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  INTRODUCTION by Del Grayson, Ph.D.


  Sebastion Gray has almost overnight carved himself an enviable niche in the world of erotic fiction. His first two books, The Slit and Tropic of Taurus, set off a nervous twitch in the scissored hands of our censors and delighted critics who applauded a fresh new prose style—a style that is all too often lacking in the field of erotic literature.


  Tossing aside the abject realism of Henry Miller, or even Mickey Spillane, Sebastion Gray prefers to work in a world of symbolism, and this often gives his work an eerie quality. One is suddenly much more concerned with what lies just below the surface, the meaning of the work which only occasionally wafts through the vaporous prose. And while a great deal of erotic fiction seemingly has no meaning, no delicate probing of the mysteries of life, Mr. Gray's book abounds in philosophy and probed the most sensitive areas of human life.


  While each individual in this world varies from another, all human beings have certain common denominators, anxiety about the purpose and direction of life itself, a fear of the unknown, death, the relationship of the individual to society as a whole, intrapersonal relationships, love, birth, and, most of all, sex.


  It seems almost ridiculous to point out that sex is one of the three most basic human drives, yet this simple truth is often lost on those who would have us hide our heads and make-do as best we can with this most intimate of human forms of behavior. And it is important to note that man's greatest anxiety, the search for an identity, is tied firmly to sexual behavior. For it is here that man literally finds himself and his place in society. Once this primary need is resolved, man can go on to greater heights in his continuing battle to better himself and the human race as a whole.


  This search for identity, the probing of the sensitive human sexual personality, provides the basic theme for Sebastion Gray's works to date. The Slit, his first and immensely popular book, gave us an exciting modem parallel to Ovid's story of Philemon and Baucis from Metamorphoses. Using the early Roman poet's story of two poor cottage people in Phrygia who were visited by the god Jupiter and granted any wish they might make because they had given him such a pleasant stay with them, author Gray told a story of true love which found itself after two mortals wallowed in every low and mean form of human behavior. Like Philemon and Baucis, who made the wish with the god Jupiter that they be turned into an oak and Linden tree, Mr. Gray's heroes waded through a morass of abnormal behavior to find everlasting love.


  What made the author's approach in The Slit so exciting was his striking parallel to an ancient legend. Many authors have worked with this same legend, including Goethe, Shakespeare, Milton and Hemmingway, but none had taken it into the realm of eroticism. Ovid, incidentally, took this from an earlier Greek version where Zeus was the god and Philemon and Baucis were temple priests.


  I had the pleasure of writing the introduction to The Slit and made the statement that Mr. Gray had blazed himself a trail of high quality which he might find difficult to follow in subsequent works. The challenge did not bother Mr. Gray one bit. His second book, Tropic of Taurus, continued in the same vein and again probed into the deep meanings, of life. Tropic of Taurus took us on a cruise through sexual deviations, the characters immersing themselves in total sexuality until they were forced to face the problem of “after sex, what?” The criticism of Tropic of Taurus was that although Mr. Gray stated the problem vividly and beautifully, he provided no solution to the searing question which burns brightly in our contemporary society. Countering this criticism, of course, is the self-evident truth that before a solution to any problem can be found we must first recognize and understand the problem. And, in my opinion, this is precisely why Sebastion Gray is such an exciting find in our contemporary literary world. With deft strokes on a bold canvas he paints life as it exists— not the harsh realism of the everyday physical world, but the subtle tones of our sensitive inner being.


  The aphrodisiac in Aphrodisiac, those mysterious pods from the Mayan temple in Guatemala, is symbolic of the elixir of life for which all men, consciously or subconsciously, search. And because man's personality is basically sexual in nature, Mr. Gray argues here that the elixir of life parallels the myth of the aphrodisiac—both being scientifically unsound but psychologically powerful forces in our lives.


  Following the popular trend in modern fiction, Mr. Gray creates no hero in his study of life. Esther Price, her deceased husband, Phillip, Kurt Martin, and even the treacherous guide sarcastically named “Noble,” are all anti-heroes. Each character is engaged in a desperate search for his or her identity, and, Mr. Gray tells us, bent on self-destruction which each is destined to accomplish in his or her own way.


  On the surface this appears to be an extension of the currently popular philosophies of existentialism and nihilism, the total rejection of established laws and traditions, and the belief that man exists as a result of biological law rather than divine design. But Mr. Gray actually takes us beyond that. He casts aside these philosophies and concentrates on the inner being, that which must exist before any philosophy can be developed.


