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      From #1 New York Times bestselling author Lauren Blakely comes a sexy, emotional and deliciously addictive trilogy.

      

      
        
        Let me tell you everything I know about love…

      

        

      
        Love is a lie, a game, a chase. And most of all – it’s a battle every man and woman must fight for themselves.

      

        

      
        I don’t trust love for a second.

      

        

      
        Until I meet Trey.

      

        

      
        He’s just like me – dangerous, scarred, and keeping secrets that might be darker than mine.

      

        

      
        And I can’t seem to stay away from him even though I’ve promised to.

      

        

      
        How can this be the start of something when tomorrow it has to end?

      

      

      

      The Start of Us is the first novel in the No Regrets Trilogy.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      I first released the No Regrets trilogy in 2013, and I have since revamped, revised and restructured the trilogy to tighten the storyline, enhance characterization and update elements. The heart of the love story and the main characters remains the same. Enjoy!
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            Harley

          

        

      

    

    
      No Regrets.

      The neon-blue sign is both an invitation and a warning.

      It is also the reason I chose this shop for my first tattoo.

      That, and the fact that it has great online reviews. Because, let’s be honest, if you’re going to stick a needle in your skin, you want to make sure you’re not going to a butcher.

      I peer through the window of the West Village tattoo parlor, scanning the walls for images of its art. They are everywhere, crammed frame to frame. Up, down, across. Tigers, dragons, butterflies, dolphins, hearts, flowers, and oodles of abstract illustrations that look like calligraphy. Some are comical, some are beautiful.

      Soon, one of these drawings will brand me. Remind me of who I am.

      I’m not the kind of girl who gets inked. My skin is virginal, untouched by needles and piercings. I’m jittery because this is permanent. I’ve only ever been temporary. I’ve never done anything that lasts before.

      I’ve never needed to.

      Now I do.

      My nerves race around the thoroughfares in my body like they’re mapping the route to chaos, and I need to calm down. I can do this—brand myself like cattle so I don’t slide back to the way I was.

      A gust of cool November air scurries by, making me shiver and reminding me to get out of the cold and just do it. This is a defining moment in my life—the line between the past I leave behind, and the new girl that somehow, someway, I have to become.

      I pull on the brass handle, open the door, and walk into a tattoo parlor for the first time ever. I’ve entered a zone of coolness, a land of hip artistry, where everyone is badass and bold. It’s eight in the evening on a Tuesday and the shop is open for another hour, so it’s packed inside. There’s a gal lazily blowing bubbles with her chewing gum as she kicks her foot back and forth while waiting on a leather couch in the entryway. Black ink snakes up the small path of exposed skin from her collarbone to her earlobe.

      Indistinct metal music plays overhead.

      Two artists are working in the back of the shop, set up in little chrome cubicle areas, like at a hair salon, each with their shelves and tools, marking up customers. A large man is spread out on his belly as a guy with dyed-black hair gives him a back tattoo. I wonder if the black-haired guy is Trey, the tattoo artist I scheduled with. The other artist is hunched over, working on an ankle of a pretty redhead.

      As I wait, I check out the portfolios on the counter, flicking through pages of designs. So many designs my eyes feel like they’re swimming in black-and-blue lines, birds, and butterflies. But I don’t need to be looking through the portfolios. I know what I want on my body. I’m just passing the time until Trey is ready.

      “Hey. Can I help you with anything?”

      I look up from the drawing and into the eyes of the black-haired guy. Swarms of dragons adorn his arms. With his sleeves, jet-black dye job, and pierced lip, he clearly belongs here. I don’t. From my Mary Janes to my short plaid skirt, it’s as if I have a blaring sign on my head: Never been inked.

      But then I remind myself I’ve been in plenty of unusual, weird, and potentially awkward situations, and have handled them all with finesse. I was paid top dollar to be confident, to be sweet, to be sophisticated. I channel all my skills into this moment.

      “I have an appointment. With Trey,” I say, chin up, voice strong. I am ready to be marked.

      “That’s him. Back there.” He nods toward the other guy who’s finishing the redhead, covering her ankle in a bandage. “I’m Hector. I’ll walk you through the paperwork,” the black-haired guy tells me.

      I show him my ID and then sign the papers. When I cap the pen, Hector’s no longer alone. A young guy in jeans, combat boots, and a T-shirt stands next to him. His jawline is stubbled, his body is toned, and his arms are covered in tattoos, his right bicep a canvas for an abstract swirl of ink that looks like three lines wrapped together. I fight the urge to smile stupidly at him, since he’s beautiful and probably the recipient of a lot of stupid smiles. With light-brown hair that’s thick and messy, green eyes that remind me of a grassy hillside after a summer rain, and a face that you might see on a magazine, he could almost have model-perfect looks. But there’s a scar running across his right cheek, and I’m drawn to the imperfection in him amid all that surface pretty.

      I wonder how he got that scar and what it says about him. You can’t have a scar on your cheek without it telling a story.

      “Hey. I’m Trey. You must be Harley.”

      “Yes, I’m Harley.”

      He holds out a hand to shake. His firm grip makes me glad I’m going to spend the next hour with his hand on my shoulder.

      “Nice to meet you. Come on back.”

      I follow him several feet, and he gestures to a dentist-style chair. As I sit down, I notice his T-shirt. It’s black with a picture of a white-and-red sign on it. On the sign are the words I’m the tattoo artist your mother warned you about.

      I try to suppress a grin, but I have no such luck.

      “What’s so funny?” A smile plays on his lips too. Nice lips, full lips. I wonder what it would be like to kiss someone I wanted to kiss. I have no idea. Not that I want to kiss Trey.

      “Your shirt.”

      He glances at his chest as if he needs to jog his memory. “Yeah. This one usually gets some sort of reaction.”

      “My mom never warned me about tattoo artists,” I say. “That’s why it’s funny to me.”

      “Ah, well. Then you have no preconceived notions that we’re all trouble.”

      But everyone is trouble, I want to say. And everyone has preconceived notions. And the reason my mother never warned me about tattoo artists is that she never warned me about a thing.

      He pulls up a stool and straddles it. “So, are you ready to get your first tattoo, Harley?”

      I’m startled when he says my name. It’s not the name I’m used to hearing from men, and for a moment, a cold rush of worry sweeps my skin. But then I remind myself he’s allowed to know my name. He leans in closer and speaks again, his voice low and gentle. “It’s okay if you don’t want to. Some people come in for their first tat and change their minds when they sit down,” he says, his green eyes fixed on me, searching me, sensing my reticence. He’s trying to read me, to give me an out, and there’s something so sweet about his offer, even though he’s misread my silence.

      I shake my head. “I’m ready. Can you do a red ribbon? The one I emailed you when I made the appointment?”

      “Yeah. I can do whatever you want. It’s all ready for you. I sketched it last night. Let me show you.”

      He swivels around and reaches for the design on his shelf. His arms are strong, his muscles on display in his T-shirt, and I watch him, giving myself permission to stare while his back is to me. His T-shirt rides up as he grabs the transfer paper, revealing a sliver of his back.

      I never knew a back could be so sexy.

      When he turns around, he shows me the design. It’s a small red ribbon, like the photo I found online and sent to him. He’s drawn it brightly, as if it’s shining. I love the simplicity of it—that’s why I wanted it.

      I nod approvingly. “It’s perfect.”

      “Anything special about red ribbons?”

      “They’re special to me,” I say, and leave it at that. There’s nothing more I want to say about this ribbon. Nobody would understand why I want it, why I need it to remind me of my mother. Because when tomorrow comes and I have to begin my penance, I need to remember that I love her.

      “That’s as good a reason as any. If you’re doing something permanent to your body, it should be special. Special to you,” he says, repeating the words as he looks at me, his eyes locked with mine. Something passes between us, something unsaid in the silence. “Where do you want it?”

      I push up the sleeve on my T-shirt, bunching it up, then point to my right shoulder. But the sleeve falls down.

      “Let me help,” he says, rolling it up and cuffing it. “It’s better like this. It won’t fall down.”

      And then the strangest thing happens. My stomach flips the tiniest bit as he touches me for the first time, and I’m not sure if I should flinch or bat my eyelids at him because I don’t usually feel, so I don’t know how to respond to a real feeling in my body instead of a manufactured one. I’ve worked hard not to feel, so I tell myself this is a fleeting moment in time. Because he’s beautiful. Or really, smoking hot would be a more apt description for Trey the Tattoo Artist my mother never warned me about.

      And maybe because this night is a divide in my life, because tomorrow marks the start of going on the wagon, I decide to simply let myself enjoy the view as he preps my skin.

      He pours rubbing alcohol on a cotton ball and cleans my shoulder. “Just need to make sure it’s sterile,” he says as he tosses the cotton ball in a trash can. He grabs a disposable razor from a box on the shelf, holds it up to show me. “Now this might sound weird because it’s not like you have a hairy shoulder, but I need to shave it anyway.”

      “Shave away,” I say, and the words come out halfway inviting. Maybe I want to flirt. Maybe I want to feel. Maybe I could get away with one night of flirting with a boy my age. A boy I find attractive. Not an assignment. Not a job. He brings the razor to my skin, but before he shaves me, he places his hand on my shoulder. Holy shit. His skin is warm, and he feels good touching me. Not like the clammy octopus hands I’m used to.

      “It’s just to make sure there aren’t any tiny hairs that could get in the way,” he says, then flashes me a smile, one of those knowing smiles that only hot guys can get away with. “You actually have quite a smooth shoulder, Harley. It’s the perfect canvas.” He leans in so close I can smell his hair, and it smells like oranges, like some kind of fresh and clean shampoo. As he shaves the nearly nonexistent hairs on my shoulder, I’m keenly aware of his nearness.

      And how much I like it.

      And how much I don’t know what to do about liking it.

      Then he tosses the razor in the trash can, pulls on a pair of rubber gloves, wets my skin with a damp washcloth and soap, and presses the transfer paper against my shoulder.

      “So, do you go to school around here? At the university?”

      I nod. “Yes. I’m studying English. I’m a sophomore.”

      “Cool. I’m finishing up my history degree. And working here.”

      “How long have you done this?” I ask as he removes the needles and tubes from their sterile pouches.

      “Started yesterday.” He brandishes the needle at me, and everything in me halts, my skin prickling with worry. Then the gold flecks in his eyes twinkle, and I sure hope they mean he’s kidding.

      “You’re joking, right?”

      “You don’t mind a virgin tattoo artist, do you?” he asks in a low, sexy voice, and my face flushes instantly. Virgin. Like me.

      “Not at all,” I say, trying to recover my cool. “Happy to be your first.”

      His eyes widen, and he hitches in a breath, and that’s when I realize I’m affecting him too. “I’ve actually been doing this for four years. I’ve done a ton of tats, and yours is going to be a thing of beauty. I promise,” he says, fixing me with his eyes. “I’m going to start now. You ready?”

      I nod resolutely.

      “I’d tell you to hold my hand if it hurts, but I think we both want to make sure my hands stay on the design.”

      “So if it hurts, I’ll just pretend I’m digging my nails into you and transferring all the pain.”

      I’m rewarded with another sweet smirk, and the knowledge that I like this kind of back-and-forth when no one is paying for me, when I’m not pretending to like someone, when there’s no exchange of power or money or goods. When we are just a guy and a girl spending an hour together on a Tuesday night in the Village in Manhattan.

      And holy hell, that hurts. I bite down hard on my lower lip, almost certain I’ve drawn blood.

      “Breathe,” he says. “You can do this. Your skin will get used to it.”

      His voice is soothing, his smell delicious, his hands steady, so I close my eyes and let him work. “Do your thing.”

      At first, I feel as if I’m being stabbed by nail scissors, but then the stinging abates and I’m left with only the consistent buzzing against my skin, like a tooth being drilled. It’s not pleasurable, not by any stretch, but I’m doing it, I’m getting a tattoo, and for some reason, I’m glad this guy is my first.

      That word flicks through my brain. As I close my eyes, I picture Trey kissing me, and for the first time, I want a kiss.
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            Trey

          

        

      

    

    
      Her wild-cherry scent floods my nostrils. I’m close to her, as close as a doctor and patient, and she smells amazing. She looks like someone my age, and she dresses like it too. There’s no earthly reason I should find her so damn hot because my type has always been that of a fine wine. Women are better with age, and I’ve gravitated toward those a few years older than me. Okay, maybe a decade or two older.

      But this girl…

      I’m not even going to say there’s something about her. Because it’s not some random something that makes her hot. It’s everything.

      It’s her long blonde hair, her deep brown eyes, her body and the way she looks in that skirt and those Mary Janes. It’s the way she’s flirty and also reserved at the same time. As if she’s not quite sure what to do, and then she’s suddenly sure. And maybe it’s because of where I’m at right now in my life, maybe it’s because of this scar on my face and why I have it and what I’m doing about…changing my ways…that I find this girl so alluring.

      Or it could be simpler. It could be that her fingers are digging into my thigh as I finish the linework and move on to the shading of her ribbon. I glance briefly at her hand. Her nails are unpolished. She’s gripping me hard as she takes deep, measured breaths. I fight the impulse to hug her, to tell her it’ll be okay. She doesn’t need that from me. She needs me to do my job, to do it well, to do it precisely, so she can have what she came here for—art on her body. I switch to a different needle for shading, but she doesn’t let go. It honestly doesn’t bother me that she’s got her hands on me. She’s some kind of intoxicating combination of sweet and sexy at the same time.

      Innocent but worldly.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I notice her breathe in sharply. I keep my focus on the needle, making small talk to distract her from the pain.

      “If you could go anywhere in the world right now, where would it be?” I ask as I brighten her ribbon with a fire-engine shade of red.

      A smile plays at the corner of her lips. She opens her eyes, glances up at me. “You’ll laugh, but I’ll tell you anyway.”

      “Tell me anyway.”

      “Because it’s not someplace exotic. Or foreign. Or the kind of place everyone wants to go. It’s just California.”

      “I’m not laughing,” I say. “Why California?”

      “Because it’s far away from here. Because it’s warm. Because of the ocean. Because of the beach.”

      I nod as I work. Her reasons rock. “Because of the waves. Because of the sand,” I say, continuing, picking up where she left off, like we’re in some kind of perfect sync.

      “Because of the sunshine,” she adds, and as I’m finishing the shading, the song playing overhead shifts to Arcade Fire.

      “Best. Band. Ever,” she says as the opening notes grow louder.

      “No. Questions. Asked.”

      She turns to look at me, wonder in those pretty brown eyes. “Arcade Fire is your favorite band too?”

      “Like that’s even a question? Hell yeah. I’d do anything to see them live. I hear their shows are epic.”

      “I’ve heard that too. All those instruments—violins playing alongside guitars to make big, anthemic music. I would love to see them live,” she says wistfully.

      “Maybe in California someday.”

      “On the beach. Let’s have them play on the beach,” I say, and she sings a few words from “Intervention” under her breath. I join in for a line, and she smiles at me at the same moment I remove the needle from her shoulder.

      “You’re done.”

      Her eyes widen. “Really? I’m all done?”

      “Yeah. Can’t you tell it doesn’t hurt anymore?”

      “Yes. Of course,” she says, a fierce blush spreading through her cheeks. “But I wasn’t even thinking about the pain anymore because of the whole California thing.”

      “Good. That’s my job. Want to see your ink?”

      “Yes.”

      She turns to check out her shoulder, her eyes sparkling as she surveys the design. “It’s amazing. It’s just amazing.”

      “Thank you,” I say, filled with pride. I’m always glad when customers like my work. I’m doubly glad that this smoking hot girl who picked me to ink her for the first time likes it. Especially since she’s not the type to get a tat. She’s so Manhattan preppy, all lip gloss and perfect blow-dried hair, no punk vibe or badass edge to her. Maybe that’s why I like that I marked her. That she found me, trusted me, and didn’t freak out. It happens at least once in a shift. Someone comes in and they back out before the needle hits the skin. And hey, that’s the time to back out. But I’m glad Harley didn’t. She seems like she needs this, maybe as much as I need the ink that’s on my arms.

      “I’ll be right back. Stay here,” I say as I head to the sink, run some hot water on a towel, and return to her, patting the towel against her shoulder to clean up. “Now it’s perfect. You want me to take a picture for you?”

      She reaches into her purse and hands me her phone after scrolling to the camera icon. I snap a quick picture and show it to her. “I love it,” she says, then tucks her phone away.

      I raise an eyebrow. “You’re not going to slather it all over Facebook for everyone to see?”

      She scoffs and shakes her head. “Nope. I’m not a big Facebook person, but even so, this tat is for me, not the world.”

      I feel a rush of heat in my veins, her words connecting with me on an almost elemental level, hitting me in the heart. That’s how I feel about my ink. I don’t hide it, but the art on my body is for me, not for show, not to prove a point, not so I can look cool. Because it means something to me. It’s how I remember those who aren’t here anymore.

      I apply Vaseline to her shoulder. “This is just to protect the skin since, you know, I’ve been digging into it with a needle for thirty minutes.”

      “Oh, was that all? Seemed like only seconds.”

      “Oh yeah? Only seconds? Was that while you were gripping my thigh?” I ask, teasing her and enjoying the hell out of this back-and-forth I never expected to have.

      She shrugs her other shoulder. “What can I say? You have a strong thigh.”

      “Glad you found my leg useful.”

      As I spread the Vaseline on her skin, I try to approach it like it’s my job, which it is, and try to tell myself I don’t enjoy it any more than with any other customer. But that’s a pathetic lie, because even touching her skin like this is making me want to touch her in other ways. To learn how her wrist feels against my thumb, to discover how smooth her calves are in my palms, to find out if her hair smells like that wild-cherry scent on her skin.

      My head’s getting cloudy as a movie reel flashes by of how the night could play out. I want to shake these images away, to clear her out of my mind. But I also don’t want that one bit.

      I don’t want this to end.

      I press a bandage onto her skin, drawing out the process of patting down the corners, taking my time, trying to work up the courage to ask her something. I don’t even know what. To hang out? To go out? To spend more time with me? But I don’t date, I don’t ask out girls, I don’t have the words. I should be able to spin a thousand lines, rattle off plenty of words of seduction like I did for the ladies in my building, but she’s not a cougar and she’s not a MILF and she’s not eyeing me up and down in the brass-paneled elevator in the building where I grew up.

      She’s just a girl in college, getting inked. And for the first time in my life, I feel like just a guy wanting to ask a girl out.

      I don’t have a clue what to say.

      “There you go,” I say when I finish the bandage.

      “Thanks, Trey.” She stands up, slings her purse over her shoulder. “For everything. You made this all feel good. Or really, you made it not so painful.”

      My shift is over, so I walk her to the front of the shop, running through a million stupid combinations of words I’ll never be able to say, until she reaches the door and I am scrambling for a way to spend more time with her. I blurt out, “Don’t go.”

      She tilts her head to the side, raises an eyebrow curiously. “You don’t want me to leave the shop?”

      I shake my head. Then I nod. Fuck, I’m a mess. “Yes. No.” I scrub a hand across my jaw. “What I mean is, do you want to hang out? Get a coffee?” Once I ask, I find my confidence returning, so I continue, getting my groove back. “Talk about music? Or just talk about where you’d want to be in California?”

      Hell, this is my last night before everything changes tomorrow. Might as well spend it with the first girl my age I’ve ever been attracted to.
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            Harley

          

        

      

    

    
      A gigantic coffee cup beckons us, the sign for Big Cup Coffee.

      I’m not so sure coffee is the best idea right now, since I’m more nervous than I ever was walking into a hotel lobby to meet a client. I knew what to do then. There were guidelines, expectations. Different for each man because they all had different preferences. But the rules of the road were ironclad—nothing below the waist, you paid your money, you got your kicks. Everything was prescribed and then delivered according to the order.

      With Trey, I’m going off the menu. So far off that we’re having a different kind of cuisine. Something I’ve never tasted or tried. Because I’ve never gone on a date with someone I wanted to date. Someone I chose to date.

      He’s the first guy I want to sit down with, have a cup of coffee with, get to know. I want to flirt, I want to talk, I want to feel his hands on my body again. This might be the last time—or maybe the only time—I have this chance.

      He holds open the bright-yellow door to the coffee shop, and I head in first, shucking off my jacket quickly since it’s warm inside. He does the same, and I like when he doesn’t wear a jacket because his arms are amazing. Not just the artwork, but the shape of them, the firm, taut muscles, the way T-shirts were made for guys like Trey.

      At the counter, we peruse the chalkboard menu, and he stands close to me. Shoulder to shoulder, his bicep touching my skin. A ribbon of heat runs through me, sweeping across my body, and it’s a foreign feeling—this very first inkling of want. But I like it, this want. I want more of it, and I’m dying to know how nights unfold when they aren’t bought, sold, or arranged in advance.

