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This is a short story.
He wasn’t very handsome, but there was still time and Veronica wanted to fuck.
His name was Elijah, and they had met in the grocery store downstairs from her apartment about an hour ago. Tall and lean, Veronica could already picture him naked. According to her overly feral imagination, Elijah looked like he’d be a much nicer dinner than Breakfast and Lunch had been, if she could figure out how to get his damn clothes off.
But with barely three hours left, all he wanted to do was talk.
“It wasn’t always like this,” Elijah said, lying on her bed fully-dressed and staring up at the ceiling.
Veronica lay beside him on her elbows, kicking off her heels. “Like what?”
“Men used to be the hornier gender.”
“I find that hard to believe,” she replied, timidly searching for his erection over the top of his jeans.
“Well, not really,” he admitted, ignoring her probing hand. “It’s more of a human thing… Keep something away from someone for long enough and it makes them want it more. They didn’t like the power that women had. The law changed everything.”
At last, she found it. 
He was definitely growing.
Thank God, she thought.
“Which law?”
He waved his hand vaguely.
“TLC Day.”
Veronica sighed.
Actually, she had invited him upstairs because he had nice hands.
She noticed them while they were both reaching for the same jar of sauce.
Thick fingers. Clean nails.
No wedding ring.
She had looked at his hand, then at the clock above the checkout counter.
8:43 p.m.
She had three hours and seventeen minutes left.
“I know it wasn't always like this,” Veronica said. “My grandmother told me.”
Veronica unbuttoned her blouse to reveal ample breasts inside a white lace bra.
She hoped that he wouldn’t notice the hickey on her chest from earlier.
He seemed unfazed by both.
“Don’t you find me attractive?”
“Of course.”
“Then what is it?”
“What did your grandmother say?”
“Are we really doing a history lesson tonight?”
“You should know what you're participating in.”
She laughed.
“I haven't participated in anything except being female in America.”
Veronica knew that ‘TLC’ stood for ‘Total Liberation of Consensuality’ - like most everyone else - although nobody called it that anymore. The government had stopped using that language years ago. On federal media, the holiday was called ‘TLC Day,’ with most people today assuming the acronym stood for something casual and benign.
They had twenty-four hours.
From midnight to midnight.
During those twenty-four hours, unmarried adults could have sex with whomever they wanted. 
Every other day of the year, sex between unmarried people was one of the most serious crimes in America.
The penalty was death.
In theory, the law had been sold to the public as a restoration of morality. The politicians who created it called it a necessary correction to the chaos of the old world.
But in practice, the correction had always seemed… selective.
She’d heard rumors about men receiving probation, or just a fine. Even with witnesses willing to testify - perhaps a short prison sentence.
However, a single woman caught having sex was always a capital offense.
Of course, Veronica knew all this.
But TLC Day was the only day of the year that she could actually find a husband and hope to escape this stupid tradition.
A married woman could have sex whenever she wanted.
Well… with her husband, that is.
And instead of fucking her like a normal person, Elijah would rather discuss the Constitution.
“Do you understand what happened?” he asked.
“I understand that men made the rules.”
He smiled at her uncomfortably, as if he had written the law himself.
“There was this idea that sexual freedom had destroyed the family unit.”
“Did it?”
“Of course not... It was just a strategy to change the power dynamic.”
Veronica slipped off her miniskirt, showcasing matching lace underpants.
“We could be having this conversation with you inside me.”
“Obviously it worked.”
Veronica looked at the clock.
10:12.
She rolled over and touched his face.
“We don't have to fix America tonight.”
“That's exactly the problem.”
She smiled, but secretly she was becoming annoyed.
“We only have a couple of hours. You're single. I'm single. We like each other well enough.”
“But we don't know each other.”
She started unbuckling his belt as she spoke.
“Elijah, you don't have to marry me tonight. You don't have to save me. We can’t overthrow the government.”
“What do you want?”
She looked at him as though the answer was both obvious and infuriating.
“This. Now. You.”
He sighed.
“And tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow can figure out tomorrow.”
“You don't understand,” he said, sitting up and pulling away.
“I understand perfectly.”
“TLC Day isn't freedom. It's a pressure valve.”
Veronica had just about had enough. 
“They lock everyone in a cage and then open the door for one day,” Elijah continued, pointing at a window. “Everyone celebrates. Everyone tells themselves they're free.”
Veronica was unable to hide it any longer.
“You have a lot of nerve,” she stared accusingly, then glanced at the clock on her microwave. “Especially since the system you keep complaining about benefits you.”
10:47.
“I'm starting to think you're not going to sleep with me.”
“I don't think we should.”
She stared at him in disbelief.
“Are you serious?”
“I don't want our first act together to be in cooperation with a system that treats you like property.”
“You're worried about my dignity?”
“Yes.”
“Then marry me tomorrow and we can fuck all we want.”
Silence.
She stood up with purpose.
“I think the government already owns everything it can get its hands on.”
In a defiant frenzy, Veronica stripped down completely naked at the foot of the bed. “But tonight, for twenty-four hours, they don't own this.”
He averted his eyes.
“Look at me.”
He did.
“Do you want me?”
“Yes.”
“Am I beautiful?”
“Yes.”
He looked away.
Veronica closed her eyes, feeling angry tears rising to the surface. “You can’t leave.”
“I thought I could do this. That’s why I came up here.”
“Please.”
“I hope someday you won't have to choose between being safe and being free.”

He left.
It was 11:37.
◆◆◆


Veronica waited in the middle of her small apartment, frozen like a marble statue.
At midnight, every clock in America changed in unison.
Feeling raw and exposed, she walked over to the telephone.
The dispatcher answered on the second ring.
“What is your emergency?”
“I'd like to report a crime.”
There was a pause.
“What kind of crime?”
“Sexual.”
She gave them Elijah’s name and description, and answered all their questions.
“Did he force himself on you?”
“Yes.”
“When?”
“After midnight.”
There was a longer pause.
“Thank you for your report.”
She hung up.




◆◆◆
Veronica went to bed.
She slept surprisingly well.
The police arrived early the next morning.
Three officers stood in the hallway.
Two male, and one female.
The woman held a touchscreen device.
“Veronica?”
“Yes.”
“You are under arrest.”
Veronica stared at her. From the patches on her uniform, she thought the woman might be in charge.
“For what?”
“Unlawful Encounter.”
Veronica laughed.
It was the same laugh she had used several times the night before.
One of the male officers stepped forward.
“Please turn around.”
“Why are you arresting me?”
The female supervisor looked at her in silence.
For just a second, something passed across her face.
Pity.
Or shame.
Maybe both.
“But I was the victim.”
“The law doesn't recognize the distinction,” the supervisor said, typing.
He took out his handcuffs, applying them gently to her wrists.
Outside, the sun was rising over America.
And elsewhere, in apartments and homes all across the country, men and women were already looking forward to next year.
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