in the weighty, agonizing silence reserved for public washrooms. 

After a minute of quiet, I hear a unique but familiar sound. The rustle of fabric, the 
friction of skin, a change in the cadence of his breathing. I don’t dare move as though I had come 
face-to-face with a wild animal. It doesn’t take long to confirm what I knew instantly. Similar to 
how the courts define pornography, I know the sound of masturbation when I hear it. 

Rooted in place, scared to bring attention to my own existence, I listen to the stranger 
beside me touch himself, either unknown or uncaring of my presence five feet away, scantily 
separated by a partition. I want to laugh at the audacity of the man, but something stops me. It’s 
like a wave. 

Below the barrier, I can see his legs straighten and shift. His shoes are brown suede. A 
tingle begins at the base of my neck. My skin flushes and warms. Does he know I’m here? He 
must. I lean closer and hear him exhale, barely audible. A slow, dull pulse travels down my spine 
to my hips, a pleasurable ache forces my hand. Close my eyes: 

In the parking lot of a strip mall after a night out. Emma, stumble drunk off sangria, 
dragging me to the backseat. She’s biting her lip. Her tongue is cold, and she moans into my 
mouth. A small yeah escapes the stall beside me. I try to mimic it, to announce connection, but it 
catches in my throat. My calves tighten. Imagine someone in the stall with me, hands mauling 
my body, craving me, pulling me closer. I knead my leg, my other palm gripping and pumping 
with a desperate, mad conviction. The stranger beside me lets out a low grunt. 

I know the feeling. I try to delay myself from finishing as I rip toilet paper from the roll 
and cover my load like someone would blanket a fire. 

From the other stall, I hear a voice say, “did you?” 
“Yeah,” I say after a short pause to catch my breath. 
Without any acknowledgement, the man stands and leaves the stall. He quickly rinses his 

hands and exits the bathroom. I am alone. Gradually, my chest returns to its normal pattern of 
rise and fall and clarity creeps its way back. Pants around my ankles, a wad of tissues in my 
hand, and a penetrating sense of guilt, shame, and confusion has my stomach rolling like a 
cement mixer. I sit in the stall for a while, waiting on a settling feeling I know won’t soon come. 

 
I know it’s him because I know it’s him. I can feel it through my whole body. Over the 

last couple weeks, we have developed a wordless schedule. It was always signaled by a silence, 
but not any type of silence. When it’s he and I alone, there’s direct current shooting through the 



nothing; a palpable, noticeable lack of noise, capable of turning me on like nothing else. It’s been 
a few days without this thrill unlike any other. 

Separate when we are together, together though we are separated, sharing the artificial 
clean and the droning hum of the fluorescent lights. Sometimes we are stopped by an intruder, 
most times we aren’t. Around two p.m., I take the stairs up to the seventeenth floor, excited since 
morning, and wait. I always arrive first. He is the next person to enter. He takes the adjacent stall 
and I luxuriate in the build-up, tense and intoxicating like the climb of a rollercoaster. I shift, 
almost uncomfortable with the tease as I wait for a sign from a person I can’t see. 

The sound of his belt unbuckling rings out like a starting gun. I’m too quick off the jump, 
too eager to be sexy, too into myself. I’m noisier than I’ve ever been, gasping, moaning, as if my 
original fear was never mine but the reservations of someone less bold. My hand presses the cold 
partition and the metal creaks. I’m close when I hear his voice for the second time. 
 “Don’t finish,” he says. 
 I stop instantly, stunned almost as much by hearing his voice as I am by the words. 
Through short, harsh breaths, I say, “what?” 
 “Don’t finish.” 
 I don’t know why, but I comply. I remove my hand from my penis and wait, listening to 
the sound of skin-on-skin steadily rise in speed and intensity until it’s clear his ass lifts from the 
seat as he comes. A line of toilet paper Rapunzel’s to the tile floor before being torn at the top 
and then the awkward noise of him cleaning up. He flushes the toilet, washes his hands, and exits 
the bathroom all while I, still hard, stare at the faded green of a bathroom stall door.  
 Back at my desk, I can’t stop tapping my leg and I’m unable to focus for any real 
duration. There’s a dull throb echoing out from my pelvis and gut, a pressure that grants me a 
solidarity with a kinked hose. Unable to take it any longer, I rush to the seventeenth-floor 
washroom, into the same stall where I was instructed not to, and finish quickly and without much 
effort. But it goes downhill after the climax and the betrayal has a shame roll over me like a 
storm cloud. I wash my hands again and again, like a perverted Lady Macbeth. My stomach is an 
empty mine shaft, all bottomed out and hollow. I feel ugly all day. 