      After our drinks are ready, we sink down into a red couch, my espresso and his coffee on the wooden table. There’s an awkward silence, and I don’t know if I should go first or if he will. It’s uncomfortable, but I also kind of love it because I think it’s normal. Right? That great unknown of what to do or say.

      “So,” he begins, then clears his throat.

      “So,” I repeat, and the silence expands, spreads between us.

      “So you go to school?”

      “Yeah. You too?”

      “Yeah. Senior year.”

      “I’m a sophomore,” I say, even though we’ve had this conversation already.

      “Cool.”

      There’s another pause, and it’s like we’re on the radio and we’ve created dead air.

      “And you’re studying English?”

      “Yep. And history for you?”

      “Yeah.”

      Another bout of nothing to say. Another round of meaningless chatter.

      “Do you like it?”

      “Definitely. You?”

      “Yep,” I say, and it feels like we’re simply repeating our chat from earlier, only this time it’s because we have nothing to say. Maybe this is how dates go.

      Dully.

      I better drink this espresso stat and get the hell out of here. Because this night is sliding downhill as we retread the same terrain. “I’m so thirsty,” I say. I take a hearty gulp of my espresso, and it scalds my mouth. “Ouch.”

      He quirks up his eyebrows. “You okay?”

      “I think I burned my tongue,” I say, wincing.

      “Let me check for you,” he says, all deadpan and toneless.

      I raise an eyebrow, shooting him a skeptical look.

      “C’mon. I’ve had a needle in your skin. You won’t let me inspect your tongue for burns?”

      “You’re going to inspect my tongue for espresso burns?”

      He nods seriously. “It’s part of our secondary training as tattoo artists. Needles, ink, and tongue burns. Now let me see that tongue, Harley.”

      When I stick out my tongue and say “Ahh,” the date that had been crash-landing pulls out of the nosedive. He touches the tip of my tongue with his finger as if he’s inspecting it. It tickles, and I laugh more.

      He parks his hands on his hips. “If you’re laughing, I can’t check out your tongue properly.”

      I adopt a serious look and stick out my tongue again. He pretends to examine it. “I’ve arrived at a diagnosis.”

      “Okay. Tell me.”

      “You do not have a burned tongue. What you have is a desire to end this coffee date as soon as possible.” His eyes pin me, and his words are so searingly honest that I blush, look away, then back.

      “Was it that obvious?”

      He nods. “Yeah. But it was kinda going downhill fast, right?”

      “Coding big time.”

      “Do you think we pulled it out?”

      I shrug playfully. “I don’t know. Do you?”

      “I think we can if we stop talking about pointless things like school and majors—which is my fault,” he says, tapping his chest. “Because I have to be honest here, I don’t usually have coffee with girls who walk into my shop, and I don’t usually talk about school, and I’m a little bit nervous because I think you’re both badass and beautiful. So, can we make a pact for tonight to get rid of the bullshit and just talk about stuff that matters? Like why you want to go to the beach, and how you feel when you listen to your favorite band, and whether you love or hate New York as much as I do, and what you want out of life.”

      My heart thumps loudly, and I half wonder if he can hear it, because that is the coolest, most real thing anyone has ever said to me. It might be a line, but it doesn’t feel like a line—it feels like the truth of one night, and that is all I want. A night without lies or lines or pretending.

      “I’ve never had coffee after a tattoo either. Since, you know, first tattoo. Second, I’d love to talk about the beach and why I love it, especially because I never get the chance. Third, Arcade Fire’s music makes me feel as if I can feel. Like I’m feeling everything inside me that I don’t usually let myself experience. The music does that to me, like it’s turning me inside out.”

      Trey’s shoulders relax, and he grins. “I love that. I think music can be like that. That when you don’t know what to do or say, sometimes you listen to a song and it makes you, I don’t know, brave or crazy or just makes it seem like a bad day isn’t so bad.”

      That’s all it takes. The weirdness dissolves. We took the elephant in the room, and we turned it into a mouse and then it scurried on out of here. We spend the next thirty minutes talking about music that hits us hard in the heart, from Dave Matthews Band to Screaming Trees and Natasha Bedingfield to Nirvana.

      “So, can I ask you another question?” Trey says as he sets down his drained coffee cup. “Why did you picture the beach?”

      Memories flash by. Days when I was younger. Running through the sand. Falling asleep to the ocean waves. Eating pizza on the deck as the sun sets over the water. Just a few weeks a year, but they were the best days.

      They were the only ones that ever seemed normal in my life, the only time I remember being a family, and I haven’t been back to the beach since my parents split. I’m not really sure how to say all that. I’m not accustomed to speaking the truth. Not to men. Not to friends. Not to my mom. Not to anyone. But right now I don’t feel like a jaded teenage girl. I feel like a real girl. Like a twenty-year-old who doesn’t know what her future holds, and even though I know what tomorrow will bring—an end to this, an end to him, an end to the fluttery possibility of a real date—I decide to tell him some of my truths. To see how it feels to be Harley and not the girl I was with all those other men.

      “I used to go to the beach when I was young,” I say. “My dad’s parents lived in Southern California. San Diego. I don’t remember much of it. I can’t tell you the specifics or anything. It was more like a feeling. I close my eyes and the warm breeze skims over my arms. I hear the waves rolling in at night. I smell the saltiness of the ocean. And I have this sort of fuzzy, hazy memory of being happy. I mean, I was six, right? You’re supposed to be happy. What could possibly make you unhappy at age six?”

      “An ice cream cone spilling on the ground is about all I can think of,” he answers immediately, and I smile and point at him.

      “Exactly! You have no worries. No cares, and I guess the beach always seemed that way to me. Not so much that it’s an escape, but I think it’s impossible to be stressed if you’re there.”

      “I think it’s a logical fallacy to be stressed at the beach. Worry disappears when your toes touch the sand.”

      “I believe that. But then I don’t know if we’re ever really as happy as we were when we were six.”

      “When we were six,” he says, musing on the words. “Isn’t that the name of a book?”

      I elbow him. “Yes. A Winnie the Pooh book of poems. When We Were Six. I like that book. So, what about you? If you could go anywhere, where would it be?”

      “I would leave New York in a heartbeat. It’s too dirty, too smoky, too fucking claustrophobic. I’d get on a train to Florida. To Virginia. To California. I don’t care. I’d ride it across the country and not look back.”

      “Why?”

      “Too much shit happened here,” he mutters as he rubs his hand against the ink on his forearm. Swirling lines, tribal art, all in threes. It must mean something to him.

      “Like what, Trey?” I ask, wishing I could touch his arm gently to reassure him, let him know I want to listen. “What happened here?”

      He shrugs, swallows, looks away. “I don’t know,” he says in an offhand voice that makes me wonder if he’s trying to play it cool. “Crazy stuff. Things you don’t want to know.”

      There are things I don’t want him to know either. Parents, family, that kind of thing. So I don’t press. I respect secrets. “It’s always that way, isn’t it? Too much happens here.”

      He nods several times, and even though neither one of us is admitting anything, we at least have some kind of common ground. “Right? It’s like, is anyone ever really happy with the way they grew up?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t think so. I don’t think it’s possible. I don’t understand what it’s like to be one of those kids who had a white-picket-fence life, you know?”

      “So, are we just jaded hipsters?”

      “Hey! Do I look like a hipster?”

      “Prepster maybe,” he teases.

      “I don’t feel jaded right now.”

      He smiles. “Me neither. It’s weird. But I don’t feel cynical right this second. And trust me, I usually do. I usually feel like I’ve seen too much or whatever. But something about this night just feels…I don’t know…right?”

      Right. Nothing I’ve ever done with a member of the opposite sex has ever been right. Yet, as butterflies swoop through me, I might be learning what the word means.

      “Yes. It does. It does feel right.”

      Then he tilts his head to the side, watching, waiting, and the moment feels suspended, like it’s a line in the sand and we’re going somewhere, over, under, around, and I’m not sure what’s next, but we’re inching closer, our legs almost touching, our shoulders near to each other.

      He taps my leg once with his fingertips, and electricity sparks across my skin. “This is better, much better, right?”

      My mouth feels dry. I’m not even sure what he’s asking. Or why he’s asking. But I don’t entirely care what the question is—with him, the answer seems to be yes.

      “Yes,” I say, my voice like a dry husk on a hot summer day. I wish I had water.

      He inches closer, lifts his hand, and brushes a strand of hair from my face. My belly flips wildly, and holy fuck, that feels good. Just the slightest touch and I am buzzed. I want more, so I move closer. He picks up on my cues and fingers a strand of my hair, and I’m soaring with one touch. I might float off on a cloud of lust right this second.

      “You have nice hair, Harley,” he says, and his voice is low and smoky now. Everything in me stills. Is he going to kiss me? Is that a prelude to a kiss? I have no clue how boys kiss girls when money doesn’t change hands.

      But he pulls back, and clearly his lips aren’t about to lock with mine. Instead, he quirks up his eyebrows. “This is going to sound crazy, but do you want to get on the train? Just ride around and talk?”

      Maybe it’s crazy to get on a train with a stranger, but Trey doesn’t feel like a stranger, and tonight he’s the closest person in my life. He knows more about me already than most people do. And that’s because I know I’ll never see him again. We can never be together. We would never work.

      But I can get on a train with this guy who wants an unscripted night.

      My first unplanned evening.

      “It doesn’t sound crazy. Let’s go.”

      We leave the coffee shop and turn onto Eighth Avenue. “So now that we’re not six and happiness isn’t about whether ice cream cones stay upright or not, do you believe in happiness now?” I ask him. It’s a bold question for me. I don’t usually dive into serious stuff. But I feel like that’s the point of us. To strip away the veneers.

      He gives me a look like I’m crazy as I zip up my jacket.

      “What do you mean, do I believe in happiness?”

      “Is it possible? Is happiness possible?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, how do you define ‘happiness’? Is it some kind of euphoria? Like a high?”

      A high. I know something about that. I know too much about that. I need to stop feeling high.

      I shake my head. “No, the opposite. Well, not the opposite. Not sadness or depression, because that sucks. But more of an even keel. A general sort of shiny, happy, serene feeling. Like all is right in the world. Like you can roll with the punches.”

      We stop at the crosswalk. The light is red. Trey looks at me, his gaze honing in on mine in a way that sends my blood racing. “You know what I believe in? This moment. I’m happy right now. I’m having a good time right now.”

      “Me too,” I say, and my body is tingling and lit up from his words. Words that feel true and honest. Words that don’t come with a price tag or an order. I don’t entirely know what to make of us, but it’s as if I’m spending the night in an alternate reality, one where my mom is normal, where my past is clean, where my future is bright, and where moments like this are possible. Then the light changes, and he reaches for my hand, linking his fingers through mine.

      “Is this okay?” he asks in a nervous tone.

      Moments that aren’t just possible. That border on perfect. Heat shoots through my body. I never knew holding hands could be so good.

      “Yes. It’s more than okay.”

      We walk several blocks to Penn Station, talking all the way about happiness and music and life, and then we head down the escalator into the train station. He buys two tickets to the eleven-thirty train to Long Island.

      I’m getting on a train to freakin’ Long Island. But it feels like I’m in Europe. Like I met him on a train from Vienna to Paris, and we’ve agreed to spend one more day together before we go our separate ways. Because we will part. We will say goodbye. No matter how natural this night feels, it all ends in the morning.

      We head to the platform as the train rumbles into the station.

      “Are we going all the way to Montauk? Riding out to the Hamptons?”

      He shrugs. “Only if you want to.”

      I shrug back. “I don’t know. Depends how interesting the train ride is.”

      “I can definitely make it interesting,” he says as he squeezes my hand, his calloused fingertips pressing into my palm. His fingers feel so damn good that I hope and wish he’s going to kiss me on the train.
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      This girl.

      She makes me feel things.

      Sure, I want to tug her against me, feel her body pressing into mine, and yeah, I want to do a million more things to her. She’s making me crazy with want. But there’s something else too. I like everything about this night with her, like it’s a sliver of time, a dream moment that’s warm and hazy and that you don’t want to wake up from. It’s just sort of unfolding, like the unplanned detour on a vacation that turns out to be the best part of the trip.

      The train chugs out of Penn Station, and the lights are dim. It’s nearing midnight, and the car’s mostly empty, just a guy in a rumpled business suit who’s already halfway asleep a few seats away. Harley looks out the window at the night passing by as we roll on out of New York City. It’s weird, but I can breathe easier when I leave New York. I’ve lived here my whole life, born and raised. But this place is like handcuffs sometimes, and that’s when I want to leave.

      “This is so random,” she says, turning back to me. She looks happy, like she’s having a good time with me, and damn if that doesn’t make me want to ask her out again. To hop on the Staten Island Ferry at night, or go midnight bowling, or even to wander all over town. I’ve had plenty of women, more than I should have, but we never went out like this.

      “Yeah, who would have thought you’d get a tattoo and wind up on a midnight train?”

      “Speaking of, why are you a tattoo artist? How did that happen?”

      “I like to draw,” I say, wishing the answer were that simple.

      She narrows her eyes at me. “I bet there’s more to it than that. To drawing.”

      “Why do you say that?” I ask, and I’m kind of liking how she wants to know me, to understand me, how she seems to sense that there’s more to me. Maybe there is.

      “Because you seem passionate about it. And I think passion comes from somewhere.”

      “I was always pretty good at drawing,” I say as the train rattles along the tracks, the repetitive clatter oddly soothing. “I was the kid who could do the art projects, no problem, in school, you know? When they say, ‘Draw a comic to represent an event in history,’ or something. That was easy, and I loved it. But then I started drawing more and more in high school,” I say, then stop because I’m about to paint myself into a corner. I try to skirt around the one topic I don’t talk about. “Then things happened, and I wanted my drawings to mean something.”

      She holds up a hand and interjects. “What do you mean ‘things happened’?”

      There’s a sharp pang in my chest, and I want to kick myself for having said anything that would even hint at what happened to my family. Too many things happened. Too many bad things. Things I can’t even begin to speak aloud.

      I shrug it off. “Oh, you know. Just had some rough times. The usual Upper East Side shit. Didn’t get into the right college, and now I’m not following in my parents’ footsteps to become a plastic surgeon,” I say, trying to make light of my comments. It’s all true. I didn’t get into the college they wanted. No Ivy League med school for me. I’m not going to be the next Dr. Westin. Still, I feel like I’m lying, because those aren’t the rough times, but it’s not as if I can tell her the truth. Or anyone. I can manage something though—a glimpse. Words more true than I’ve said to anyone else. “But the reason I became a tattoo artist is that I wanted to do something more with drawing, and I figured tattoos were a good way to do that. I think most people, at least my customers, get them because they mean something to them. So I felt like I was helping people deal with the things that happened to them by doing tattoos. That, and they’re totally fucking cool.”

      “They are.”

      “And look, yours means something, right?”

      She nods, but doesn’t say anything more.

      “Will you tell me why you got it?”

      She shakes her head. “Not now.”

      I can respect her silence, her need to keep her reasons to herself. “I think we can take the bandage off.”

      I grab a tissue from my backpack, remove the bandage and wipe off the Vaseline, then look at her ink. “Damn, I impress myself. That’s a good ribbon, Harley,” I say, and then I trace it with my finger.

      Her breath catches the second I make contact, and I am in awe. The simplest touch makes her gasp, and now all I want to do is breathe her in, inhale her, smell her hair, taste her skin. I knew there was something between us, but this reaction is intoxicating. I map her ink with my finger, watching as she tries to still herself, but the look in her eyes is one of heat. I bet it matches mine.

      “How did you get that scar?” she asks.

      “I took something that didn’t belong to me.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “You stole?”

      “Something like that. Do you hate it?”

      She shakes her head. “I like scars. Can I touch it?”

      “Hell yeah.”

      Then it’s my turn to hitch in a breath as she touches my face, her fingertip drawing the line from my cheek down to my jawline, the cut that was administered a few weeks ago, courtesy of the man I stole from. The reason everything in my life has to change. The line in the sand.

      “Do you think it’s ugly?”

      She shakes her head, her blonde hair moving back and forth, her breath light on my cheek. “I think it’s beautiful,” she says in a whisper, and I want to reach out to her, to put this night on repeat, to never forget how I feel right now. It’s more than just physical—there’s some kind of connection between us.

      “Harley,” I say in a low rasp. “If you tell me you want me to kiss you, I will.”

      She nods once, and I thread my hands through her hair as she says, “I want you to kiss me, Trey.”

      The moment slows, and I’m hovering inches from her. I force myself to take a beat, so I can recall this kiss when it’s over. Because I know it’s different than any other I’ve ever had. I want to savor every second of her deliciousness.

      “I’ve wanted to kiss you ever since you walked into my store.”

      Then I curve my hand around her neck and brush my lips against hers. Her lips are so soft, and she tastes amazing, all sexy-sweet girl, like sugar and pink frosting, and I want to bite into her. Instead, I take it slow, imprint this in my memory since it’ll be the last kiss, last girl, last night like this for a while. I run the tip of my tongue across her lips. She inches closer, telling me with her body that she likes it. I brush my thumb along her jawline as I kiss her more deeply, exploring her full lips, tangling my tongue with hers, all while touching her gorgeous face. She lets out a little whimper, the tiniest sound, and it’s so sexy that I tug her closer, needing more of her lips, more of her taste, more of this greedy kiss with this girl I barely know, but want to know so badly.

      I want to do other things too. Like slide her under me, pull her on top of me, strip off all her clothes. But somehow I manage to restrain myself, even though my body has been reduced to nothing but a raging red-hot fire for her. I twine my hands into her hair, and she slides even closer. Her breasts are pushing against my chest. It’s almost too much to take. It’s as if I’ve been wound up tighter, harder, hotter with every second with her.

      We kiss like that for ages, or maybe for seconds. I don’t know because I’m losing track of everything but the feel of her, the way she responds, how she loops her hands around my neck and threads them through my hair. How she can’t seem to get enough of this kissing either. I want to drown in this, to be smothered by this kind of heat and want.

      Then the train slows with a jolt, and we break the kiss.

      “Hi,” she says, and she looks tipsy. Hell, I feel buzzed. And I’d like another, please. I want to get drunk on her. Her mouth is sinful and sweet. Her body is insanely sexy, and I want to explore her with my tongue, to lap up the taste of her soft, sweet skin.

      “Hi.” My hands are still in her hair, and hers are in mine.

      “I have to tell you something,” she says, and I tense up instantly. Like she just shot my veins full of cold fluid. No good conversation ever started with those words.

      “What?”

      She shakes her head and smiles. “It’s not a bad thing, Trey. I want to tell you that I’ve never been kissed like that.”

      I relax instantly, liking her answer. Loving her answer. I don’t need to know why she’s never been kissed like this. I just want to give her more of it. “Really?”

      She nods. “It was amazing. I want more kissing. I want more.”

      That word—more—turns everything hazy and heavy. “What kind of more?” I ask carefully, because I’ll give her whatever she wants and then some.

      She takes a deep breath as if she’s about to say something that’s hard for her. Then in the barest of whispers, she says, “I’ve never had sex, and I’m not ready for that, but there are other things I haven’t done either. Like, pretty much everything. And I was wondering if you would…”

      I cut her off. “Go down on you?” I say, and my voice is hoarse, my body swimming in desire for her.

      “Yes.”

      I bring her close to me, graze my lips from her jaw to her ear. “I would love to taste you. But what do you think about getting off at the next stop and catching a train back into Manhattan?”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            Harley

          

        

      

    

    
      Thirty minutes later, we’re back in the city, hailing a cab, and then making it up the steps to Trey’s little studio apartment on the Lower East Side. I’ve never gone to a guy’s home. All my work was done in hotel rooms or bars or on assignment at events. But I want to be here. I want to let myself feel everything I’ve missed out on and everything I’ve never wanted to have before. I’ve never had the desire to be touched like that, to let someone feel me, slide a hand between my legs. Never in my life. The only orgasms I’ve had have been delivered solo, and I’m not a regular practitioner of self-love.

      Tomorrow everything changes, but tonight is still mine.

      And Trey feels like mine too. Like he came into my life tonight for a reason. For more than just a tattoo. For this. For this night to exist suspended and apart from everything else.

      “So this is it,” he says, flicking on a light.

      His apartment is tiny, but that’s what I’ve come to expect from New York. There’s a futon and bookshelves stuffed with paperbacks and sketchbooks. He turns on his playlist so low I can’t really make out the music.