  The question which haunts many anthropologists is just how close to the real meaning of life did some of the more advanced ancient societies come than our current materialistic approach has led us. Many wonder if our technical advances in the realm of science have not blinded us to the more philosophical meanings of our existence. It would seem obvious that Mr. Gray also harbors some doubts in this area. And although his story is couched deftly in symbolism, he removes his characters from any materialistic influence by casting them adrift in the deep Guatemala jungles. Here they are forced to come to grips with life as it is, life without any of the artificial devices we use to escape from our inner conflicts.


  There will be those who find Aphrodisiac an ugly story, as they find anything which bares the human soul to public view ugly, and others who will find it a beautiful work of art, but those who cast it aside because it deals with sex will indeed be missing a provocative insight into man. What Esther Price feels, what desires she experiences are common to all human beings. Some will say her promiscuous sexual behavior makes her abnormal, but this does not alter the fact that her desires are common in all human beings. It is the manner in which we handle these desires that dictates whether we are normal or abnormal in our behavioral patterns of life.


  What Sebastion Gray is pointing out is that regardless of the circumstantial factors of life itself, the human search for identity goes on, and life itself serves as an aphrodisiac. In his own way he tells us that if more of us understood this we'd be better able to cope with the everyday problems of living through an inner security based on a knowledge that we are not alone in our problems, that we share a common denominator with every other human being on earth.


  Like a disturbing canvas, a true work of art, the artist creates a multi-faceted meaning to his work. Each viewer will see a different meaning, something understandable within the context of his own terms of reference. This is doubly true with Aphrodisiac, where each reader, each student of human behavior, will discover some truth that has meaning in his or her life.


  For this reason I have deliberately avoided discussing the plot of this interesting story, believing that each reader is entitled to that exciting adventure of self-discovery. There are hundreds of questions to be answered: is Esther Price alive or dead, does she sacrifice herself on the altar of sex, does she find her identity, what is Kurt Martin's true identity and why does he sacrifice himself? Let the reader answer these disturbing questions for himself. In so doing he or she will have established a link of communication with the author, which is in truth the real purpose of all art—a link of communication.


  And one of the marvelous facets of Sebastion Gray's writing is that those who are not concerned with philosophy and the search for a meaning of life —those who read for entertainment and escape— will find his books an exciting adventure. And if they should see themselves reflected along the way in some character or incident, they will be that much richer for the experience.


  —Del Grayson, Ph.D.


  

  CHAPTER ONE


  She stood with her face under the veil, listening to the words being intoned by the university chaplain. Fuck him and his words without meaning, the thought. Religious words. Words from dead, sexless mouths bouncing off her unbelieving mind like ping-pong balls hitting a sheet of steel.


  She didn't believe a word the preacher was saying. She had never believed in words, and especially not now. But she had to pretend she did. She had to listen. It was expected of her.


  “And now abideth,” the chaplain said, his voice like a heavy rope straining over the edge of a bottomless pit, “faith, hope, charity—these three but the greatest of these is charity.”


  She heard the sibilant words from Corinthians, and they meant nothing to her.


  Nothing.


  Phillip was dead. He was as dead now as he would be ten thousand years from now. But she was alive. And she did not wish to think about death.


  She was sorry he was dead, but sorry for one reason only. And a corpse is no good for that. A corpse can't do what she wanted done. No corpse can.


  From behind the thick veil, she watched them lower the coffin—the large, humped vessel of bronze and polished silver. The coffin in which he lay. She tried to imagine him inside the box—dark, cold, dead. She was sure he wouldn't like it. He wouldn't like at all knowing that he was sinking into some endless, empty oblivion of blackness. She almost smiled, thinking of that great cock of his, cold and forever hard now under his funeral clothes. He wouldn't be using it—unless the dead wander at night as she once innocently thought, years ago.


  But one thing was sure. If the dead did walk, they also sported themselves in the same way as their live counterparts. And that would be good news for the female spirits hiding under the forest of monuments around Phillip.


  He'd fuck them all this very night.


  She was glad the veil hid the small smile stretching up the corners of her eyes. The sudden, whimsical picture of a ghostly Phillip—all erotic ectoplasm on the loose—chasing down the virginal slits in Mount Hope Cemetery after lights out, made her smile. Those female spirits, at least, were in for a lively eternity.


  “Dust to dust...” the chaplain said, soberly. “Ashes to ashes...”


  There was a certain amount of ritual to go through afterward. Phillip's friends and hers. All damp hands and sighs and brave smiles. Pats and little whispered encouragements. Offers to stay with her in the dark, sad hours ahead.