 
I’m not sure of the tact required to tell the man in the other stall that I’m not in the mood. 

That it’s not him, it’s me. I’m tempted to say I have a headache. I’m still rattled by how much 
someone whom I haven't seen, whose voice I’ve barely heard, and whose skin I’ve never felt 
could affect me to such a degree. 

He’s in the stall beside me and I’m looking down, demanding answers from my 
shoelaces. I imagine being touched on the shoulders and turning my head away dramatically. I 
think I can hear a question in the ruffling noises he’s creating or at least I hope I can. It dawns on 
me how much I’ve put into an idea with no answers, deriving meaning from the weight I extract 
from the stillness of the air between two bathroom stalls. 

“Who are you?” I say. He stops and I can tell he’s holding his breath. I lean my head 
back and force air out. “What are we doing?” 

There’s a noisy rattle as he hurries to pull up his pants. I slam my fist against the 
partition. “Come on!” He fumbles with the lock on the stall door. “Say something, please.” 

Before he can leave the washroom, the door opens and someone enters and in a cheery, 
business-casual voice says “Hey, Morgan! Glad I ran into you. Are you heading to the BPAC 
meeting tomorrow?” He doesn’t get a verbal response. 



My heart does parkour up into my throat. Morgan. His name is Morgan. 
 Back at my desk, I search “Morgan” in the company directory. There’s only one male 
Morgan. The profile doesn’t have a photo, but he works on the fifteenth floor. I don’t hesitate 
and immediately make my way up the stairs to his department. I want answers as to what this is 
and what this means and what this is supposed to say about me. I need resolution. 
 I march through the rows of cubicles, scanning the names written on gold nameplates like 
a hawk while people in swivel chairs and hands-free headsets stare at spreadsheets, oblivious to 
the manhunt occurring in their area. Three-quarters of the way around the floor, fourth in a line 
of five near the window, I see Morgan for the first time. 

His head is burrowed in a thick contract as he makes small marks in red pen down along 
the sheets. He’s older than me by maybe twenty years and gray flecks the brown hair near his 
temple. He’s clean shaven. No hint of shadow. His shirt is white with thin, vertical blue stripes 
leading to a starched collar. No tie. His shoes are brown suede. I watch him as though he’s not 
real; a character in a movie I thought I remembered better than I actually do. He pauses and 
stares out the window and my eyes follow the path of his. He turns to me and jumps, startled by 
my presence. 

“Whoa, you snuck up on me.” 
“Morgan.” 
“That’s me,” he says and extends a hand. A simple gold wedding band wraps around one 

of his thick fingers. He spots me fixating on it and subconsciously rubs it with his other hand 
when he withdraws his greeting. “Is there anything I can do for you?” 

“I don’t know.” 
“We’re not going to get very far then, are we?” 
He studies me with an eyebrow raised and I can tell we’re both wondering why I’ve come 

to his desk with nothing to say. 
“I just had to know what you looked like.” 
The colour drains from his face in real-time. He shakes his head and his eyes are wide 

and fearful. His mouth opens and closes opens and closes but no sound comes out. I screw my 
head down on my shoulders and play small and pose no threat, but he shies further away with 
each minute move I make. 

I want to say so many words he doesn’t want to hear; the small steps between us as wide 
as the Atlantic Ocean. Nothing separates like wanting the connection and, in doing so, I’ve 
ruined something beautiful.  

“I’m sorry,” is all I manage to squeak out before turning and leaving with my head down. 
 

I’m alone, again, sitting with my chin in the palm of my hand. My elbow leans against 
my leg for support. My pants are around my ankles in the stall of the seventeenth-floor men’s 
washroom. 

When I think of Morgan, I tell myself I’m proud, but pride and shame are each sides of 
the same line and as the time passed I’ve been casually collapsing beneath the weight of 
realization. It’s not about the journey or the destination. If it were, a road trip would be fun there 
and back instead of only on the way there. It’s all about arriving somewhere new. 

It’s been nearly a year since Emma left. I try to think of her, but I’ve forgotten the 
subtleties in her voice and the nuances in her expressions. I hold to fixed images grabbed from 
more vivid memories and a tranquil feeling settles over me like lightly falling snow. 



The bathroom door swings open and drags me to the present. Slow footsteps plant and lift 
from the tile floor with small suction noises. To feign having a reason for being here I stare 
forward and find patterns in the scratches on the surface of the stall door. After a few moments 
without sound my body perks up. The nothing continues and my heart races. I look toward the 
partition with hopeful eyes. Not one sound. I can feel an energy, there’s an excitement that skims 
along the static only two of us can hear… the tender invitation of total silence. 