      But it sounds like Corinne Bailey Rae, and I can’t think of a sexier kind of song.

      He takes my hand and leads me over to his futon.

      He leans into my neck, runs his nose from my throat to my earlobe, then nibbles on it. “You smell so fucking good. Do you have any idea how much I want to go down on you?”

      I shake my head in answer, even though I think I do know. I felt how hard he was earlier when we were all wrapped up together. I press my hand against him, outlining him through the denim of his jeans. I feel so risqué, so daring, but I like this wild side of me. And he does too.

      “That feels so good,” he says with a groan. But then he takes my hand off of him.

      I furrow my brow. “Why did you do that?”

      “Because this isn’t about me. This is about you. I want to make you feel good. I want to do things to you with my tongue that will have you screaming. I want to taste you. I want to be the first to know how you taste.”

      His words send heat through my body and a sweet ache between my legs. My panties are so damp already from what he did to me on the train.

      “I want you to do all those things,” I say, and that’s all it takes. His hands are under my skirt and he’s tugging off my panties.

      “Let’s get you naked,” he tells me, raising an eyebrow playfully. I slide off my skirt, and he takes off my shirt. I’m down to my bra. I hope he likes what he sees. Not because he paid for it or ordered it, but because he wants it.

      He moans and shakes his head appreciatively. “You are gorgeous,” he says, and unhooks my bra then runs his thumbs over my nipples. No one has touched my breasts before. No one. I barely know what to expect, but my body’s reaction hits me quickly. I hitch in a breath as my nipples harden, and desire spreads through me as he bends his head to kiss my breasts, while touching my arms, my belly, my thighs with his hands.

      He is memorizing me with his fingertips, and it’s making me woozy and wobbly.

      He lays me down on the futon. He’s still in his jeans and his shirt, and I’m in nothing, but I’m in heaven because he’s returned to my lips, that divine mouth of his kissing me once more. He’s soft and hungry at the same time, and it’s such a heady combination. His lips are amazing, and he kisses me greedily, like I’m a chocolate cake and he wants to gobble me, and honestly I want that—to be eaten up.

      He kisses his way down my neck, and I tense for a moment, not sure what to do or how to respond. Do I moan? But I don’t like moaning; I don’t like making noise. I’ve never wanted to make a sound before, and suddenly I’m overanalyzing every sensation. I’m losing touch with the intensity of the here and now because my mind is elsewhere. It’s back to my past, to my shame, to all the things I never wanted to hear. But then I hear him, his sighs against my chest as if I’m the best thing he’s ever had. “You are delicious,” he murmurs, his tongue tracing the tops of my breasts, and I say to myself, Screw the past. Screw the future. The only thing that exists is the present, and this is a gift. I will take it.

      Savoring every second of his soft mouth on my breasts. Reveling in the way he kisses my nipples, flicking his tongue against one, sucking gently then hard, all while running his hand along my hipbone. The feelings overwhelm me, and I simply have to give my mind a break. I put it on cruise control, letting my body take charge and make all the decisions, and my body is in love with these sensations I’ve never experienced before. Sharp, sweet waves of pleasure literally roll through me, and my bones feel alive, humming and buzzing with energy. My skin tingles in the most delirious way.

      I am breathing hard as he feathers his hands against my ribs, inching his way down. He kisses my belly, then lower, lower, hitting the top of my pubic bone. I arch my hips, wanting. So much wanting.

      He looks up, and I meet his eyes.

      “I can’t wait to make you feel good.” Then his face is between my legs and he starts with a kiss. A soft, fluttery kiss against my wetness, and I fling my hand over my mouth to capture the sound I’m tempted to make. Because oh my God, this is the softest and most incredible thing I have ever felt. Then he places another kiss against my center, and I can feel it everywhere, like a blinding wave crashing through me. I squeeze my eyes shut, and I am sure everything good in the world is happening here, right now, in my body, as he layers more hot, wet kisses between my legs.

      The press of his tongue is firm and insistent as he licks me, and I want to die from the pleasure. This rush, this thrill, this ecstasy—this is the true high. He works me up and down, and I am floating, falling, drifting along this rapturous path as he swirls his tongue across me, making me even hotter. I had no idea it was possible, but everything he does sends me higher and higher. Soon I gasp in pleasure. And I don’t try to stop the sounds I make.

      I don’t cry out, but I start to moan, keeping my voice low because I don’t want anyone to hear me. But I can’t help myself—I have never felt anything like this. This never-ending bliss, this sweet devouring as he unravels me. Sparks soar from the center of my belly to my chest to my fingertips. He’s licking me as if I’m the best thing he’s ever tasted. I hear him groan hungrily, and I think he likes doing this to me as much as I like having it done. As I thread my hands in his hair and hold on tight, I know this—he’s the best thing I have ever felt. My belly tightens, and I feel as if I’m about to shatter into a million diamonds.

      “Oh,” I moan, and he cups my ass and buries his face between my legs. Then the quickening intensifies, and I can feel it for the first time—like a wave slamming into the shore. Pleasure spins wildly through me, and I pull his hair and rock into his face. A long moan escapes me as I come for the first time from another person.

      The orgasm rockets through my body, leaving no inch of me untouched, as if I need to be wrapped in it, to feel it everywhere as I experience desire and pleasure and want for the first time. And I know what everyone is all in a lather about.

      This is why everyone wants some.

      I get it now. I understand. It’s like a cocoon of bliss, of pure, sweet, exquisite agony. As if my whole body was lit up and sparklers were shooting through my veins.

      And it’s the last time too.

      Tomorrow I start love and sex addiction rehab.
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      She is blissed-out beyond any and all recognition, and I am filled with a dumb sort of pride. I did this to her. I guess she could lie about me being her first, but why would she lie? She didn’t act like she was some pleasure hound; she didn’t sidle over on the bed, lower her lashes, and practically purr at me like other women have. She seemed all fluttery and nervous, like everything was new. Judging from the look on her face, all rosy and happy, and the heavy way she’s breathing, she can still feel the aftereffects. I curl up next to her, wrap my arms around her, and plant a kiss on her cheek.

      “I loved making you come for the first time.”

      She turns to me, that shy look on her face again. “I loved what you did to me too.”

      Minutes later, we doze off.

      Sometime after that, I can feel the empty space where she was. I yawn and open my eyes to find her tugging on her shirt and pushing her arms into her jacket.

      “You can stay the night,” I say, glancing at the clock. It’s four in the morning.

      “I should go. Tomorrow is a crazy day for me.”

      I nod, acting cool. “Yeah, me too. Big day here.”

      If she only knew why. But she won’t. She can’t.

      Then she leans over and kisses me, and I can feel the goodbye on her lips. It’s a last kiss, meant to linger, meant to carry on long after she leaves.

      “Should we…” I say, but let my voice trail off. I can’t ask for her number because I can’t do this again. If I had her number, I’d call her, see her, try to find her. I’d want more of her, and I can’t have any more.

      She shakes her head. “Sometimes I think things happen for a reason. Like, I was meant to come to your shop tonight and get this tattoo. And I think if we’re meant to run into each other again, fate will make it happen.”

      Her words feel both like a brush-off and like the truth. Like some kind of hopefulness. Maybe I will see her again someday when I am ready, when I am better, when I can have a girl like her in my life.

      “Yeah. I believe that too.”

      I get out of bed, walk her to the door, and cup her cheeks in my hands, looking deeply into her brown eyes for the last time. “This one’s for the road,” I say.

      Then I kiss her, and it’s a kiss full of regret and hope at the same time.

      Or maybe it’s a kiss with no regrets because tonight was everything it should be. One last night, one last chance, one last first kiss before tomorrow.

      When I start love and sex rehab.
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      I’m a sex addict and a virgin.

      I know everything about sex and I’ve never done it, though I came close last night.

      I know nothing about love.

      I know men.

      I can size up a guy in seconds. I know if he wants my sweet and innocent side, or my sophisticated persona, or if he just wants me to shut up and nod while he talks about his day, because some just want to talk. I know how he likes it, how he wants it, and I know by the end of the hour or two if he’ll request me again.

      But those days are behind me.

      The past is the past.

      This is now.

      That’s what I have to believe as I walk into a church in Chelsea off Ninth Avenue to repent. It’s a fading white church, rather plain looking, unmarked by flying buttresses or soaring angels. The white brick is streaked with gray from soot and dirt and New York itself breezing by over the years. There’s a requisite steeple on top, unassuming, but still there pointing to the sky, and a small plaque outside the doors that declares its nondenominational-ness. Every flavor of fucked-up is welcome.

      On some nights, you can find the alcoholics. On others, the former drug abusers. On another night, this place is home to those trying to kick the gambling habit. And tonight? I will spend the next hour with people like me, who are addicted to love and sex, sex and love.

      Some to both. Some to only one.

      I know both in ways I never wanted to. But in ways I still long for too.

      That’s the problem.

      I am twenty years old and I have kissed twenty-four guys, which amounts to three guys per year since my first kiss at age thirteen. I kept a running list of their first names and how they rated. They were all zeroes or ones. Those names on the list are all the reasons why I’m pushing open these wooden doors, the brown paint cracked and peeling.

      Fitting. I am cracked and brittle too, hardened by all the things I’ve seen—and most of all, the things I’ve heard—over the years.

      I spot the first sign, and I stop in my tracks. The blocky letters wallop me with the reality that I now belong to a club I never wanted to be in.

      On a sheet of white paper, the letters SLAA (College) have been written in all caps with a big blue marker.

      How embarrassing. As if anyone can’t figure out what the acronym means. But still, I follow the arrows on the sign pointing to the stairwell, then down the musty wooden steps that creak with every footfall as they announce my descent to the basement. More signs are plastered on the flimsy brown plywood, more arrows directing me through the dark hallway, around the corner, then past another bend, deep into the bowels of the church.

      My insides are comprised of knots tightening in and wrenching around themselves, pinching all my internal organs.

      I wish, I wish, I wish that I weren’t going here.

      But I have to.

      I took the fall, and that brought me here.

      I run my fingers across the fabric of the red shirt that’s against the skin of my shoulder, tender today after my new tattoo. My reminder of who I was. But even so, the reminder on my skin is not enough to quell the nerves. They snake through me, setting up camp in every cell of my body, as I enter a standard-issue Sunday school room with thinning brown industrial carpet. Earlier in the week, this room was probably crammed with cutesy blue wooden chairs adorned with drawn angels, clouds, and fluffy bunnies. Now, it’s filled with cold, hard folding metal chairs for addicts. The walls are bare, except for a few inspirational posters: Hang in There with the kitten dangling from a branch, Perseverance with a man climbing a snowcapped mountain, and Patience with a lone woman standing at the edge of a cold beach in the winter.

      I’m five minutes early, and there’s one other person in the room. A thin woman with pink hair cut in a stick-straight bob rises and greets me.

      “Hi. I’m Joanne. Welcome to the SLAA meeting,” she says, pronouncing the name of the group like slaw.

      “Layla,” I mumble, not sure how words are even coming out of my mouth as I give her a fake name. There is no way I’d use my real name here. Besides, Layla is the name that brought me here. Layla is my other name. Layla is the other me.

      I shake Joanne’s hand. It feels smooth, and she smells like lavender, like she just put on lotion.

      “Coffee?” She smiles brightly at me, as if coffee is the answer to every addict’s deepest desires. Because it’s the only acceptable drug.

      I am a junkie. I’ll take what I can get.

      I nod, barely able to speak. I sit in one of the chairs as Joanne pours coffee from a pot into a chipped ceramic mug with the slogan When in Doubt, Don’t.

      Great. If only I’d had a collection of mugs emblazoned with Keep It Simple and Just for Today, maybe I’d never have slid down that slippery slope into Layla.

      “I’m so glad you’re here, Layla,” Joanne says, flashing me another happy grin. “Do you knit?”

      Crap.

      Do I have to make small talk with her?

      She gestures to her canvas bag, spilling over with yarn, steely blue knitting needles, and what looks to be the start of a maroon scarf.

      “I’m not very crafty,” I say, and leave it at that as she talks about the scarf she is working on and how she’s going to pair it with a matching sweater. I simply smile at her without showing any teeth.

      There. I’m keeping it simple.

      I’d rather go mute for this meeting because my mouth feels like cotton and my head is a pinball machine, and the last thing I want to do right now is talk about how my life has spun out of control.

      Except for last night. Because there is one guy who didn’t make it on my list. One guy who never felt like a list. The guy from last night who inked my shoulder and kissed my body, and who gave me something I’ve never felt before—touch without agenda. A true and real want. He didn’t want anything more from me than me. It was such a foreign feeling, but such a wondrous one.

      And I’ll never see him again.

      Soon the room starts to fill, and I keep my head down, doing everything I can not to meet their eyes. I don’t want to know what other addicts look like. I don’t want to know if they look like me. I stare at my shoes, my Mary Janes, the black buckle shiny because it’s always shiny, because that’s what made me top of the line. I was the whole package—the shoes, the plaid skirt, the white blouse, the beyond innocent look on my face.

      I hate that I miss that me.

      I miss her terribly.

      Even after last night, and all that it could have become, all the ways it was different from the past, I still miss me when I was Layla.

      The circle of chairs has been filled in with guys and girls. I scan their faces, and all I see are their secrets.

      Then my blood goes both hot and cold when he walks in. Trey, the guy from last night with the scar across his right cheek.
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      This is the last place I want to be even though it’s the only place I should be.

      Seeing as how I have a permanent reminder on my face of what happens when you go too far.

      I’d be able to handle this better if I could expunge the memory of last night from my stupid head. But I can’t because she’s staked a home in my skull, and the images aren’t going away anytime soon. That girl who walked into No Regrets was the hottest girl I’d ever seen, and so damn innocent looking—a combination that killed my resolve to start over. She drove me wild, which made zero sense, since I’ve never been attracted to girls younger than me.

      Never ever ever.

      And she let me touch her. She wanted me to touch her. She told me she’d never let anyone touch her the way I did. Hell, if that wasn’t a crazy turn-on, I don’t know what is.

      Nothing could even compare to it.

      Still, the scar I’d landed a few months ago was the final sign I needed to change my ways, put everything behind me, including her. Which is why I’m here.

      But when I walk into my first meeting of Sex and Love Addicts Anonymous, I grab the doorway and hold on tight. The whole room is rocking, like a ship that’s hit choppy waters. I must be seeing things. There’s no way she can be here.

      She’s the last person I ever thought I’d see today. Hell, I didn’t think I’d see her ever again. I figured that was for the best. But here she is, in this meeting room with me, of all places.

      My heart trips over on itself, then it sputters out of control and collapses.

      The only girl I’ve ever been with who’s not older than me. The only girl who didn’t feel like a fix.

      And evidently Harley’s a lot like me.

      No wonder the clock was ticking last night. We both took one final hit before going on the wagon.

      I grab an empty chair and try not to think about her during the meeting. But it’s impossible. Because last night with her didn’t feel like the reason I’m here. I didn’t touch her in the way I’ve touched others. She felt different. She felt real.

      And I don’t know how the hell to navigate this. To see her like this. To run into her every week or so. Even this Joanne lady who’s running the show issues the reminder—some sort of rule we should follow. A guideline so we can stop being fucked-up from sex.

      “It’s recommended that you abstain from sexual, romantic, or any type of love relationships in your first year of recovery,” Joanne says, while her knitting needles click faster and faster.

      I remind myself that’s why I’m here, that’s what I want to do. To change. I’m committed to doing things right for the first time in a long time.

      But then, there’s Harley—though she calls herself Layla in the group.

      And the connection we had wasn’t just physical. It went deeper. It touched a part of me that’s been closed off for a long time.

      I grit my teeth, stare at the wall, try to figure out what the hell to do.

      Weirdly enough, the answer comes in the cheesiest poster ever on the wall—a kitten and a puppy hanging out.

      Buddies.

      Dear God, is that what I’m going to do?

      But maybe, just maybe, that’s the way through.

      A way that helps me live a new life, and a way that helps me learn how.

      Through friendship.

      Yes, that’s the answer.

      Right there, in front of me.

      Like a flashing neon sign.

      We could help each other as friends. Maybe that’s part of the starting over.

      Something I’ve never truly had before—a friendship with a girl. And now that I see her again, I don’t think I want to be without Harley in my life.

      At the end of the meeting, I walk up to her. I keep it light at first. “What are the chances?”

      She looks down and away, then back at me, and whispers, “Everything I said last night was true.”

      My heart thumps faster.

      “Good,” I say, and wish her words didn’t affect me so much. I know I need to stay away from her. But I don’t want to. I want something with her. Something I’ve never experienced. Perhaps it’s all we can be. But I’ll take it, if she’s willing. “But there’s something I want to talk to you about.”

      Her eyes widen. She seems nervous, worried. “What is it?”

      “It’s not a bad thing,” I say quickly.

      “Okay,” she says, breathing a sigh of relief. “What’s going on, then?”

      I scratch my jaw, then inhale, looking for some new kind of courage to ask something I’ve never asked. “Do you . . .want to be friends?”

      Her smile is instant. Genuine. And it spreads across her whole face, reaching her eyes, which sparkle. “Are you making a friendship pact?”

      I laugh lightly. “Yeah I think I am.”

      “So we’d be friends who help each other with this whole thing?” She gestures to the room, as if to indicate the group.

      “Is that crazy?” I’m nervous now.

      “You’re asking the wrong person,” she says. But then she turns serious. “But we have to forget about last night. Put it behind us. Let it be the past.”

      I nod several times, completely agreeing. “It’s the past. Let’s start something new now. We’ll make a promise to help each other. We won’t let the other slip.”

      “Accountability,” she says, thoughtful.

      I hold out a fist for knocking. “To friendship?”

      She knocks back. “To the start of us. The start of us as friends.”

      It’s funny because we said we’d let fate intervene if we were meant to see each other again—I just don’t think either of us expected it to happen so soon.
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      Six Months Later

      

      Over the next six months, Trey and I do just that.

      We become the best of friends.

      We see each other at meetings. We have coffee at Dr. Insomnia’s. We wander through the park. We go to bookstores. We grab tacos and bagels and sandwiches. Most of all, we talk.

      Wherever we go, we don’t stop talking.

      It’s like the night we met. When we talked first, when we connected first.

      We build off that nearly every day, sharing the good, the bad, the ugly as we traverse New York and SLAA and meetings, so many meetings.

      But so much support too.

      On the one hand, he’s the man who gave me one fantastic night.

      But on the other hand, he’s my new best friend.

      And that’s what matters.

      The here and now.

      The way we stick to the plan.

      Besides, I don’t need a lover.

      I need a friend, and he’s stepped all the way up, especially as I work my way through my debt.

      I am more than halfway finished with it, I remind myself as I walk to St. Patrick’s Cathedral one spring afternoon with Trey by my side as usual. “It’s what friends do,” he says. “Walk each other to meetings in churches,” he says wryly.

      “More like a punishment check-in,” I remark.

      “You’ll get there.”

      “I hope so.” But I won’t truly be on the other side till I slice off this albatross that owns me. The albatross in the church demanding her pound of flesh.

      My debt. I have been up late, up early, up all around. I have been living and breathing and choking out the words the woman who waits in the house of worship makes me put down on the page.

      All the tawdry tales. All the names—anonymously—from my list.

      She makes me dive into them. Makes me share the story behind the kiss, the man, the where, the when, and most of all—the why. Make them titillating but vile too, she said. Make sure you come across as someone who desperately needs redemption, absolution.

      Sometimes I wish I could punch a hole in the story of my life that I am forced to write for her—Memoirs of a Teenage Sex Addict.

      Trey takes my hand, squeezing it, and I shiver. I’m not cold. It’s May, and it’s warm, but any kind of contact from him makes me feel so good.

      Except I won’t go there again.

      He won’t either.

      Those are the rules of our friendship pact—no touching, no kissing, no nothing more whatsoever. We don’t discuss what happened the night before we met again.

      We don’t need to.

      But that also means I don’t tell him that with this friendship have come more feelings.

      I don’t tell him because I want him to make it through.

      “I don’t need another one of these,” he’ll say, then run his index finger absently across the scar on his right cheek. But I love his scar. I want to trace it and kiss it and touch it. Scars are sexy—they say you’ve lived and that you’ve survived. That’s how I see him. But I don’t want to be the one who knocks him off the wagon. So this friendship is all we allow. No messing around. That’s what we promise to do in SLAA. One year. Alone. Without anything. Without kissing. Without dating. Without relationships.

      But abstinence, withdrawal, a break, whatever-you-call-it doesn’t stop my worn-down, wasted heart from wanting this boy by my side to be more than my friend.