  But she managed, one way or another, to escape them.


  She wanted to be alone, she said.


  She needed to be alone.


  They understood. They were very understanding and kind.


  They left her alone.


  The instant she got back to the large stone house that had been her home with Phillip for the past year, she took off her veil, laid it aside with her gloves, and went to the phone.


  She dialed Kurt Martin's number from a little Faculty Directory Phillip kept in the desk drawer.


  The phone rang twelve times before she hung up.


  Then she went into the library where the bar was.


  Phillip's favorite Scotch stood rheumy and expensive-looking in the cut-glass decanter. She poured herself a good, strong drink, without ice, and wandered back into the living room. She sat down on the sofa, facing the phone, and sipped her drink.


  The house was very quiet.


  She could almost hear Phillip. It wasn't a sound she heard, but a feeling. She felt she could hear him still commanding the air around her, as if he refused—just yet—to let go of her.


  The feeling was not altogether unpleasant. She even felt a small, demanding throb in her vaginal area. She had learned to depend on Phillip for that.


  Depend?


  The word was as impotent to explain things as the preacher's had been to deal with death.


  She hadn't depended on Phillip, she had been physically addicted to him. He had become more than a man for her. He had become a drug, a sexual narcotic, a habit of lust itself.


  She sipped the strong drink again, feeling it worm down her throat with hot, acrid fingers.


  When she had the drink finished, she went to the phone and dialed Kurt Martin's number again.


  This time he answered on the second ring.


  “Kurt—”


  “Yes?”


  “Esther Price.”


  A small, sympathetic pause, then: “Esther are you all right?”


  “Yes, I'm fine.”


  “I tried to see you after the service, but there was such a crowd that—”


  “I'm all right. And I didn't call about that. I called because I want you to come over.”


  “Well—sure, Esther.” Another pause, less sympathetic, more concerned. “You're sure you're all right.”


  “Positive. But I want to talk to you.”


  “I'll be right over. Give me ten minutes, okay?”


  “I'll be waiting.”


  She depressed the phone bar with one finger, then replaced the receiver. She went upstairs to her room and took off the black dress, black stockings, black shoes.


  She took a bright, low-cut print out of her closet and put it on. She ran a comb through her hair, added lipstick and mascara, and checked herself critically from several angles in the mirror.


  When she was satisfied, she went back downstairs to the library and unlocked Phillip's desk.


  The little square box was still there.


  She opened it and stared quietly at the tiny dry pods nestled in their small, dark prison.


  Like Phillip in his box, she thought, dispassionately, except they are alive.


  Very, very much alive indeed.


  

  Kurt Martin sat at the opposite end of the sofa with his drink half-finished in his hand.


  His reaction to her dress—to her vivid make-up —had been a double one. Pleasure and vague disapproval. He felt that she had somehow violated the clearest canon of civilized behavior.


  But when he found that she was not going to tolerate his sympathy, or be incensed by his silent criticism, he shrugged and accepted the drink. And he sat now, at his end of the sofa, watching her much as a quick-witted bird watches the movements of a cat.


  He had known Esther only as long as she had been married to Phillip. But he had known Phil Price a long time. Since, in fact, he himself had come to the university as a graduate assistant in the chemistry department. Phil had been a full professor—if a youthful one—in the English department. That had been six years ago. Now he was a professor of chemistry, and Phil was dead.


  It still didn't seem possible.


  The death of Phil had shaken him, as death always did. Phil's case, it had hit him a little harder than usual. It was true that he hadn't seen much of Phil since the marriage, and he hardly knew Esther, but you don't forget six years of close friendship overnight. And to think that he would never see Phil again, never hear that healthy laugh, feel the clap of his hand on his shoulder—all of it was more than just disconcerting.


  It made him think—wonder—what the hell life was all about.


  And now, sitting there with his drink in his hand, looking at Esther Price, he realized even more strongly how much Phil had left behind when his car went over the side of that damned cliff.


  “Freshen your drink?” Esther said, smiling gently at him.


  “Uh—no, thanks.”


  He deliberately added nothing to that. He waited for her to speak.


  He still felt odd about being here at all. Where were Esther's friends? Where was even one friend! The thought occurred to him that the poor girl had simply been left alone, ignored by all those catty Faculty wives—who were probably taking to heart the rumors that had recently been circulating about Phil Price.


  Rumors borne of pure jealousy, he had always thought. The mean, degraded thoughts of mean and degrading little people who see in youth and intelligence and happiness all the thwarting of their own stupid desires.


  “Kurt—”


  “Yes, Esther?”