      I squeeze back, taking the slightest bit of contact with him I can get. I’ve never held hands with anyone before. The men who ordered barely legal eighteen-year-old call girls weren’t the type who liked to hold hands. Shocking, right?

      Trey flashes me a grin as we let go of each other’s hand.

      “You can do this, Harley. It’ll be over soon.”

      I scoff. “Not soon enough.”

      When we’re one block away from the church, I say goodbye. “And this is where you must go, my sweet escort.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “I should have been an escort.”

      “You’d have been the best. Anyway, I don’t want her to see you. She’ll find some way to dig her claws into you.”

      He looks over his shoulder as if he’s checking out claw marks on his back. “Damn. I still have some other ones there. Scars everywhere.”

      I swat him. “I like your scars. Besides, I’m sure you’ve had many marks on your back.”

      “Covered in ’em. Everywhere.” His eyes light up. There’s a part of him too that misses his past. Longs for his drug.

      “Get out of here, boy toy.”

      This is how we operate. I know his past with women. He knows my past with men. And we can tease each other. No one else knows my past.

      “Call me later though, okay? Let’s hang out after I’m done with work?”

      “Of course,” I say, because we are addicted in a new way now. Addicted to contact with each other. We talk every day, text every day, see each other most days.

      He salutes me and walks off to catch a subway back to the West Village, where he’ll spend the evening studying for his final exams in between making permanent marks on the skin of customers.

      I walk one more block, grit my teeth, narrow my eyes, and tell myself I am iron, I am steel, I am unflappable.

      Then I enter another church.

      I never thought I’d spend so much time in them for reasons other than worship. I grip my field hockey stick in one hand. I don’t even play anymore. I simply like weapons, and I like flexing my fingers around it as I pass through the musty vestibule, ignoring the holy water and the candles, and take my customary spot in the fifth pew from the back, laying the stick across my bare legs.

      I’ve been summoned by my dark overlord, and I can’t say no.

      Such is the life of a former teenage call girl who’s being blackmailed.

      It’s a Tuesday afternoon, so there’s no service now. I glance around at the other churchgoers; a few scattered faithful are here. Or desperate, depending on how you slice it. As I scan their bent heads, I wonder if anyone hears their silent pleas. Maybe some are even asking for forgiveness for their sins, which is what I’d be doing if I were a religious girl.

      But I’m not.

      I hear the familiar sound of Miranda’s heels clicking across the stone floor.

      Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two…

      When I reach one in my head, she’s sliding into the pew, maintaining a two-foot distance between us, as if getting closer to me would infect her. I kind of wish I had pink eye, could touch my eye then zoom in on her with the pad of my index finger, just to watch her pull away and freak out.

      But then, she’d find some way for me to pay for that too.

      She says nothing as she stares at the sweeping altar ahead of us. Her golden-blonde hair is piled high on her head with a clip, her medium length bangs swept over her ear. She looks amazing, especially in her sharp gray skirt that fits well and the pretty indigo blouse she wears. She’s lost about twenty pounds in the last six months.

      I want to tell her it wasn’t the twenty pounds that did it. But she’d never believe me. I’m dog poop on her shoe, a gnat buzzing in her ear, the smoke alarm that won’t stop bleeping.

      I am nuisance made human, with killer legs and face to boot.

      I am her worst nightmare.

      Or I was until she realized she could turn the tables on me.

      She bows her head, clasps her hands together, and steeples her long fingers, pale-pink polished nails meeting at the points. I imagine what one would look like chipped.

      She’d shriek in displeasure, like a kettle on permanent boil. I stifle a smile.

      “You should pray, Harley Coleman,” she says crisply.

      “It’s not my thing.”

      “It should be.”

      “Thanks,” I say, but don’t give in to this request. To others yes, but not this one.

      Rule Number One when being blackmailed: maintain some lines.

      The more you bend, the more your extortionist tries to break you.

      She begins a low prayer, inaudible to anyone else, but crystal clear to me.

      It’s the Catholic prayer of purity. “Jesus, Lover of chastity, Mary, Mother most pure, and Joseph, chaste guardian of the Virgin,” she says, the icicles in her voice stabbing at the last word.

      I roll my eyes and bob my head as she continues on, substituting “begging you to plead with God for me” to “begging you to plead with God for Harley.” She finishes with “have mercy on her,” though she doesn’t mean a word of what she’s saying. There is no mercy for me from her. Well, unless I tell my mom everything. And telling her anything or everything is the one thing I will never do. Never as in never ever, ever.

      Rule Number Two: know your own lines.

      I’m stuck here. Protecting my mother. I have to protect her.

      “Ah,” she says with a hearty sigh and a hugely false smile. “I feel so much better, don’t you? Cleaner, right?”

      “Like I just took a bath in holy water.”

      She glares at me. “You jest in God’s house?”

      I nod. “I do. I do jest in God’s house. Frequently, in fact.”

      “I’ll take the pages now.” She holds out her long-fingered hand to me, her wedding band with its sapphire and diamonds reflecting across the stained-glass windows.

      I dig into a side pocket in my purse and hand her a thumb drive.

      She takes it, looking at it with disdain. It’s part of the routine: I give her a thumb drive every time, and every time she regards it like a diseased object. “Hmm. You couldn’t bother to print it out?”

      “I don’t have a printer.”

      She snorts, then slips it into her vast purple purse. “I want this book done soon. One more month at the most. You need to work on the next chapters. And make them tawdry. Make them sordid. Make them as lurid as they can be.” I inhale sharply. This woman is sick. “Then, give her the redemption she doesn’t deserve,” Miranda adds in her cool, calculating voice.

      She.

      I try to imagine the person in the memoirs isn’t me.

      I picture myself as someone else when I write it—I even hear a different voice in my head telling my story as I pen the chapters she makes me write. I have to hear it differently. I don’t want to be that person. And I want to believe it’s fiction, and not my life.

      I stand up, eager to play even a lowly two of clubs in the form of leaving first. “I’m late for my British lit class.”

      “You can expect a follow-up from me sometime this week.”

      “Sometime, like anytime?”

      She shrugs smugly. “Perhaps any day of the week.”

      Rule Number Three: know when to bluff.

      “If you don’t tell me the day, I’ll tell my mom everything.” She may hold most of the cards, but the thing about blackmail is everyone has something to lose. Including Miranda. I don’t want my mom to know about the book she’s forcing me to write anonymously, but she doesn’t want my mom to know she’s making me write it either.

      She purses her lips. “I’ll email you.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      As I scoot out of the pew, she grabs my wrist, and her pink nails dig into my skin. I fantasize about brandishing my field hockey stick and whacking her upside the head. There’d be a brilliant gash across her forehead. Blood would ooze into her blue eyes and leave a sticky trail in her blonde hair.

      “Don’t. Sass. Me,” she says in a low hiss, determined to have the last word.

      I yank my wrist from her, clamp my lips together, and let her have what she wants. My silence.

      I leave, but I don’t go to British lit, because I don’t have class today. I have a dinner at my mom’s house. It’s date night with a new man, and so she needs me there. She always needs me. And I need her.
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      Memoirs of a Teenage Sex Addict

      

      It’s been my mom and me as long as I can remember. I don’t remember much about my dad, so this story won’t be about him. All my memories are of my mom, starting with how unhappy she was after my dad walked out when I was six.

      My mom was miserable for more than a year. She cried late at night, deep tears that could fill rivers and overrun their banks. She thought I was asleep, blissfully in dreamland and unaware of her pain. But I heard her phone calls with friends, her “What did I do wrong?” pleas, and her desperate, endless self-doubt. She missed the bastard, against her better judgment.

      She tried to hold it together during the day, but I’d still find her crying in her cereal or wandering aimlessly around the apartment, sniffling and missing and hurting.

      “Don’t cry, Mom,” I’d tell her, and she’d wrap me in a tight embrace.

      “I won’t, darling. I have you to make me happy.”

      After endless days and nights like that, she started to heal, to let go, and eventually the sobfests died down.

      Then she was ready to start over. To carve out her new happy.

      Dave was the first after my dad. I was in third grade, and Dave spent many nights at our house. He had a son one year older than me. Sometimes when Dave visited in the evenings, my mom told us to play together. She and Dave wanted to chat and have some time alone.

      “I’m happy again,” she’d whisper to me before she closed the door to her room. “Isn’t it great to see me happy?”

      “Yes, Mom.”

      “You’ll play with Dave’s son. That would make me so happy right now.”

      His son was nine, I was eight. We played Monopoly.

      Technically, I count Dave’s son as the first time my mom set me up with someone. Not that anything happened with him. But that’s how it all started, and this is the story of how I became a high-priced virgin call girl by the time I was a senior in high school. This is how I became Layla.

      (Names have been changed to protect the innocent. Innocent? Ha. As if anyone is.)
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      Elevators were my downfall.

      But I can handle them better now.

      The doors open with a soft metallic moan, and I step inside the mirrored elevator in the Lexington Avenue office building. The lift shoots me up six floors to my shrink’s office.

      Dr. Michelle Milo.

      I head into the lobby. It’s empty, and that’s good because I’d rather not see who else is fucked in the head or the heart. I walk to her office and tap on the door.

      “Good afternoon, Trey,” she says in the calm voice I’m used to when she opens the door. I’m pretty sure shrinks don’t have any other voice. It must be part of shrink training—how to speak in a serenely modulated tone all the time, never wavering, never varying. I wonder if shrinks are all peaceful and even on the inside too. Unflappable, never bothered by the shit life serves up.

      I can’t even imagine what that would be like.

      Like living inside a Valium maybe.

      “Hey.”

      I flop down on her couch. She’s been my shrink for six months, and granted, she’s totally my type—maybe a little young, since I think she’s in her late twenties—but I’ve never had a single dirty thought about her. Not one. Maybe that means I’m getting better. Maybe I’m not so hooked on older women. Maybe I’m breaking my addiction.

      “So,” she begins, clasping her hands together. “How is everything going for you this week?”

      I shrug. “It’s fine. The school year is almost over.”

      “And your plans for the summer? No Regrets full time?”

      I nod.

      “How are your parents with that?”

      I roll my eyes. My parents. My perfectly plastic, perfectly put together, perfectly empty parents. They wish I were going to school to be a doctor. Yeah, like that’ll ever happen. “Guess how they are with that,” I say sarcastically. “Can we talk about something else?”

      “Whatever you want to talk about, Trey. This is your time.”

      I look away, at the plants on her windowsill, at the books on her shelves. Books with names like Real Choices, It’s Not Love—It’s Addiction, and Healthier Lives. All the shit I need to be or do or have. I stare at her walls and the framed abstract art. Red squares, yellow brushstrokes, blue lines all mixed together. I’m glad she doesn’t have those stupid inspirational posters I’m tired of seeing at SLAA.

      She waits for me to speak.

      “Harley,” I say in a low voice. I always want to talk about her.

      “You want to talk about Harley.” It’s not a question; it’s a statement.

      “Sure,” I offer in the most casual, offhand way I can muster.

      “Harley, the girl you spent one night with and have now become best friends with through a love and sex addicts support group,” she states, but there’s no judgment in her voice.

      I cross my arms. “You think it’s dangerous that I’m friends with her.”

      Michelle shakes her head. “No. I think it’s worth exploring how and why you’re actively focused on recovering from your addictive behavior and you spend most of your time with someone who also has that goal in mind. And yet she also happens to be a young woman with whom you’ve been intimate.”

      “You think we can’t be friends because we almost slept together?”

      She shakes her head. “No. I think you can be friends. I also think the situation is complicated and unusual, Trey. Because you’ve gone from feeling as if your life was spiraling out of control and deciding to go to SLAA, to meeting Harley, to becoming close friends and sharing both the details of your past and your recovery with her. Is that a correct assessment of the last six months?”

      “Yeah,” I say tentatively, and I have the feeling of being subtly cross-examined even though I know that’s not Michelle’s style.

      “And yet, you and your parents don’t talk about what brought you to SLAA. You don’t share it with friends. You don’t share it anywhere but here and with Harley.”

      My jaw tightens and my shoulders tense. “I feel like you’re calling me out on something.”

      “I’m not. But I want you to think about why you’re able to be this way with her. Why you go all over the city with her, and she meets you after work, and you hang out in between classes, and you know all about these memoirs she’s being forced to write—and you, by your own admission, are not a terribly open person. So why her?”

      I picture Harley. Her blonde hair. Her brown eyes. Her banging body. But then I shift away from the physical and I flash onto all the other parts, and honestly it comes down to pretty much one thing.

      “I can talk to her about just about anything,” I say.

      “You can,” Michelle nods. “Except one thing. The why behind all of this.”

      I run my palm over the tattoo on my shoulder, underneath my shirt. The why of all of this.
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      As soon as I open the door, the familiar greeting pours forth.

      “You look so pretty,” my mom says with this incredibly reflective air. As if this is the first time ever, in my whole life, I’ve looked so pretty. I’m wearing a short skirt, a T-shirt, and my Mary Janes. I look like I do every day. Still, no matter what, without fail, you can set your ever-loving watch to it—You look so pretty is always the first thing my mom says to me.

      I wish I hated it.

      I wish I didn’t need to hear it.

      But I ache without it. It’s become as necessary as air and sun.

      It’s my confirmation that all is right in the world. She raised me to be pretty. She trained me to be pretty. She is pretty too.

      The difference is she never used her pretty to win things in life. She earned all her accolades, all her praise, all her awards. She doesn’t even hang them on the walls or frame them. She’s so humble, brushing them off as if they’re nothing when people praise her. But they’re not nothing. She’s won national awards from every journalistic association in the world. And she’s earned the most prestigious prizes in her field, since she’s a top-notch investigative reporter on “Here and Now,” the venerated show that has exposed government secrets and high-profile politicians’ shenanigans. My mom uncovered the sexting senator, the congressman who hired young male escorts to give him blow jobs on Uncle Sam’s dollar, and a child prostitution ring run by an ex New York City mayor.

      Barbara Coleman.

      Her name even sounds like a kick-ass reporter who takes no prisoners.

      She is the most feared whistle-blower in America, and her two nonfiction books have topped the best-seller lists. She’s been called The Cleaner, and I’m told that politicians shudder and quake in their boots when she starts investigating them. She’s been relentless in her pursuit ever since my father took off when I was in first grade, after she kicked him out after several affairs. Then, with the help of her editor who plucked her from the assignment desk, mentored her, and fed her reporting opportunities, she refashioned herself into some sort of avenging angel, a righteous doer of good, exposing all the evils going on behind closed doors.

      She is one of the most admired women in America.

      And she has a slut for a daughter.

      She stands tall and regal at the stove, stirring a pot with a long wooden spoon. She wears a flowy magenta blouse, the color so blazingly rich she looks like royalty. She’s paired her top with trim black slacks and suede pumps, and her raven-colored hair is pulled back in a comb. She’s beautiful, and she is ready for a new man.

      “Hi, Barb.” I leave my purse by the door as I head into the kitchen.

      “I’m making Moroccan stew tonight in honor of you being nearly done with your second year of college,” she says coyly, as if she’s flirting with the stew.

      “But of course. British lit originated in Morocco,” I say, since English is my major. I love to write, but not the kind of writing she does. And not the kind of writing Miranda makes me do. I like to make up fantastical tales of talking animals, magical doorways, portals to other worlds—only I don’t really have the time to do that kind of writing anymore. I used to have notebooks and journals full of tales, until Miranda subverted my love of words with her twisted debt.

      But I don’t like thinking about Miranda when I’m here.

      My mom winks at me, loving our sisterly banter and jokes. That’s what we are. Sisters.

      “Who’s coming over tonight?”

      She screws up her forehead. Maybe she can’t remember. Or maybe…no…not this…not now. Her eyes go glassy, and her lower lip quivers. “Not Phil,” she chokes out, dropping the spoon and covering her eyes.

      I pull her to me, wrapping an arm around her. “It’s okay. It’s okay,” I reassure, even though I wish she’d never met Phil, her last boyfriend. Tears leak onto my shirt as she heaves out several thick sobs.

      “I miss him,” she moans. “I don’t know why he left.”

      I do. I know why he left. I won’t tell her though. “Because he’s a jerk and you deserve better, Barb,” I say, because she doesn’t like me to call her Mom.

      She nods against my chest and sucks in her breath, pulling herself together. One hug from me, one firm but loving reminder, is the magic formula to make Barb Coleman happy again. “Forget about Phil, okay? Get that dick out of your head and your heart once and for all. Now tell me about this new guy.”

      She pulls back, exhales, and brushes a hand across her cheek to wipe away the streaks of her sadness.

      “His name is Neil. And he has a son who’s just as good-looking,” she says, winking at me knowingly.

      Then she picks up her dropped spoon and resumes stirring. “I want you to meet him. I think he might be perfect for you.”

      I cringe inside, and a new knot of nerves takes hold. I hate being set up. But I don’t know how to tell her this. Not when she’s given me everything. Not when she’s the only one who’s been here for me, since my dad is quite simply gone. Off in Europe with his new bride, or so I hear. I don’t talk to him and he doesn’t talk to me. I haven’t seen his parents—my grandparents— either since they split, and we used to visit them often. Some days, when I am feeling hollow and empty, I miss those visits even more. They don’t write or call, not even on my birthday, and they promised they would. But when my parents split, I was excised from everyone. All I have is Barb.

      “It would make me happy. You know I love playing matchmaker,” she adds.

      And that’s what I want. The desire to take away her sadness fuels me every day. “What’s his son’s name?”

      “Connor. Lovely name, don’t you think?”

      No. It’s just a name. It’s neither here nor there. It tells me nothing about him.

      “Yes. Great name.” I press my fingernails into my palm until I feel the flesh start to pierce. The prospect of one of her set-ups makes me desperately want to return to Cam, the man who made me Layla, the man who I miss. I dig harder. I need the visceral reminder to stay strong, to keep on course. I will not bend. I will not break. I will not go back to the way I was. Layla is gone, and I am my mother’s daughter—good, honest, righteous.

      I picture my red ribbon tattoo. A reminder of how much I love my mom and all the good times we’ve had. Of our mother-daughter bond. All the tests she helped me study for, all the times she took my temperature when I was sick, all the nights she tucked me into bed. The only parent there for me, every single day.

      How I will do anything for her. Including protect her from the truth about me and my call-girl days with Cam that started the second I turned eighteen.

      I try to practice all the mantras SLAA has taught me.

      This too shall pass. The three-second rule. Let the past be the past.

      There. Better. I won’t think of Cam and his baby blues, his sandpaper stubble, his faith in Layla to reel the men in. But we were partners in crime. Partners in secrets. Partners in power.

      And I miss my partner terribly.

      My mom stirs her concoction. “One of my sources sent me this recipe. She knows I love to cook. It calls for peanuts and carrots and sausages…”

      “Gotta love a sausage fest,” I say with a smile.

      “Harley.” She pretends to shoot me a chiding look. But she loves that I’m one of her girlfriends.

      “Want me to set the table?”

      “That would be divine. And don’t forget wineglasses,” she says, then wags a finger at me. “But none for you.”

      “Of course not, Barb. I’m underage. I don’t drink.”

      She gives me a soft peck on the forehead. “You are such a good girl.”

      I flash her the smile she loves. I am her good daughter. I am her prize pet. I make her happy.

      I reach into the cabinets for the yellow plates. They are her middle-of-the-road place settings. If she can’t quite remember the guy’s name, he hasn’t earned the fine china yet. I lay them neatly on the table, then align the silverware and white cloth napkins. Wineglasses are next.

      “Red or white?”

      She purses her lips and considers. “Stew calls for red, don’t you think?”

      I nod as if I’m a wine connoisseur. “Absolutely. Merlot?”

      “You always know the perfect pairing.”

      Yup.

      Soon, the doorbell rings, and Neil arrives with his son Connor, one of the many men my mom has set me up with throughout my life. Connor is a decent-looking guy. He’s studying finance in college, and he likes the Yankees. I put on my best dog and pony show, laughing, flirting, and bantering with the best of them, and I know that Connor is falling hard for me because it’s so easy to reel guys in. My mom trained me. She taught me. She made me who I am.

      Then Cam made me better. Cam made me the best.

      When dinner ends, my phone rings, and it’s Trey, reminding me he’s closing up in thirty minutes.

      “I have to go. Forgot about my study group,” I say, excusing myself as soon as dinner is over.

      “But Harley,” my mom calls out, truly saddened by my departure. “We’re having such a nice time.”

      “I know. But I have a calc test, and I need to go.”

      I’m lying, because I don’t have any more tests, but after putting on another show, I need to be with the one person who requires no lies.

      “Wait!”

      She scurries up from the table, pops into the kitchen, and returns with a Tupperware container of blond brownies. My favorite. “For you. I made them earlier.”

      I take the brownies. “Thanks, Mom,” I say, slipping in a Mom, even though I know she’d rather be Barb.
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      Memoirs of a Teenage Sex Addict

      

      When I was in grade school, my mom hosted elaborate parties every month. She was celebrating her liberation, she claimed, from a marriage in chains. A marriage to someone who didn’t want her, didn’t love her, who loved other women far too much, who cheated and strayed like he was earning points in a video game.

      Before the very first party, more than a year after my parents split, she brushed my blonde hair till it shined and tied a red ribbon in it. She dressed me in a red dress with spaghetti straps and a sparkly bodice. When I watched her do her makeup, I asked if I could wear some. “Of course,” she said, and thus began my first lesson in how to apply makeup properly. She let me wear blush and eyeshadow, even demonstrating ever so carefully in the mirror how to use a shadow brush. Then she paraded me around, introducing me to everyone the same way.

      “This is my daughter. Isn’t she pretty?”

      I smiled my prettiest smile, sometimes even gave a curtsy. After the fourth or fifth party, I was a show horse, a little pony, a figurine she’d acquired from Tiffany’s. By then, we did our makeup together before a fete. I’d bring my little wooden stool into her bathroom and stand on it as we peered in the mirror and put on our faces. It was our ritual, our bond, the way we became sisters, rather than mother and daughter.

      Then it was party time. The ratio of men to women always tipped in favor of the Y chromosomes. It wasn’t a party unless the pickings were plentiful. She’d bring me around and introduce me.

      “Here, honey. I have someone I want you to meet,” she’d say, and I’d flash my best smile as she continued. “Isn’t she pretty, isn’t she pretty, isn’t she pretty…?”

      I was good at writing too. Still am. I eat stories for breakfast. I read them, I write them, I plot them, I breathe them. But somehow, I never got the “This is my daughter. She’s good at writing,” introduction.

      I was pretty. That was my purpose.

      Is it any surprise I became what I am? I was programmed for this.
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      I thumb through Trey’s drawings in a portfolio at No Regrets, stopping at an image of wings. Feathery, pillowy wings that could whisk you away to a better world. I flash back to the time he created this tattoo image, late one night at his apartment. He was drawing in his sketchbook, and I was huddled in the corner of his futon, laptop on my knees, pounding out every word Miranda wanted me to write. Chronicling my lurid stories of the twenty-four men who were my downfall.

      Then he stopped sketching, sat next to me, and swiped a tear from my cheek that I barely even realized was there. I don’t think I was even aware of how these tales Miranda demanded would be an excavation and would unearth not only memories of all those men—my mom’s and mine—but also the way I felt. I’d never shed those tears when I was younger. Never when any of it was happening. Only when I revisited them, with my gut twisting, my heart splintering, all with Trey by my side.

      He knows everything about me.

      He’s the only person I’ve ever let in.

      He learned my wishes and hopes the night I met him, and he learned my secrets shortly after the day I ran into him at SLAA.

      So, really, I am an open book to him, and he to me. Add that to all the reasons we can’t ever be, though, because no one wants to be with someone they know the very worst things about. I glance up from the portfolio and watch him. He looks so sexy in his well-worn jeans and T-shirt that shows off his strong arms, those tattoos snaking down his carved muscles. Black ink, tribal patterns, lines and shapes skate over his skin, everything in threes. His shoulder is marked with three suns, his chest with a trio of silhouetted birds. Symbols of the people he never knew, he told me.

      That’s all he says about them. He won’t tell me more.

      He locks the drawers where he keeps his equipment, straightens up the portfolios that grace the wooden tables in the entryway, and then closes up.

      I hand him a brownie, and he takes a bite.

      “It makes me crazy that your mom is such an awesome baker,” he says.

      “I know. You wish she were all bad.”

      “Sometimes,” he says, and I tuck the Tupperware container back in my purse as he finishes the brownie.

      “What did you ink tonight?” I ask as we leave the shop and my ears are assaulted with the screeches of cabs and cars, my nostrils hit with a blast of exhaust from a nearby bus turning onto Christopher Street.

      “Some dude came in wanting two arrows on his bicep.”

      “Did it mean something?”

      Trey nods. “He’s in recovery. He used to drink himself stupid. Said it means It’s the pain of the arrow coming out, not the arrow going in.”

      “I haven’t heard that one. Must not be a regular Joanne mantra.”

      “Yeah, me neither. But do you think it’s true?”

      I shrug as we pass a sleek bar called the Pink Zebra. It’s a magnet for cougars. My chest seizes up, and I silently hope that a whole pack of them won’t spill out as we walk by. Trey’s temptation—sexy olderwomen. But I have no such luck. The door opens, and two gorgeous women emerge. One is wearing Jimmy Choos, the other Louboutins, and both are decked out in painted-on jeans and slinky tops. I want to cover his eyes so he can’t see them, but I’m too late. He’s drawn to them, a moth to the flame. But they turn the other way, and we keep walking. I ignore the look of hunger I see in his beautiful green eyes as he shakes his head, as if he can shake them off.

      “I guess…” he says in a low voice, then trails off. Maybe his mind is wandering back to the women. Or maybe that’s all there is to say, because we both know what’s unsaid. Some days the arrow coming out hurts like hell. Some days you miss your drug like you can’t even believe. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise—withdrawal is a bitch on wheels. It feels like someone is ripping your fingernails out with pliers.

      “How was dinner tonight? Did your mom try to set you up?”

      “It was the usual. The way it always is.”

      “Did it make you miss Cam?”

      We stop at the light on Seventh Avenue, waiting to cross.

      Cam.

      Trey’s question pierces me because no one else would ever ask it, no one else could. I can’t seem to tell my mom the truth, or my roommate Kristen, or even Joanne at SLAA. But Trey, the only guy who’s ever made me feel any sort of reckless abandon, any sort of true desire? Apparently I can open up to him about taking money for not-quite-sex.

      “Do I miss Cam?” I muse out loud as if I’m turning over the words, considering them from every angle.

      With a vengeance.

      With the blaze of a thousand suns.

      With every piece of twisted DNA in my body.

      Cam is the arrow. I miss being his. Being in control. Being powerful. I want the arrow back in.

      Being Cam’s was the only thing that ever made me feel like my life wasn’t orchestrated by a master puppeteer.

      “Maybe a little,” I admit.

      “Did you call him?”

      I shake my head. Not calling Cam is a daily battle, but it’s one that makes me hate myself. Because how can I want to hold hands with Trey and still miss Cam like a phantom limb? Miranda is right. I don’t deserve redemption.

      “Have you ever gone skydiving?”

      I stop at Trey’s non sequitur as an ambulance zooms down the street, its horn blaring. “What kind of segue is that?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe we just need a thrill in our lives. Don’t you miss the high?”

      “Every day,” I admit as we cross the street.

      Miranda forced me to go to SLAA, but I knew I belonged there because I was drugged on love, on almost-sex, on power. Knowing didn’t stop me from wanting my drug though. I am dependent. I still am.

      Trey stops at the subway entrance.

      “Maybe we just need to find the daring in the every day,” he says, then perches on the railing that leads down into the subway station. He’s seated on the edge, holding on with his hands. He leans back so far that his body is nearly parallel to the sidewalk.

      “Trey!”

      He lets himself fall further, so his head is upside down. It’s New York, so most people ignore him, but a few on the steps below point as they keep clicking down the stairs. Trey hooks his feet around the bottom of the railing, and then lets go with his hands. His head, arms, and chest drop down.

      Rationally, logically, I know he’s not going to fall. But all I can picture is his gorgeous face smashed to bits on the concrete below.

      “If you’re worried, just grab me,” he says, as if he doesn’t have a care in the world. I reach for his brown leather belt and jerk it hard, yanking him upright. His face is red and near mine now, and the air is crackling like an electrical storm. My heart is racing and my adrenaline is surging, and I’m no longer thinking about Cam. I’m thinking about this guy so close to me. His mischievous grin. His sparkling eyes. How they know me, see through me. How I let him in that first night, and we talked about everything—music, happiness, the future, even my grandparents who I never see and who I miss terribly some days. I’m remembering, too, the way I felt when he first kissed me, then touched me. Then his mouth on my body, all over me. Soft and slow and caressing.

      Like something I wanted.

      Fuck. I can’t go there. I haven’t let myself think about our one night together in ages.

      “You know I won’t fall.”

      I shake my head. “You know that scares me,” I say. I don’t let go of his belt. He places a hand on my hand. Skin on skin. His flesh on mine. I try not to shiver. But it’s useless. I do anyway, as my stomach executes a huge somersault.

      “I’m like a bad horror film director. I can’t resist scaring you, because you’re so damn cute when you get scared.”

      He jumps down off the railing and engulfs me in a hug, wrapping his strong arms around me, pulling my face to his neck. God, he smells good. All sweat and work and some woodsy scent that’s just so him.

      “Sorry about Miranda and your mom and all those stupid guys,” he says softly in my ear, just for me, just to me. “I don’t want you to be with any of them. I don’t want you with anyone.”

      I dig my fingernails into my palms to stop from pressing my body into him, from whispering kisses across his neck. Because this Trey, this soft, sweet, caring Trey, is the only guy I’ve ever let touch me without an agenda, the only man I wanted to kiss, the only man who’s ever made me come. I didn’t fake it with him. I never knew not faking it could feel so good. That giving in, letting go, could be scary and intoxicating all on its own.

      Now, with him so close, arms looped around me, his smell in my nose and his strong body pinned against mine, I don’t know what happened to withdrawal, because nothing feels painful right now. I only feel potential. Possibility. The slim hope of starting over, like a stone skipping across the water, whisking up a few drops.

      Maybe this is the new high. He skims one hand once across my back, so lightly it could be a friendly touch, but even through my flimsy shirt, my insides flutter like hummingbirds, and my mind is back on our night.

      His hands on my naked skin.

      The unfamiliar ache in my body that craved more of his touch, the way he seemed to memorize me with his palms and his fingertips as if he needed to trace every inch, to imprint the feel of me in his memory. Then his lips everywhere, traversing my arms, neck, breasts, belly, legs, ankles, and back up to my calves and knees and thighs, and in between. His lips and his tongue made me want to die and live and soar. I’d never let go like that, never moved like I did with him, with abandon, with desire, with the sharp, sweet rush of wanting someone to touch me for the first time.

      I let go with him. I gave my body to him. In a way so many of them would have paid top dollar for. But I’d never wanted anyone before to see me like that. To watch me, feel me, hear me come.

      Maybe he’s the arrow.

      Maybe he’s the thing I’m not withdrawing from.

      The one person who knows all my stories, the one person I’ve become best friends with in recovery is the only one who knows exactly how I feel, what I think, what I want, what I hate, what I need.

      Who I am.

      I don’t know how to be known like this. In this naked kind of way. Like I’ve taken everything off and am waiting for judgment.

      Or touch.

      Maybe they’re one and the same.

      I sigh once, then manage to pull away from his grasp and look at him, giving him a quick nod. “Thank you,” I whisper.

      He tilts his head to the side, his hair falling past his ear. His hair, light brown with hints of copper, is so thick and full that he could be a shampoo model, only he doesn’t have that overly coiffed, perfectly combed look. It’s deliberately undone, purposefully tousled, and all I want is to run my fingers through it, cling to it, and never let go. Hold his cheeks in my palms and kiss him deeply and without regret.

      Hear him groan.

      Let him do the same to me.

      I want to look in his eyes and see myself reflected back. Because his eyes, the color of a forest, of a green beer bottle, of lush grass after it rains, are the reflection of every woman falling in love with him, because they all do. Then there’s his face—strong cheekbones, stubbled jawline, and the scar that tells me he’s like me.

      He went too far. He hurt others. He was hurt.

      But that hurt is part of the connective tissue of our strange friendship that blurs all sorts of lines, that spills over into the feeling of more, even if we don’t truly venture there. Sometimes he looks at me like he wants to go there again, and he can probably tell that I still want him that way too.

      But if I acted again on these desires, then he’d be Twenty-Five. And if he’s Twenty-Five, then I’m just the same. And I have to be different. So only when I stop wanting him, stop feeling for him, stop thinking about him, can I have him. But even then he’d never have me, so it’s a moot point. Besides, what do I know about feelings? Nothing. They make zero sense to me. I don’t know if they ever will.
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      Her hands on my belt drive me crazy. But I won’t be the one to break her. She is trying so hard to be good, and I can’t be the one to lead her down this path. Even though I think of her all the time, and the memory of our night has fed my imagination countless times.

      The trouble is I know she’s dying to see Cam again. And I know I’m fighting all these stupid chains that my past keeps clamping on me.

      The other day I stopped by my parents’ building to have dinner with them, and it was like walking into the lion’s den. Everything about that place reeked of my past, of all the afternoons I’d spent in those corner penthouses with those women. Those pent-up, ravenous women whose husbands never gave it to them enough, or whose husbands had grown tires around their midsections and bald patches in their hair.

      Like Ms. Rachman in 10E. I nearly ran into her in the lobby the other day, and seeing her brought back memories of how needy and hungry she was. She used to run her fingers through my hair and hum happily. Like she was blissed out beyond any and all recognition. I was eighteen then, and she loved to be on top, her fake breasts barely moving as she rode me, her wine-red nails raking through my hair.

      “God, Trey, I love your hair. You have so much of it,” she said.

      Didn’t take a genius to figure out Mr. Rachman was on the thinning side up top.

      Her husband, a corporate litigator, never found out. He still travels all the time, defends companies from lawsuits, and ignores his hot wife. And she still wants me. She crooked her finger to call me over when she spotted me in the lobby a few days ago. I pretended I didn’t see her and faked her out with the earbuds I had in, Screaming Trees blasting in my head. I wear them every time I go to my parents’ so I have an excuse to ignore them all. I desperately try to avoid all the beautiful women who live there.

      And I can’t not go. My parents pay for college. They want to know how I’m doing. They want to know what I’m learning. Most importantly, they want to know if I’ll switch majors and study medicine like they did and become a plastic surgeon.

      “That ship has sailed, Dad,” I said the other day.

      Still, they try. They’d rather I change my mind, stay in school for many more years, turn premed, and become a respected doctor in the family. Not a guy who studies art and history and works part-time at a tattoo shop. I’m their only hope after all. There’s no one else.

      When I make my weekly visits to their building, my parents and I serve up uncomfortable small talk. We dart around all the things and people we’re not allowed to bring up. Like they never even existed.

      They taught me how to ignore the obvious.

      But I can’t ignore Harley. She’s not like them. She’s not like anyone I’ve ever known. It’s almost enough to make me tell her why my family doesn’t talk, why we are so closed off, messed up, and perfectly plastic on the outside. But I’ve told no one except my shrink. Harley tells me everything, and I’ve held back the most important part of my past.

      Maybe that’s why we can never be together.

      That, and the rules, and the group, and the fact that I’d never know what to do with a woman like her. I only know sex. I don’t know what to do with someone who’s not a game, a conquest, a way to numb the pain. With her, I’d have to be myself, be honest and truthful and let her all the way in. Besides, Harley’s a former call girl. So really, the fact that I want to inhale her all night, run my tongue from her delicious earlobe down to her neck and between her perfect breasts—that are real, so fucking real and soft and full, and demand to be kissed every time I see her—is irrelevant.

      She would never want me the same way. That one night was a last hurrah, a final goodbye to the past. She could have anyone. But she hardly seems to want anyone. Except Cam, and the thought of that makes my skin crawl. She told me she was never involved with him, but he was her fucking pimp. He whored her out, and I don’t even know the guy, but that makes me hate him. That makes me want to do to his face what the husband of the lady in the penthouse apartment did to mine when he caught me with his wife.

      “I should go,” I mutter.

      “Me too,” she says.

      “Are you going back to your mom’s tonight?”

      She shakes her head. “Back home. I’m sure Kristen misses me,” she jokes. Kristen and Harley have a run-down railroad apartment not far from here that’s rent-controlled and has been for one hundred years. Or so it seems.

      “Cool. I’m going to meet Jordan for a beer,” I say, referring to my buddy who works at the coffee shop next to No Regrets. He hates coffee, can’t stand the smell or taste of it from working with it all night long. He likes to say he needs beer to get the scent of caffeine off of him more than anything.

      “Have fun. Tell him I said hi,” she says, and gives a playful wave—as if I’d pass that on to my friend. “We should set him up with Kristen someday.”

      “Yeah. They might like each other.”

      She starts to leave, but I reach for her arm. Damn, her skin is so soft. I could layer kisses on her arms and be satisfied. Actually, that’s not true. Any kiss would make me want more. “I’ll walk you home.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “I want to.”

      I take her hand, and the feel of her is the thing I both want and dread most in the world. But I can’t stop holding her hand, even though I’d never know what to do with her for real.

      When we reach her building, she turns to me. “Did we even have plans tonight?”

      I shake my head. “I just like seeing you.”

      Maybe I’ve said too much. Maybe I haven’t said enough.

      “I like seeing you too.”

      “Better me than Cam,” I say, then want to kick myself for admitting that. But I don’t stop. “Don’t call him. Please.”

      I sound like an idiot, begging her.

      She stands on her tiptoes and brushes a soft, sweet, dizzying kiss on my cheek, on my scar, whispering, “I won’t.”

      I want to believe her.
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      “Were you at your writing workshop with the hottie tattoo guy tonight?”

      Kristen lowers her red cat-eye glasses and stares at me over the pages of a script. Kristen is a film major, and she always has her nose in a story. She’s scrunched up on the couch in our apartment, studying a marked-up screenplay.

      “Yeah,” I say, the lie rolling seamlessly off my tongue.

      “Are you guys hooking up?”

      I scoff. “No. It’s only class.”

      If she only knew.

      “Can I have him, then?” She waggles her eyebrows. She’s met Trey. She knows he’s unbelievably beautiful. She has no clue how I met him though.

      “Sure,” I say, as if the thought doesn’t make my insides churn. I don’t want anyone to have Trey. But I can’t tell Kristen about the meetings we go to, the real way I know him. I try to throw her off the scent. “Or his friend Jordan. He’s cute too, don’t you think?”

      She nods knowingly. “Honestly, either one of them would be fine. Why don’t you just make that happen, Harley?”

      “I’ll text Trey that we should all get together and go see a band or something,” I say, and then fire off a quick message.

      Kristen and I have been friends since the start of high school, but she doesn’t even know the half of it. Or the half of me. If anyone were to know about the SLAA meetings, about my past, about my men, it’d be Kristen. She is my closest girlfriend. But that word—close—it’s all so relative. Close means you share clothes, dreams, secrets, maybe even the darkest of secrets. That’s how it’s supposed to be. And sure, I know things about her because we’ve been friends since we played field hockey together at our high school. She was a beast on the field who took no prisoners and was known far and wide for hitting below the knees. I asked her once why she had so much aggression, and she said she took out her frustration over her parents’ crappy relationship when she was playing.

      They were divorcing when we were in high school.

      Here’s the thing. She’s open. She’s let me in on her secrets, that she struggled with bulimia when she was in high school and she was in therapy our senior year to help her have, as she likes to say, “a better relationship” with food. I know her insecurities too. Sometimes she’s abrasive or too in-your-face, and it’s all part of her tough-gal persona. But underneath, she wants what most people want—happiness. And I know her hopes. After college, she plans to jet west to California and become a screenwriter, chase the Hollywood dream.

      But I barely tell her anything. Maybe because she’s so together. Because she’s battled her demons and won. Or maybe just because I’m no good at telling the truth.

      She knows I like music and doing makeup, how I take my lattes, that I like to invent stories about animals and magic, and that someday I want to live on the beach and soak up the sun and fall asleep to the sound of ocean waves lapping the shore. She knows that my dad ditched us long ago to move to Europe and that I’m close with my mom. But more than that? I wouldn’t even know where to start. I’m like that person who scatters clues across several states, making it tough for the cops to gather enough info, or witnesses, to assemble the whole sordid story.

      No one except Trey.

      It’s weird that one person can know your before and your after.

      And that’s not Kristen.

      Because I haven’t told her a thing about my mom’s habits. And honestly, there is nothing I want to say. My mom is my mom. She needs me, and I need her. She took me to every doctor’s appointment, tended to every scraped knee, and read to me every night before bed. So what if she had men over all the time? She wasn’t cheating on anyone. She was the one who was left. She was the person abandoned, and she finally found a way to be happy again. It doesn’t matter that I knew all her boyfriends, that I heard her late-night moans and groans, that I know what it sounds like when my own mother has an orgasm, that I’m too familiar with the things she says when she’s getting turned on. No one in the whole wide world can be privy to the fact that my mother, who has done more good for society than most people, has another side. The side that turned her daughter into a prostitute.