  “Did I ever tell you how I met Phil?”


  He shook his head a little gravely, and looked down at his drink. “No, I don't think you did, Esther, but—”


  “Did Phil ever tell you?”


  “No.”


  “Then I will. It can't matter very much now. Now that he's dead.”


  Kurt almost winced at the word. But he was glad nothing was revealed by his expression. He could stand to sit here and be a sounding board, if that was what Esther needed. He knew somebody had to do it.


  “I met Kurt a year ago—a year and two days ago, to be exact.”


  That surprised him a bit, but only a bit. He knew that Esther had been married only a year. But whirlwind romances had happened before, and would again, no doubt.


  “I had never heard of Phil Price before that,” Esther said, evenly. “I didn't know he existed. I had only just come here, as a secretary to Dean Bates.”


  “Arts and Sciences,” Kurt nodded, helpfully.


  “Yes. And on my third day, Professor Price— Phil—came into the office. He barely gave me a glance. I saw him, though, and I remember thinking that he was the most handsome man I'd ever seen in my life.”


  Kurt smiled vaguely. “Good-looking guy. Right.”


  “I remember thinking, 'now that's my idea of what a Hollywood professor should look like' —you know, a combination of Cary Grant and—and Warren Beatty.”


  Kurt smiled.


  “But he didn't speak to me. As far as I could see, he barely acknowledged my existence. And I didn't see Phil again until two days later—or, actually, two nights later. I saw him again then—in Dean Bates' office.”


  “At night—?” Kurt questioned, curious.


  “Yes. I was there late, doing some work for the dean. And Phil came in. He looked very excited.”


  She stopped, but Kurt sensed that it was not the kind of pause a distraught woman makes when she's trying to talk about her dead husband. He had the uncomfortable feeling she was pausing for his benefit. Pausing to make the dramatic tone of what she was saying just that much more effective.


  “What did Phil say?”


  She smiled. “It wasn't what he said, Kurt. It was what he did. He raped me.”


  Kurt was aware of the coldness of the highball glass in his hands. The word raped had come out of Esther's mouth like a snake. He felt a hollowness in his stomach. The little dull shock that vulgarity from a woman always produced in him.


  Her eyes were on him, and her small, ingratiating smile.


  “I don't understand, Esther,” he breathed.


  “Neither did I, Kurt. I didn't understand it at all. And I was terrified, at first. But I must say that, before it was over, I wasn't terrified at all. I was glorying in everything he was doing to me. I even wished—”


  “Esther, please. I know Phil's death has been a shock to you, but—”


  “You're wrong, Phil. It hasn't been a shock in the way you mean. In fact, I'd been expecting it. I knew it could come at any time. I knew—from the way he had been living. Recklessly. Without regard for his name, his position, for anything except himself.”


  “Jesus, Esther.”


  “I'm sorry if I'm shocking you, Kurt. That really wasn't my purpose. I have something else in mind, entirely. But I think you should know everything. I think you must know everything before I get to my —what is the term you professors are always using? —my primary point.”


  He waited, motionless, at his end of the sofa.


  She smiled again, and leaned slightly forward. The youthful, very-much-alive contours of her breasts rode out firmly under the low cut of her dress.


  “Phil raped me. He did it right there in Dean Bates' office. He didn't lock the door or anything. He simply took me into the dean's office and raped me on that big leather couch in the comer. I know what you're thinking. You're thinking it wasn't rape. When you're raped, you scream and claw and bellow like a maniac. And to that argument, I can only say, maybe you do, and maybe you don't. It depends on the girl. And in my case, I was no virgin. In fact, I've always been in love with sex. With the sex act itself. With males—and what males have to offer me.”


  He didn't speak. He was determined to let her vomit up all of it. Get the poison free of her system. He was sure that the tears would come as a finale. That it was hysteria and some subdued form of shock she was going through.


  “I had six orgasms with him—one right after the other, like a string of big firecrackers. I remember counting them in a kind of greedy delirium of ecstasy. He took me savagely, like a ram or a goat, with my panties only halfway to my ankles, and my dress thrown up around my waist like the most common whore on the market. And I felt that way, too, and loved it. I had been taken before, of course, and by some boys and men who were not exactly Don Juans in their politeness. But I'd never been had the way I was had that night. He seemed insatiable. His penis—”


  “Esther, I—I don't know why you're telling me all this.”


  She smiled. “Because you're the one I want to tell, Kurt. And for another very good reason, which I'll get to very shortly. But as I was saying, his penis was by no means the biggest I'd ever—well— thought about. It was...
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