      Those secrets are lodged so far and so deep inside me I don’t even know how I’d get the words out. I’d need more than a shovel to dredge them up—I’d need a bulldozer to exhume them. And even if somehow, someway, the words could tunnel out of me, I know they’d spill out my mouth all disfigured and unrecognizable, a foreign tongue no one could understand. Sometimes when I say the words silently in my head, at a whisper, I can still feel a fierce red blush covering my cheeks. I was a call girl.

      But the real reason I don’t tell her is this—because I loved it. I loved the crazy burn, the rush, the thrill of the power. Because I needed it, I wanted it, I craved it.

      I still do.

      I’m not cured.

      SLAA hasn’t fixed me.

      If Kristen knew where I really went when I say I’m at the writing workshop, she might not want to be friends with me. She wouldn’t want to have lattes with me or share an apartment with me. I’d be the slut, the sex addict, the whore that everyone would think I am. That Miranda thinks I am. That all those stories—true fucking stories—that Miranda makes me write prove I am.

      No wonder Trey won’t touch me again. No wonder he keeps me at a distance. He’s getting healthy, he’s healing, he’s moving on from his past, and he can see me for what I am.

      Dirty. Slutty. Whore.

      Soon, he’ll walk away too. That’s why I don’t tell Kristen about Layla. She’d walk straight the other way. That is what people do. They leave when you get too close.

      “Are you hungry?”

      “Nah, I ate at my mom’s,” I say.

      “Damn. I wanted to split a pizza.”

      “I’ll eat a slice if it’ll make you happy,” I offer. I can do that. Kristen doesn’t like to eat by herself. Says it reminds her of the times when she scarfed down food alone.

      She claps once and smiles widely. See? This is so simple. I made her happy by saying I’d have a slice. She dials her favorite pizza delivery place and orders a cheese pie. I wish I could do the same—have a healthy relationship with love.

      I wish love were like pizza.

      She kicks her feet up on the coffee table. “We should have a girl’s night out Friday. Let’s go somewhere. Meet some guys. There’s no one at this college I like. I want a man. Not some stupid frat boy.”

      “No, you don’t,” I say. “You don’t want a man.”

      I’ve had men. Most of them are awful.
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      Memoirs of a Teenage Sex Addict

      

      I didn’t sleep with any of them. I could lie and tell all sorts of sordid stories about being eighteen and fucking forty-two-year-old men, but I won’t. Because I didn’t do that. My pimp loved me. He took care of me. He would never have sent me on jobs like that. Sometimes I played the escort role for the buttoned-up guys who wanted a sexy young girlfriend at a fancy dinner function. Or for the suit who had a hankering for a schoolgirl on his arm at a bar.

      But I was also assigned the middle-aged men with weird fetishes.

      Like one of my regulars. His name was Gerald, and he was a banker. We met every Friday at 4:15 when the markets closed. He wanted me to wear my green plaid skirt, starched white blouse, and my good old faithful Mary Janes. Our regular meeting spot was a hotel in Midtown, because no one knew him in Midtown. He liked to hear about my day at school, the things I learned in class, but he especially longed for stories of what my friends and I talked about in the locker room. I made it all up. I told him we discussed lingerie, and what kind of lacy underwear we preferred to wear when we masturbated.

      “I wore a black bustier when I fingered myself last night,” I told him. “My friend Holly gets herself off wearing her red silk teddy.”

      He’d start breathing hard, then ask for more. I served it all up for him, tales of trigonometry and English literature, chiffon and lace, fingers and spread legs.

      Then he’d ask me to kiss him once, spank him ten times, and tell him to sit in the corner.

      That was all he wanted. Stories and spanking.

      I can only imagine what sort of fucked-up shit he was dealing with to want that every Friday afternoon.

      Afterward, I would find my pimp and tell him everything. He’d grin, pat my shoulder, and we’d toast. Like we’d conquered the fucking world.
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      A needle clicks. Joanne is cradling her latest creation, an earthy looking brown-and-yellow mass of yarn that appears to be transforming into a sweater. She knits at meetings because it became her hobby in recovery. I suspect she transferred addictions—sex to knitting. But I’m pretty sure knitting is healthier.

      She begins the meeting with an affirmation. I despise affirmations, so I look down and fidget instead as the others join in. It’s Chloe, Ainsley, and me—only the girls today. The guys are in a guys-only meeting a few doors down.

      “I release the fear of rejection, the fear of pain, and all the past beliefs that have led me astray. I am comfortable with who I am. I think before acting. I seek honesty, truth, and trust in all my relationships.”

      I feel all squishy inside as I mumble a word or two with the others. Sometimes, it’s too much therapy, too much insight, too much introspection here. Sometimes I want to rage against the calm, healthy, boundaried, love-is-not-a-battlefield-it’s-a-quilt attitude.

      Why can’t love be a battlefield?

      Life is a fucking battlefield. Who said love was supposed to be any different? Maybe there’s no truth or honesty in love. There doesn’t seem to be much in life. Not from what I’ve seen. Not from Miranda. Not from Phil. Not from the assholes my mom busts with her investigative pieces. Maybe everyone, everywhere is an addict of some kind.

      At least some of us admit it.

      Chloe says all the words, loud and proud, not missing a single syllable. Chloe is one of those super-involved people, sharing every detail of her recovery, from having slept with twenty-two guys by the time she was the same age to admitting a few weeks ago that she’s had three STDs and one pregnancy scare. Sometimes I think about all the stuff I know about Chloe from these meetings, yet we’ve never once hung out, and frankly I don’t think either one of us has the desire to. We just don’t have that much in common, to be honest.

      I don’t hang with Ainsley much either, but she’s new and just started a few weeks ago. Teachers are her vice. She lost her virginity to her high school music teacher, then proceeded to work her way through the rest of the arts department before she started college.

      I didn’t sleep with any of my clients. I drew lines, a lot of lines, and I didn’t cross them. Before Trey, I never came close to going all the way. I never even almost did it. I stuck to north of the border. To places I could control—mouths, tongues, lips, words, names. When I was with a man, I was in control, complete and total control, because I didn’t let go. I didn’t want someone’s hands going there, drifting down, traveling to places on my body where I might start making sounds too.

      Nobody has ever heard me for real. Nobody but Trey.

      I don’t say much to Chloe or Ainsley at the meetings. They’re doing better than me; they’re further along. I’m too ashamed to tell them I miss the man who sold me, I’m dying for a boy in the group next door, and my own mother wants to set me up on dates. But I don’t have to talk today, since we have a guest speaker.

      Joanne puts her knitting down and introduces a woman named Danielle, keeping it first names only, as always. “She’s twenty-five. She’s a total rock star because she’s been on the wagon for”—Joanne turns to Danielle as the two women sit down—“how long?”

      “Four years,” Danielle says. She’s thin, with pointy elbows and sharp cheekbones. I wonder if she has an eating disorder and just channeled one addiction into another.

      Maybe Danielle will tell a tale that will remind me of me, that will help me move on, that will let me heal. But I don’t even know what I’m healing from, except myself. My own bad choices, my own horrid decisions that brought me here. But how can they be so awful if I miss them and desperately long for those times? When I walked into a job, I savored the power, the control, the dominance. When my heels clicked and my hair swished and my lips shone, I thrilled to be the one in charge.

      As Danielle talks, my mind starts to drift, to return to the heady rush of a call from Cam, a booking from Cam, reporting back to Cam. The money was irrelevant. It was never about the money. It was about the way all my senses tripped into supersonic speed when his name appeared on my phone and he delivered the details, the things to say and do, and not say or do.

      Wear the red satin dress from Bloomingdale’s when you have dinner at Le Cirque with David. Ask him about business and be fascinated with everything he tells you about computer chips.

      Handcuff Saul and run your nails down his back.

      Scold Carter sharply when you “catch” him masturbating in the hotel bathroom.

      Walk up to Robert and ask him to dance with you when Prince starts playing at the nightclub in Soho.

      Bathe John in a bubble bath. Quietly. Say nothing.

      Everything was clear. Everything was decided in advance.

      I flash back to the jobs, hearing bits and pieces of Danielle’s requisite story—how she was told as a child by her mom that she was never attractive because she was fat, how she desperately wanted men to think she was pretty.

      That snaps me out of my daydreaming.

      “But I was a smarty-pants and I figured out pretty quickly that I could be skinny if I threw up,” Danielle says. Yup, she’s a cross-addict who went from food to men. “And it became a game to me in a way. It was all about control. And then I thought, Maybe there are other things I can control too. You all know where this is going, of course. I thought I could control men and sex. Getting the boys to notice me, the fat girl who was now skinny, became my new project. And if a boy didn’t notice me, I’d amp it up. Wear shorter skirts, tighter shirts, flirt more. And boys became like the ideal weight on the scale—this thing I wanted and had to have. I didn’t sleep with any of them. I was a virgin when I graduated from high school.”

      I look away, feeling a strange twisting in my belly. I don’t want to hear her story anymore.

      “And I justified my behavior. Because I didn’t do much with any of these guys. Made out, kissed, a little more. But by the time I graduated, I’d made out with a couple dozen guys in my school alone. Even though I never did more than kiss.”

      Never did more than kiss. Those words echo, then circle, threatening to ensnare me.

      I push my chair back and mutter, “Excuse me.”

      I leave the room and walk down the hall to the bathroom, clutching my stomach on the way. I feel like I’m going to throw up. I push open the door to the church bathroom, and it’s freezing in here. It’s like they’re pumping ice into the bathroom. I jam my hand against the door of a stall, pushing so hard the metal smacks the inside wall. I shut the door and kneel down on the floor, pulling my hair back into a makeshift ponytail to protect it.

      But nothing happens. Nothing ever happens. I never barf. I never wretch. I don’t even dry heave. I just feel sick to my stomach, so I come here and I kneel and I wait, as my gut tightens like two hands are grabbing my insides, gripping them. I stay like this for a few minutes. Then I flush the toilet, though I flush nothing. I stand up, leave the stall, go to the sink, and wash my hands.

      It’s quiet in here, so quiet. No one is talking, no one is telling stories, and I find the silence a relief. I think of Cam, of how being his made me forget the noise that had surrounded me. With every gig, I was erasing all those sounds I grew up overhearing, erasing the part I played at all those dinner parties and at all those dates she set me up on.

      So, one note to Cam won’t hurt. It won’t set me back. I take out my phone and send a note to Cam before I can even think about what I’m doing, before I can even contemplate it.

      Hi. Missing…

      I stop typing the message. What am I missing? Him?

      I return to the keys. I know what I’m missing. I know what I want. I want Trey.

      Badly.

      But I can’t have him.

      Last night when he wrapped his arms around me by the subway entrance, when I ran my nose along his neck and inhaled him, when his hand brushed against my back and I sighed like I wanted him again—it only reminds me of how vulnerable I felt that one night with him so many months ago. We’re not together, and we can’t be, so how can I live with being vulnerable, with wanting, with feeling?

      I don’t know how.

      I don’t have a clue.

      Love isn’t a quilt. Love isn’t patient, love isn’t kind. Love is a game, a chase, a thrill. Love is wild and warlike, and every man and woman must fight for themselves.

      I can play the game.

      I can control love.

      I need to feel in control. I need to hold my world, my life in the palm of my hands and be the one who sets it in motion. The only one. I’m not controlled. I control.

      I finish the message to Cam.

      Hi. Missing things...

      I hit send and return to the room. Joanne gives me a faint sympathetic smile. I don’t look at Danielle the rest of the meeting. I spend the time contemplating my fingernails and considering how to finish the next chapter for Miranda.

      When the meeting ends, Joanne asks me to hang back for a minute. I pour a cup of coffee as I wait. It tastes bitter and sludgy, but I drink it quickly while Joanne makes small talk with Danielle and Ainsley.

      Then they’re gone, and she turns to me.

      “Hey, Layla. Everything okay?”

      I nod several times. “Just peachy.”

      Just peachy? Who says that? What is wrong with me? But I have to act like I mean it. Like I’m peppy and healthy. Otherwise, she’ll know what I was up to. Sneaking off. Texting my drug.

      She raises her eyebrow, noticing my weird word choice. “Danielle really bugged you, huh?”

      “No. Not at all. Not one bit,” I say. If I lie to my mother, my flesh and blood, the woman who raised me, I can lie to this lady.

      “Layla, I just want to make sure you’re okay. I want you to get the help you need,” she says gently.

      Can you rub out Miranda, then? That’s what I really need.

      “I am okay.”

      “I’m here anytime you need me,” she says softly. Sweetly. Kindly. “If you don’t want to talk in front of the group, you can talk to me. I want you to know that.”

      No one has ever offered to help me before. I don’t know what to say. “I have to go,” I say, then I take off.

      Before I reach the top of the steps, I feel a buzzing in my back pocket. The possibility that it could be Cam winds me up, like I’m a slot machine and someone is about to hit the jackpot and all my bells and buzzers are whirring. I grab my phone, and my fingers feel slippery as I unlock the screen. Please let it be him.

      Please, please, please give me my fix.

      It’s not Cam though. It’s Trey. The other guy I want. The guy I can’t have.

      I’m at the coffee shop around the corner. Guy’s meeting ended early. Come find me.

      Part of me doesn’t want to go. Another part knows I’ll do what he asked—go find him. Because at least someone replied. At least someone wants me.

      Cam. Trey. Trey. Cam. I feel like I’m seesawing back and forth, being pushed in one direction, then pulled in another by unseen hands. When I reach the coffee shop, I spot Trey through the window. He gives me a curt wave—a guy wave—but his eyes light up.

      I push on the door and quickly join him at the wooden counter.

      “How was the girls-only meeting? Tell me all the tawdry tales,” he says with narrowed eyes.

      “Ha. It sucked. How’s that?”

      He nods several times. “Know what you mean.”

      He gestures to his friend Jordan behind the counter. “Can we get this woman a triple espresso?”

      “Ten-four, man,” Jordan says, then turns the handle on the espresso machine. It hisses and whirs.

      “How’d you know I’d want an espresso instead of a latte?”

      “Because when you get stressed, you need more caffeine,” Trey says, as if the answer is obvious. But it melts me the tiniest bit that he remembers these details. That he keys in on my stress without worrying about me or making it seem like a big deal. He just knows. He knows me. He’s the only person I’ve let know me. I wonder if we’d have become friends if we met under other circumstances. If we first met in group therapy, would I have pushed him away? Or was meeting him at his shop, having him ink my shoulder, and then kissing and making out all night long the reason why I kept no secrets from him?

      “That’s cute,” I say softly. “That you remember that about me.”

      He raises an eyebrow and tilts his head. “Did you think I turned stupid in the last hour? We’re friends, right? I should know these things.”

      Okay, so that’s all. He remembers because we’re friends, not because we might be more.

      I heave a sigh. I’m so out of sorts right now from Danielle’s story ripping up my heart, feeling all too familiar and all too foreign at once. I want to punch her mom and I want to run away from Danielle at the same time. I want to spill all my secrets and lies to Joanne now that she’s invited me to lay them at her feet, but I want to shove all my secrets down and never let them out again too.

      On top of that, I’m amped up from waiting for Cam to reply. Maybe I don’t want him to anymore. Maybe I do. Maybe I don’t have a clue. Maybe I am still so fucked up. And maybe if Trey were more than a friend, I could get a grip. But it’s as if there’s something ticking inside me, harder, faster, and it hurts, like a sharp metal object in my chest struggling to break free.

      Jordan finishes the espresso and places it in front of me. “For the lady,” he says with a sweet smile. Jordan is adorable. He has dark-blond hair and blue eyes, and the four of us—Trey, Kristen, Jordan, and I—are making plans to see the band Over The Edge on tour, after that text I sent Trey the other night. Jordan and Kristen would make a cute couple. Healthy, normal, not six degrees of fucked up. I reach into my purse for money, and Trey gently brushes my hand away.

      “I got it,” he says in a low voice, and gives Jordan the money.

      “Thanks,” Jordan says, and tends to another customer.

      “You didn’t have to,” I say as I take a sip of espresso.

      “Hey.”

      “What?”

      “What’s with you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You don’t seem like yourself.” He lays his hand on mine, and like that, the tension inside of me starts to dissolve. His hand is safe and warm. When he touches me, I feel like I belong to something true.

      I take a breath, meet his eyes, and do the thing I didn’t do in the meeting. Share. “I don’t know. It was just a weird meeting. This woman talked, and she said all this shit about how her mom wasn’t nice to her, and it bugged me.”

      Trey furrows his eyebrows at me, but says nothing.

      “What?” I ask pointedly.

      “Did it bug you because your mom wasn’t always nice to you?”

      I tense up again. “Why do you have to say that?”

      “Because it’s the truth,” he says, not backing down.

      “She was nice to me,” I mutter.

      “Harley,” he says, and the tone of his voice is both caring and also correcting. As if he knows I’ve made an error. “She wasn’t. She made everything she did seem okay.” He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear, and I want to shrug him off, swat him away for saying crap about my mom. But I don’t want to lose his touch right now. I barely know this kind of contact, and I’m not ready to dismiss it. I want to explore it, so I inch—hell, maybe I even millimeter—closer to his fingertips, which brush my earlobe, sending warmth sparking through me. I feel that strange but wondrous thing I only feel with him as he touches me. A flurry of wishes and hopes race through me—him doing this to me as more than friends. Him doing this as the guy who wants to comfort me, who knows me, who can say the right things.

      “She wasn’t always good to you, and I don’t like it when people aren’t good to you,” he says as he lets go of the hair he’d run his fingers through, the strands falling against my clingy red shirt.

      His words hurt, but they don’t sear. They hurt in the way the truth sometimes can. “Maybe she was too nice. Maybe that’s what you meant,” I manage to say.

      “Yeah.”

      “I guess what that lady said at the meeting hit close to home,” I admit.

      “I can imagine.”

      I drink more of my espresso, finishing it quickly, then set the small cup on the counter.

      I still feel edgy, antsy. I tap my fingers against the counter, beating out notes of my frustration.

      “Hey. Let’s get out of here. Get away from people, okay?”

      “Sure.”

      Trey grabs his backpack and makes some kind of see you later gesture to Jordan, then places a palm on my hip and guides me to the back of the coffee shop, past the bathroom and into a tiny office. He shuts the door behind us and unlocks a green screen door that opens into the smallest garden courtyard I’ve ever seen. Lined with red brick and planted flowers, this tiny garden area is wedged next to a vacant apartment building slated to be razed. There’s a stained-glass window in the empty structure, and it makes such a beautiful piece of randomly found art.

      A pink stained-glass window in an abandoned building.

      I look at Trey. “What is this little place?”

      “Jordan said they’re going to open it up soon. Make it, like, a small outdoor area for the coffee shop. There’s room for a table or two.”

      “Wow,” I say, and turn in a circle. On the other side, we are fenced in by tall wooden posts. Ivy climbs down the wood. “I feel as if I’ve made my great escape.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can we stay all night?” I joke.

      “Maybe,” he says softly, and his voice sounds different. I don’t know what it is, but he seems vulnerable, like he’s about to say something.

      “Maybe?”

      He shrugs, drops his backpack to the ground, and leans against the wall. The night air is warm, and I can hear the sounds of traffic not far from us—horns honking, tires squealing. But then it fades from my ears as Trey lifts a hand, and it feels as if he might be reaching for me. I don’t know how to read this moment, and how it’s shifted to one of possibility. Because I don’t know what happens when a girl likes a boy, and a boy likes a girl, or if that’s even what’s going on here. All my finely-tuned radar is off, skittering and pointing in every direction, because everything is different when I’m not being paid for pleasure.

      The world slows down as he touches my arm. The second he makes contact, his hands both electric and unbelievably soft and gentle on my skin, I know he senses that something has changed. Maybe he could tell I was at the end of my rope, was veering toward Cam. I close my eyes for the briefest of moments, delighting in how my arm is tingling. The sensations race through my body, and I want to be touched by him. I don’t have to feign interest, or fake a turned-on look.

      But just then, an ominous sound squawks from my back pocket. Darth Vader’s theme music.

      “Fuck.” The moment isn’t just broken. It’s shattered into a million shards that cut me and leave me bleeding.

      I grab my phone and open the email from Miranda.

      There’s no subject line—she never bothers with subject lines. I’m not worthy of a subject line. I have to open the email to see what she wants. It’s a small act, but it sends a powerful message: she holds all the cards.

      I click on the email. She doesn’t write my name.

      It just says: Package coming Friday after 3:30 by courier, specific time unknown, return per usual.

      Which is bullshit. She knows the time. She knows it down to a fraction of a second, I’m sure. She probably has an advanced computer simulation program on how to blackmail most effectively, and relies on the perfect combination of algorithms and data, past behavior and future predictions, to determine exactly when, where, why, and how to send me her next set of instructions. And she’s not going to tell me the time, never has, never will. Her whole game is to keep me on pins and needles waiting for the package while simultaneously preventing my mom from intercepting the package. She often sends them to my mom’s house, so she can torture me, make me scamper across the alligator pit.

      I write back to Miranda, equally curt: Message received.

      I shut down my email and close my eyes. I feel Trey press his hand on top of mine.

      I open my eyes and look at him again. I am twisted inside out. I could punch this brick wall now, split my knuckles open, and slam into it over and over again. I push my hands roughly through my hair and groan loudly in frustration. “I fucking hate her.”

      “Me too,” he whispers. “I hate her for you.”

      “I hate how she controls my life,” I say between gritted teeth.

      I breathe out hard, wishing I could release all this coiled tension from my body. Trey is still leaning against the wall, and his gorgeous arms are on display, the art swirling down in lines, shapes, and patterns that mesmerize me. His arms are strong, sculpted and muscular. I want them around me.

      Fuck everything else in the world right now.

      I step toward him and cup his cheeks. “I’m tired of waiting for you,” I say, shedding all my skin. He knows all my secrets and lies. He can know my truth. “I’m so tired of it,” I say softly, holding his gaze as I trail my fingers along his jawline, from his earlobe across his scar to his chin, watching the expressions in his eyes shift from surprise to desire to desperate want. I run my index finger across his top lip, and he closes his eyes briefly, his chest rising and falling, his breath catching.

      He opens his eyes again, watching me. I touch his bottom lip, and he nips my finger, then flashes a quick grin that fades as he whispers, “I’m tired too.”

      That’s it. That’s all. I can’t wait. I don’t want to. I need this contact with him. I need this moment. I need to know what it’s like to have this kind of connection again.

      I kiss him.

      Slow. Soft. But full of need. Full of hope. Full of my wish for this, us, him and me, to become more than just friends. I want him so badly. I want to return to our night, and I want him to take away the pain again. I want his touch to remind me that there is good in the world, that two people can be close and care about each other, and it doesn’t have to be a game or someone using the other.

      That there can be something real and true.

      He groans as I trace his lips with my tongue. His lips part, and he lets me lead the kiss, lets me taste his mouth and his tongue. Then in seconds, the kiss changes. He spins me around until my back is against the brick wall, and he threads his hands into my hair, running his fingers through the thick strands and kissing me deeply, his tongue sliding against mine, his lips capturing mine. It’s a fiery kiss, full of months of pent-up longing, born out of a night when everything seemed so far out of reach that we had to grab the visceral, the physical, to tie us back to earth. To make us forget all the ways our lives were spinning out of control. Then and now. He kisses harder, insistent, as if he can’t get enough of me, as if he needs to taste me, drown in this kiss with me.

      I lose myself too. I let go of the meeting, of the SOS to Cam, of Danielle’s words, of my mom’s insatiable need to hook me up, of the stories Miranda makes me write, of my past. I shed them all. They are vapor, they are nothing. I am new again.

      I am no longer that person.

      Layla is gone, as I am at once lost and found in a kiss like this. A kiss that has nothing to do with power or games or control. A kiss that simply has to be. His hands are in my hair, then roaming down my back, then grappling at my hips. And all the while, we are in this together. We both want and need this—there is no uneven distribution of desire or money or want. His lips consume me with desperation, and soon he’s traveling down my neck and kissing the hollow of my throat, and I gasp quietly.

      “Oh,” I say, but for me that’s everything, because I don’t make noise, I don’t vocalize, I don’t let on when I’m turned on.

      “Fuck, Harley,” he says, and grabs my ass and pulls me against him so I can feel how much he wants this too. He licks his way up my neck, and I melt inside as his lips brush my earlobe. As if he’s about to whisper something. Maybe tell me how much he wants to taste and touch me.

      But then his hands are on my shoulders, and he’s no longer holding me close. He’s holding me back. I’m standing there panting, lost in some sort of crazed moment of lust, and he’s suddenly all cool and calm as he says, “But I can’t. I can’t go there. And I have to get away right now.”

      He grabs his backpack and leaves, the screen door swinging behind him with several creaks.

      He’s gone.

      And I’m alone in this ridiculously romantic courtyard in the middle of New York. Hot and bothered and utterly left behind. Like an idiot.

      My phone buzzes. I grab it in milliseconds, hoping it’s Trey.

      But it’s Cam.

      Missing things? Missing me? That can be fixed in an instant, sweetheart. Tomorrow night. Bliss Bar. 7 p.m. Be there.
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      Ah.

      The note I’ve been waiting for.

      Hoping for.

      Hell, if I were a praying man, I’d say hallelujah, because one just came true.

      Her note—missing things—it’s like a goddamn triumph. It’s a rock anthem. It’s all I want.

      Because I’d never pressure my girl.

      No way.

      But bring her back?

      Bring her back in a whole new way?

      Oh yeah.

      As I stare at the note I received in the middle of my poker game, I grin.

      This feels like my lucky night.

      One of my buddies lifts his chin, gives me a your turn look. “You gonna stare at your phone all night or make a move?”

      I shoot him a stare. Stay quiet for a moment. Check out my cards one more time. “I’m feeling lucky,” I say, then I raise him.

      And I reply to Harley, letting her know I’ll see her tomorrow night.

      I sit back in my chair, pleased as a lion, when I win the hand. I draw in all the chips, and that, that seems fitting.
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      I slam the door to my apartment, locking it and securing the chain.

      As if I can sequester myself. As if I can shut myself off from her and stay inside my home, far, far away from Harley. Like I’m sealed up and safe again.

      Because the thing is this…

      She has to go to SLAA.

      She was forced to go.

      She’s being blackmailed.

      I chose to go. No one made me. No one forced me. I guess you could say Mr. Thompson did when he found me making out with his wife in the elevator of my parents’ apartment building. I run my finger across the scar on my cheek, and the pain echoes even months later, as I head to my cramped kitchen. I don’t think I realized just how strong he was. Or how mad he’d be, but when his fist connected with my face, I felt his college ring rattle through every bone in my face.

      They make the rings damn solid at Yale University.

      Yeah, it hurt.

      When you’ve been pummeled by a man who’s six-five, two-hundred-and-forty pounds, and wears one of those big-ass class rings, I guess that’s how you manage a self-imposed monkhood for a year. The ring sliced my cheek apart—I could actually see several millimeters of the meat under the skin right after it happened. My mom sewed me up that evening without a word. The scar would have been much worse if I didn’t have that sort of access to one of the premier plastic surgeons in Manhattan. She wasn’t happy with me, but what could she do? She could have cut me off from college, but she wants me in school more than anything. Besides, in my family, we deal with the practical. We shut the door to rooms that aren’t used, we stitch up cuts, we take painkillers to numb each day, and we don’t talk about things.

      I don’t talk about my brothers. Because they don’t talk about my brothers. So why would they want to talk about why I was spending so much time with the married women in the swank Upper East Side building where they live? But I knew I had a problem, and the cut on my face was my rock bottom. I didn’t need someone else to find the bottom of addiction for me. I found it, and I decided to get my shit together after I spent the latter part of my teenage years screwing married women in my building.

      I knew what I was doing was messing me up. Had known it for a long, long time. Not because the sex was bad. It was good. It was great.

      But as I toss my backpack on the floor, grab a cold beer from the fridge, and turn up the music on my playlist so I can blast Remy Zero throughout my whole apartment, I am also reminded that it was hollow.

      That I was so disconnected from all of them. I was ghosting through life, taking what I wanted, stealing what others had.

      But the one night with Harley was the closest I’ve ever felt to right. Maybe that sounds crazy, but I felt like we were both in it together, that we weren’t chess pieces for the other person to move around. We’d shown our cards, and there was no bluffing.

      That’s the problem, I realize, as I drink my beer and the band sings about falling to the ground.

      She can’t operate like that long-term, and hell if I know if I can either.

      So, if I get caught up in her—and I will, I fucking will—what happens to me when she realizes she’s not ready? What if I’m just a quick fix to her, and then she turns around and goes back to Cam? Or ditches me?

      Then I’m worse off. Back to all my old ways.

      To all the afternoons in high school I spent tangled up with Cassie Fitzgerald in her penthouse, or Elle Windsor in her husband’s town car, or even the sexy trophy wife—Sloan McKay—of one of the biggest hedge fund managers in New York. While he was busy pulling in millions, I was taking care of his wife in the bedroom, since he didn’t anymore. She was an artist too, a painter, and the only one I ever felt an inkling of a connection with, the only one who remotely seemed like more than a conquest. It was fleeting, though, when she moved out of the building quickly and I moved on to the next woman.

      Such a rush. Such a thrill. They got what they wanted from me. From how I made them feel, from the high of being with a young guy who could turn them on.

      If I walked into a frat house and told my story, I’d have high fives six ways to Sunday. If my friends knew, they’d make a statue of me, give me the chair at the head of the table in the cafeteria, build an honorary wing in my name, and ask for blessings before any date with a girl, praying to Trey Westin, patron saint of Has a Way with Women.

      It’s the tale that gets passed down from one generation of frat brothers to the next. Only there was more to my conquests than bagging the hottest babes.

      There always is.

      They were a way to forget.

      I rub my hand absently against the trio of sunbursts on my shoulder, one of the tats that I designed myself a few months ago. To remember. To never forget. Then I toast heavenward, a futile toast, and finish my beer. The coldness and the fizz roots me back to the moment. Shakes me out of the past, the memories. If I spend too much time there, I’ll never move on. I need to start over tomorrow. See my shrink. Sort this out. Go back to being friends with Harley again. Because I can’t stand not having her in my life.

      Almost as much as I can’t stand not kissing her.

      I turn my head and sniff my shirt, and I can still smell her intoxicating wild-cherry scent on me from when she was all snug against me. I close my eyes, inhaling, and I am right back to thirty minutes ago in the courtyard, remembering how she touched me, kissed me, ran her hands through my hair.

      In seconds, I am rock hard again. This is what she does to me. This is all it takes.

      She slides into my head, and I am turned on beyond belief. Wanting her. Wanting all I can’t have.

      I put the empty bottle down on the coffee table, yank off my shirt, and inhale it one more time so she’s filled all my senses. I head to the bathroom and turn on the shower, adjusting the temperature all the way up. Then I take off my jeans and boxer briefs, leaving them in a heap on the floor. I step under the water, wetting my hair, my skin, soaping up all over, then rinsing it off. I close my eyes as the water beats down hard on me, and then I say, “Fuck it.”

      I picture the moment from earlier going further, going everywhere I wanted it to go.

      I take off her clingy T-shirt, toss it on the ground somewhere. She doesn’t care, because she wants my hands on her. She’s licking her lips, and I bury my face between her perfect, gorgeous breasts. I grip myself harder, imagining kissing her breasts, sucking hard on her nipples, hearing her moan. I want to feel her hands in my hair, tugging hard as she pushes me down her body. I want to lick her all over, taste every inch of her skin, from her breasts to her belly to her legs. Kiss her all the way down to her ankles, feel her tremble all over, hear those sexy, breathy moans she makes.

      I swear, I’ve never wanted anyone so much, as I picture doing all sorts of things to her.

      Images flash by quickly. Her hands on me, unsure at first, then all over. Then me on my knees, pushing up her skirt, peeling off her underwear in the courtyard, tasting her, licking her, kissing her. She can’t help herself—she moans and sighs and pants like she did that time we were together. She made the sexiest little sounds when I was with her that night, as if she didn’t know what was happening to her own body, as if it was all happening for the first time and she was overcome, lost in all those new sensations I brought to her.

      I feel the release build in the base of my spine. I squeeze my eyes shut, scalding water pelting my hair, turning my skin red, and I don’t care, because I’m where I want to be right now, on my knees, my hands cupping her ass, bringing her closer to my mouth until I can taste her coming on my tongue.

      “Fuck.”

      I groan loudly and come hard.

      I rest my forehead against the tiles for a minute as the aftershocks chase me. God, I wish she were here right now. I wish I could touch her all night long, spread her out on my bed, and bring her there.

      Then spend the night with her.

      Be the guy who doesn’t pay.

      The guy she’s not set up with.

      Be the guy she wants.

      But I’ll never know if she wants me for me. Or because I’m part of her fix.
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      Memoirs of a Teenage Sex Addict

      

      I learned to lie from my mom.

      When I was thirteen, my mom and her boyfriend took me to a carnival in Great Neck out on Long Island.

      His name was Pierre, and he looked the name. He wore pressed khakis and a button-down short-sleeve shirt even in the summer, even to a carnival. He had manicured hands—his nails were buffed and filed in perfect half circles. He bought me pink cotton candy and handed it to me daintily with those hands that smelled of honeysuckle lotion. Then my mom spotted the carnival dude who guesses your age. If he comes within three years, you lose. If he doesn’t, you win a stuffed blue bear.

      “Guess her age,” my mom said, thrusting me forward, taking the cotton candy out of my hands before he saw it, in case it made me look too young. I wore low-rise jean shorts and a cami-tank. My hair was down, falling past my shoulders. I stood still there for a moment before him, holding my ground, holding his gaze, like a cat staring down her prey before she pounced. Then I did what I knew Mom wanted me to do. I tossed my hair ever so gently, ever so casually, but completely seductively. Like she’d taught me all those times when we prepped for our parties.

      The Guess Your Age guy was young. He was a teenager, probably a high school guy working the carnival after school.

      He appraised me up and down, his big brown eyes on me, liking what he saw. He flashed his smile to my mom. “Write down her age.” He handed her a pen and piece of paper from a notebook in his back pocket. She dutifully wrote down my age, folded up the paper, and handed it back to him. He took the paper but didn’t open it.

      “She’s sixteen,” the carnival man declared.

      Triumphant, my mom shook her head. “Thirteen,” she said proudly, as he opened the paper to see my age. She ran a hand over my hair, petting her prize racehorse, and we walked away. She didn’t bother to get the blue bear she’d won. She got what she wanted: a thirteen-year-old who looked sixteen.

      “He’s cute, don’t you think?”

      “Mom,” I chided.

      “He’s adorable, Harley,” she said in a teacherly tone. As if she were instructing me in the ways of taste and attraction. “He’s probably fourteen, maybe fifteen. You guys would be cute together.”

      “You think so?”

      “Absolutely.” Then she lowered her voice. “We’re going on the Ferris wheel. Go back and see him.”

      Butterflies filled my belly. But she’d given the go-ahead. She’d encouraged me. This had to be the way the world worked.

      When my mom and Pierre were up in the sky, I returned to the carnival guy. He leaned against the Guess Your Age sign, searching for his next customer. I tapped him on the shoulder.

      “You were right,” I whispered near his ear.

      His lips curled up. “You really are sixteen.”

      “I really am sixteen.”

      “Me too,” he said. “Good thing I didn’t give her a bear.”

      “Good thing,” I echoed back.

      He licked his lips slightly, tasting what I imagined was the salty heat on them from a muggy summer night. Then I gestured with my eyes to the nearby Wack-A-Mole and ring-toss games. Behind the games was a little hideaway spot, a private corner of the carnival world. There, against the dirty once-white concrete wall, I reached out to him, my hand linking through his, bringing him closer to me. I lifted my other hand to his face, brushing my fingertips against his cheek.

      I’d never kissed, I’d never been kissed, but somehow I was a natural. I was all instinct.

      Later, when we were home, my mom asked me how it went.

      I told her everything. Because that’s what we did. That’s normal, right? She squealed and clapped. “Your first kiss!”

      Then she gave me kissing tips for the next time. A lesson in seduction from my mother.
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      I sink into my pillow, practicing deep, calming breaths.

      Reciting mantras Joanne taught me at SLAA.

      This too shall pass.

      The three-second rule.

      Let the past be the past.

      I lie flat and picture calm waters. Blue seas. Shining sun. A warm breeze. The beach I want to run off to. The ocean I want to carry me away from New York. The sand between my toes. Everything is peaceful in the world. My life is serene. Each day flows into the next, and I go through life with a smile, a nod, and a feeling of goodwill toward humankind.

      There are no sirens, no email demands, no mothers who set you up, no fathers who leave you, no boys who run away from you when you throw yourself at them.

      But that life is a lie. A pathetic, bald-faced fabrication, and I don’t believe it for a second. There is no peace, there is no serenity, there is no happiness in love, and it’s as if someone or something cranked me up a notch, turned the timer on a once-dormant, now-ticking bomb inside me. I try to ignore the noise and the tightness in my body.

      I pull the covers over my head and close my eyes, but I can’t sleep. Classes are nearly over, I have no more homework, I have no summer plans—I need something to do. I kick the sheets around a few times, flip on my back then my stomach, even toss off the bedspread. I feel itchy, antsy. I clench and unclench my hands.

      Then I glance at my phone. It’s alive, calling out to me, whispering sweet nothings. Touch me. Put your fingers on me. Use me to deal.

      I can’t deal by going back. But I want to deal by going back.

      I can’t. I want. I won’t. I want.

      Like enemies in tug-of-war, the two sides of me pull, yank, jerk.

      I close my eyes, trying to push away the flashing images of my messages, of Cam, of going back, back, back. They’re like bumper cars knocking and clanging.

      I flip over and bang my fist into the pillow.

      I can’t believe I did that to Trey. I can’t believe I jumped him like that when I know he wants to be good. When he’s trying so hard to heal. He’s not like me. He’s better, he’s healthier, he’s closer to moving on.

      Trey doesn’t want to be a recidivist. He doesn’t want to slide back into the old skin.

      And I was the call girl. The temptress. The little vixen schoolgirl who used charms and wiles to get what she wanted.

      I smash my hand once more into the pillow.

      That’s who I am though. Why fight it? Why fight Layla?

      I grab my phone, open my messages, read it again.

      Missing things? Missing me? That can be fixed in an instant, sweetheart. Tomorrow night. Bliss Bar. 7 p.m. Be there.

      I run my finger across the note, gasping for breath. My mind is drowning in a sea, crashing upside down beneath the waves. I let them carry me, toss me back into the waters. Before I even think about it —because I don’t think at times like this; I act, I do, I operate on impulse—I reply.

      Can’t wait.
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      The second I flop down onto Michelle’s couch, I blurt it out. “We fooled around last night.”

      She doesn’t raise an eyebrow or give me a haughty look. She simply waits for me to say more. Her dark hair is pulled back in a low ponytail, and she’s decked out in standard shrink garb. Gray pants, a white blouse, pearl earrings. I don’t know much about her. It’s not as if we talk about her or her family or why she became a shrink. All I know is she specializes in this kind of stuff. In my kind of problem. She was on the list of recommended shrinks from SLAA.

      I heave a sigh. “It was at the coffee shop. We went into the back, and one thing led to another.”

      “Stop right there.” She holds up her hand, then points her index finger. “That’s not how the world works. One thing doesn’t lead to another. There are actions and choices. Now, you know I don’t judge you for any of them. But by the same token, if you want to have an honest discussion here, let’s not say ‘one thing led to another.’ Take responsibility for your actions, Trey.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Fine. She kissed me. I kissed her back,” I say in a huff. “Okay? That better?”

      She nods. “And how do you feel about it?”

      “I want her like crazy.” I roll my eyes, pushing my hands in my hair. “Like that’s a surprise? But it will never happen.”

      “Why? And what is ‘it’? Is it sex you want? Or a relationship with Harley?”

      “She doesn’t want either.”

      She arches an eyebrow. “I find that hard to believe, since you said she kissed you. But that’s not what I asked. I want to know what you want with her. Sex or a relationship?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Neither will happen.”

      “Maybe that’s for the best. Maybe you’re not ready for a relationship.”

      “Obviously,” I say sarcastically. I hold my hands out wide, stretching across her beige couch. The window is open slightly, and the horns and honking of Midtown traffic bleat in the distance. “It’s not as if I know how to have one. Not as if I know anything.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying. What I’m saying is maybe other things should come first with her.”

      “Like?”

      “Like working on being honest with her. Practicing honesty.”

      “I’m not dishonest.” I cross my arms over my chest.

      “I know,” she says calmly. “But you also know you could take your friendship a step further. And it will also be good for your healing if you tell her about your family.”

      My heart skitters at the thought. I shake my head. “I can’t.”

      “You can. You want her to know you, right?”

      “I don’t even know how to say it.”

      “You just say it. That’s how you say something that’s hard. You put one foot in front of the other. You take it step by step. You say the words. There is no magic formula. There is no secret sauce. But there are words,” she says emphatically, as if she’s delivering an impassioned speech. As if she’s saying something that matters deeply to her. “And words are all we have. That’s all there really is between people. At the end of the day, we have our actions, and we have our words. And you simply say them.”

      I try them on for size, as if I’m talking about what I did today. Casual, cool, offhand, like we’re walking to the subway and I’m making a random observation. “Oh hey, Harley. I thought you should know. One night when I was fifteen, my brothers—” But I choke on the rest of the words and can’t get them out.
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      I touch up my makeup, outline my lips, and apply Cam’s favorite color lipstick, then some shimmery gloss. I press my lips together, smacking them lightly, and appraise my appearance. He’ll be pleased, but he’s always been pleased. Fact is, I’m pleased. I like the way I look. My faux school uniform is like a power suit, my armor, a superhero’s costume that makes me feel on top of the world. Short skirt, white blouse, knee-highs, and Mary Janes. When I wear this, I make the rules. My phone buzzes as I open my bedroom door. Trey’s calling. I’m supposed to go to the meeting with him.

      I ignore the call.

      Then a text message flashes by. Hey. Hope you’re OK. Sorry about last night. See you in fifteen minutes?

      But I don’t want to go to the meeting.

      I don’t want to be a recovered addict.

      I want to be addicted. I want to take a hit. I want to inhale all this control.

      I turn the phone on silent. I feel a strange mix of guilt and thrill at ignoring Trey for the first time ever. Guilt because I’ve never lied to him. Thrill because the rush of the game is starting and now I am toying with Trey—something I’ve never done with him. Even last night when I practically attacked him, I was all honesty and guts, laying it on the line for him, letting him know how I felt. And where did it get me? Rejected.

      I look at the phone one more time, scrolling over the missed call, my fingers hovering over his name. I could call him back. I could text him. I could be honest. I could confess. I could stop what I’m going to do. This is like my lifeline. The universe giving me one more way out.

      But I am beyond repair. He deserves more than me.

      I hide the phone at the bottom of my purse.

      Fuck lifelines.

      I sail down the stairs of the apartment building, feeling the rush of anticipation, of flirtation, of sparks about to be ignited. I feel bubbly and alive in a way I haven’t felt in six months. It’s like someone hit a tuning fork against me and I am now vibrating at the perfect frequency again.

      My frequency.

      I hail a cab, and though it’s still rush hour, one comes squealing by in a heartbeat. I’ve never had a problem catching taxis. I give the driver the address of Bliss on Sixtieth and Lexington, far enough away that I might as well be in another world.

      Even Miranda isn’t an East Side gal.

      When she had me followed, it was all West Side operations.

      The time Miranda confronted me, I was walking to my mom’s for dinner and talking to Cam on my cell phone. I’d given him the rundown on one of his top-paying clients, and he was laughing deeply, then lining up another gig for me. I turned south on Central Park West and spotted Miranda marching toward me, her slightly pouchy chin the identifying mark, along with her customary skirt that sat high on her waist. The next thing I noticed were those laser-like eyes, like an assassin’s zeroed in on a target.

      Me. In her crosshairs.

      I didn’t even have time to say goodbye to Cam. The next thing I knew, she’d slapped me, like in the movies, her palm smacking my cheek, my head careening to the right on impact. I dropped my cell phone, the battery spitting itself out onto the sidewalk of New York City.

      “I bet you thought you were going to get away with screwing my husband,” she said.

      “No,” I squeezed out, as I pressed my hand against my stinging cheek. That was true. I didn’t think I’d get away with it. I bent down to grab the phone, and she kicked it farther away with her brown leather boot.

      That pissed me off. I looked up at her. “Really? Did you have to do that?”

      She laughed, but the sound was cold and hurt, so much hurt, rage, and shame mashed together in her tangled voice as she tried to keep some semblance of control while I scrambled to pick up the phone parts. “That,” she said, hissing out the word, “is nothing compared to what I am going to do next. And you will be wishing for a broken cell phone for months, Harley Coleman. Months. Because you’re more than just a cheater. You’re a whore.”

      A chill swept through me, as if icicles were breeding on my skin. She’d found out the whole truth. But I had it coming. Whatever she was going to do, I would have to bend over and take it. Even though I never screwed her husband.

      And maybe that’s another reason why I am in this cab tonight. Because I have been taking it from her for months. I want to take something for me again.

      The driver makes small talk and I exchange pleasantries with him as I give my breasts a boost so my cleavage peeks out of the top of the lacy bra. He does his best to appear surreptitious as his eyes dart back for a peek. I adjust my knee-high white socks, making sure they fit just so.

      “Excuse me for a sec,” I say, but I don’t move out of the way of the rearview mirror. Let him enjoy his job today. Let me be in charge. I undo two buttons on my blouse, making sure my boobs look good.

      The driver breathes hard. I smile into the mirror, knowing I’ve just given him his happy ending when he gets off work. When he pulls up to Bliss, I thank him. He turns around and says, “No, thank you.”

      I press a twenty into his hand and hop out.

      When my heels hit the sidewalk, I am officially in Trey’s territory, since he grew up on the Upper East Side. But I won’t run into him here because he lives downtown now. Besides, I’m not thinking about him or the cell phone stuffed down at the bottom of my bag, nor the fact that I’m certain he’s called and texted again. I always answer for him. I’m available all the time for him. I rely on his friendship more than anything.

      He knows all this, and so he’ll know I’m up to something.

      But I don’t care right now.

      Hugo, the muscly dude at the Bliss door, knows me well, but still asks for my ID. He hasn’t seen me in six months. I show him the one that says I’m twenty-two.

      “Been a while, Layla,” he says, using the name on my ID.

      “Missed you too, Hugo,” I say with a wink. He blushes, waves me in, and gives me a kiss on the cheek as I go by. I blow him one back.

      Then I’m inside. Just as easy as it’s always been.

      Cam’s waiting by the bar, tall and sturdy and five-o’clock-shadow-stubbly, with the biggest shit-eating grin I’ve ever seen pinned across his face. He wears pressed black pants and a silk shirt the shade of raspberry. He’s ridiculously tall with receding wavy brown hair. Gelled, of course. He looks and talks like Vince Vaughn.

      Just like the day I met him two years ago, thanks to my mom.

      But here’s the best part. She doesn’t know he’s in my back pocket. She doesn’t know one of her sources is now mine. That I set myself up with my new job, my other life, because of someone I met through her. She didn’t intend to hook me up with Cam. She was simply meeting him for a tip on a story, and when she stepped away to answer a call, we got to chatting, and then we got to exchanging numbers, and then I got to know more about him than she ever did.

      I learned something he never told her.

      I learned about his moonlighting job.

      “You and I could go places,” he said to me that day.

      He’s a lawyer, and he was one of my mom’s sources on a huge story she broke uncovering the sexting senator. Cam had all sorts of shady clients, and that also meant he knew all sorts of shady things—things she wanted to know to bust the senator. He’d played a role in prosecuting the guy, yet he also ran a high-class call-girl ring on the side.

      Call Cam morally ambiguous. Call him a hypocrite. Call him the best fucking time I ever had.

      “Hey, baby doll! You look so fucking beautiful,” he says as I sit on the barstool next to him. I barely have time to say hello, because he continues, “How could you let me go this long without seeing you? I’ve been starving. I’m like a dying man in a desert, and you walk in and I can drink again.”

      “You’re mixing metaphors. When you’re starving, you’re hungry. When you’re in the desert, you’re thirsty,” I say playfully, wagging my index finger as I correct him.

      “When it comes to you, I’m starving and I’m thirsty,” he says, inching closer so I can smell his cologne, a cool, foresty scent that’s both sexy and sleazy at the same time.

      “Looks like you already started.” I tip my forehead to his martini.

      “I couldn’t help myself. I was waiting for you, baby doll.” Then he leans in for a kiss. I turn my face so his lips brush my cheek.

      I loved teasing him then. Turns out it still rocks. It still sends a tingle from my toes to my nose. God, this feels so good. It’s the opposite of being blackmailed. It’s the other side of my mom setting me up with boys.

      It’s my side. My turn. My time.

      “The cheek? Six months and I get the cheek? It’s been a long six months. C’mon, just one kiss for your old man Cam.”

      I shake my head. Cam’s never been about the kissing. There’s never been anything physical between us. There never would be. That’s not who we are to each other. I’m his prize, and Cam’s my entrée. He’s always been about the access for me. An entry into a world of power, into my very own war games.

      “How about a drink, then?”

      “You don’t remember?” I give Cam a pointed look.

      He leans in to whisper, “Of course I do. But you’ve got your ID. And Tom”—Cam nods to the bartender at the other end—“has always believed you were twenty-two, my baby doll.”

      “Cam! I’m not talking about my age. I’m talking about the fact that I don’t drink.”

      He holds up his hands and shrugs. “You changed everything else. How am I to know you didn’t change that too?”

      “Touché,” I say.

      Drinking has never been my thing. You could surround me with trays of cocktails, with tables full of sexy little frothy drinks, sugared on the rim, and I wouldn’t even notice them. I wouldn’t even touch them.

      “A Diet Coke for my baby doll, Tom,” Cam says to the bartender, then winks at me.

      “Hey, Layla,” Tom says, and I flash him a bright smile.

      Then to Cam I say, “You remembered.”

      “I remember everything about you. I remember you’re a junkie for your diet pop. And maybe for what I got going on again too?” He raises an eyebrow.

      I give him a coquettish shrug. This is what I miss most. The banter, the back-and-forth, the chase.

      “C’mon. You miss the biz, don’t you? You miss the way we played them all. You wore my favorite outfit after all. You wore the outfit they all wanted you in,” he says, and trails off to look me up and down.

      He holds me tight with his dark-blue eyes, the color of the early-morning dawn before the sun breaks. His eyes are like a tractor beam, and I can’t let go. I know I shouldn’t be looking at him like this, or letting him look at me like he is, reeling me in with reminders of power, of playing, of the game being on our terms. But I’ve taken the pill, I’ve swallowed it once again, and now the effects are kicking in.

      I finger the hem of my skirt—my admission that I came to play.

      Then the low whistle from between his lips, the shake of his head, the grin that won’t stop. I’ve been ignited again, a sweet rush of what once was is now draped over me and the past is no longer the past. It’s the present once more. I am back in time, and it’s all so familiar and safe in its own way.

      “You were easy,” I say. “You always liked the schoolgirl in me.”

      He cocks his head to the side. “So I’m easy, baby doll. Sue me.”

      “I know a good lawyer,” I tease.

      “I couldn’t represent you. Conflict of interest.”

      I laugh as Tom plunks down my glass of Diet Coke. I tell him thanks, then take a drink. “That’s a good way to describe me.”

      “I like conflicts of interest,” he says. “But somehow we found the loopholes, baby.”

      “We were all loopholes,” I say, because Cam and I covered ourselves in secrets. Like pulling a blanket over our heads, we were huddled in our fort, never letting anyone know we were running the numbers, making a mint, playing all the strange men in Manhattan who wanted a pretty young thing to look at them, talk to them, spank them, or tell them how big they were even when they were tiny little men.

      Never more than that. He kept me clean. He never wanted anything to happen to me. Never wanted anyone to touch me below the waist. One of his clients tried to slip a hand up my skirt when I met him at a bar, and Cam made sure the guy had trouble walking the next few days. He protected me.

      “Look at you,” Cam says, his eyes gliding over me, cataloging every curve, every shape. “Back here at Bliss with me.” This was our spot, and no one ever knew we were here. The place where I was Layla, Cam’s top earner, not my mother’s daughter, not the pretty pony she pawned off on her suitors’ sons. I was the player, I was the one who decided. I could say yes or no to anyone Cam brought to me. I could turn down the clothes he picked up for me at Bloomingdale’s. I had veto power over everything. He gave me choices. “Just like old times. You by my side.”

      “It’s not like old times, Cam,” I say, but I don’t mean it, because it is like old times. Meeting him after a job. Toasting, like we were painting the town red because we’d figured out the trick. We were con artists, and our marks were men who liked ’em young. Never too young to cross the line. But just young enough.

      “Tell me you miss it, baby. Tell me you miss the way we pulled them in,” he says again, moving closer to me, trying to nuzzle my neck.

      “Not a bit,” I say, keeping my hand on his chest. Familiar ground—his chest, the game. He’s playing too. He loves it too. We are cut from the same cloth. We are both junkies, feeding each other’s fixes.

      “Not one tiny little bitty ounce?” He holds up his thumb and index finger to show a sliver of space. I press my index finger between them, shake my head, and bat my eyes.

      “Harley,” he says softly. “You know I missed you.”

      “Don’t call me Harley,” I say sharply.

      “Harley, you’re my Harley,” he says. “I missed you more than anyone. You know that, right? Nothing’s been the same without you.”

      “You know who I am to you.”

      He sighs and says, “Come back to me, Layla.”

      I let him come closer, especially now that he’s used the name he gave me, the name I took when I was his. “Layla,” he says again. “My Layla. You know I missed you.”

      My Layla.

      All the months melt away. I fall back. Back into pre-Miranda, pre-Trey, pre-meeting, prehistoric Layla before I shed all this, before I learned what I’d been doing was bad for me. Because nothing is bad now that the past is here again. Everything feels right, how it should be, how it was.

      So in a tiny voice, barely a whisper, I say, “I miss it too.”

      Cam hears me, taking my cue, running his big hand through my hair. I let him, leaning into his hand, a cat arching its back to be pet. He closes his eyes, sighs, and says, “You belong to me. Work with me again.”

      “I know,” I whisper, sliding into my old skin. It’s so easy, so simple to return to the girl I once was, the only girl I have ever known myself to be.

      “You’re mine. You’re not theirs. You don’t belong with them, those people in your group. You belong by my side. We can conquer the world again.”

      “I do. I do belong to you,” I say, and I feel the thing I missed, the thing that I’m terribly withdrawn from. The tug, the pull, the flip in my stomach that takes away all the confusion, all the uncertainty, that coats it with a feeling of blissful nothingness. There is no more aching, no more wondering, no more worry as Cam leans into me, inhaling me. I close my eyes as he smells my hair as if I’m his drug too. And I know he’s not the only one who’s high right now. I am too as the night turns hazy.

      “Mmm,” he says again, his voice a low moan this time.

      When my eyes flutter open, I take in the scene. Cam’s still there, lingering on me like I’m a long line of cocaine and he’s taking me in, grain of powder by grain of powder. There’s Tom, mixing a drink. There are men and women, coupling and uncoupling, along the length of the bar. There’s me on a plush velvet stool I’ve perched on too many times to count.

      I spot a woman at the other end of the bar. She’s with a guy, and they’re wrapped up in each other. He tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, then kisses her gently on her jawline, and something, I don’t know what exactly, but something in the way he touches her—soft, tender, caring—tugs at me.

      Reminding me.

      Not of Cam.

      Not of men.

      But of one guy.

      The one I kissed last night. The one who kissed me back like I was air, breath, and all the stars in the sky at once. Who tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear.

      I clench my teeth. Force myself to look away. I don’t want to think of Trey right now. I don’t need him invading my brain and burrowing into my unknowable heart.

      I want desperately to slip into my old clothes, my old comfort zone. I was fluent with Cam—I spoke our language like a native poet. Without him, without everything I was when I was Layla, I am clunking around without even a beginner’s dictionary.

      But Trey’s with me now in my head. Telling me to be careful, ordering my triple espresso, checking in to make sure I’m okay. Asking if I made it through another dinner with my mom.

      I am a rag doll yanked in one direction, then another, tossed and turned and twisted.

      I don’t know which way to go. But the moment—the promise, the hit—isn’t quite as good as it was a minute ago. Because now I’m thinking of what’s beyond the door of Bliss. I’m thinking of Trey and SLAA and whether the arrow’s coming or going.

      But Cam is determined. He always was.
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      When the thing you want most dances back to you, like a vision, like a temptation, like an offering from the gods, you’d be an idiot not to seize it.

      I am many things.

      And I am many things to many people, but I am not an idiot.

      I don’t just know opportunity when I see it. I smell it. And I smell it all over my girl.

      She wants out of her new life.

      She wants back in the one we had.

      And I can give it to her, like that.

      Snap of the fingers.

      But I know Harley.

      She isn’t swayed as easily as before. She’ll want more. Need more. Require a stronger dose.

      I’ve got doses to spare.

      Plans for her, for us.

      So even when she puts her hands on my chest and gently pushes me away, I’m flustered, but not for long.

      Because I’ve got cards up my sleeve.

      And I know how to play all my hands.

      “I should go, Cam,” she whispers.

      “Don’t go,” I say, setting a palm on her arm. I might be in my happy zone, but I’m still sharp as a tack. I know what I want. What I can use as a lure.

      She shakes her head. “It’s not you, Cam. I swear it’s not you.”

      “Then don’t go. You make me feel like all the others when you go,” I say, playing on her sympathies.

      “You were special. You are special,” she says, like she’s correcting herself. But the words come out flat, and that’s why it’s time to go all in.

      I don’t want to lose her again.

      Because I can give her something no one else can.

      I can give her control.

      “Don’t leave me again,” I say, gentle but firm. And most of all, caring. Because I do care. I care so goddamn much. And I take care of her. I have taken care of her when no one else did. I gave her that, what she needed most. And that’s why I square my shoulders, clear my throat, and make my offer. “I’ve got jobs for you. No one can work them like you.”

      "Cam,” she says but it’s a half-hearted protest. My girl craves what I have for her. Control of love. Control of sex. Control of the men in her life.

      I give her all the control and that’s what she needs.

      So I lean closer, and I make my offer. “You could be a partner in my business. Help me recruit others. Train up a new crew of sexy eighteen-year-old schoolgirls. Teach them. Help them say fuck you to the world. Help them get their power back. That’s what we can do. We can help them find their way to control, just like you did, baby doll. Do it with me. We’ll be in this together.”

      “I don’t know.”

      That’s my entrée.

      She’s bending, and I’ll just have to find a way into that space.

      Maybe by starting small. With a taste of what she might have.

      “One more job, then. Even partners. We split it all.”

      I wait for her answer.
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      There’s a traitorous part of my hardened heart that longs for what I felt that one night with Trey. For what I felt in those seconds in the courtyard last night. For the possibility of the other side.

      But another part terribly wants what Cam is offering.

      I can’t think straight. I can’t decide. I can’t choose.

      Not now, at least.

      And so I decide that not choosing is my choice.  “Let me think about it,” I say, because I don’t know which side of me is strong. Which side wants more. Which side will win.

      Before Layla. After Layla.

      “Let me know in a week.”

      “Okay. One week.” I stand up to leave. Now the pull is coming from outside Bliss. It’s coming from the other side, from the things I’ve had a glimpse of, a fleeting taste of, beyond this bar. Things I don’t know if I’ll ever have.

      Cam doesn’t like that pull. He feels it too, like gravity, me slipping out of his grasp.

      “Stay. Have another Diet Coke. Hang out with me. Talk to me. Tell me things. I want to know everything. I want to hear about your classes, what you’re learning, how school is going.”

      “I have to go,” I say, my voice breaking, hurting, missing. I stand up, slinging my purse over my shoulder. My phone’s on silent; it can’t even vibrate, but I can sense it, red-hot and boiling. It’s like an ankle bracelet on a criminal, a reminder not to cross a certain line. I give Cam a quick peck on the cheek, his forest scent filling my nostrils, a sensory reminder of the world he inhabits, the world he gave me. I feel a sliver of pain, like a phantom limb, shoot through me as I break the chaste kiss.

      “A week though. You’ll let me know in a week, right?”

      “I promise,” I say, then I leave, moving quickly past the other people, past the entryway, past Hugo as he says, “See you soon, Layla.”

      “Sure,” I say, and raise my hand to hail a cab. But Hugo puts two fingers in his mouth and whistles. He’s faster than me at hailing cabs. I turn back to him briefly and meet his eyes. “Thank you.”

      I slide into my taxi, give the driver the address of my apartment, and practically rip open my purse. My hand dives down, and I grab my phone. I missed two more calls and a few texts from Trey.

      “Hi,” I say when he answers.

      “Hey you. You okay?”

      “Yes. No. Maybe.”

      “Where are you?” he asks.

      “In a cab.”

      “Did you see Cam?”

      “How did you know?”

      “Good guess. That, and it takes one to know one.”

      I hold the phone closer, glad I’m not alone, glad that someone else—one person at least—understands. “Where are you?”

      “Sitting on your steps waiting for you.”
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      Memoirs of a Teenage Sex Addict

      

      Peter had a really small peter.

      Ironic, huh?

      And look, hey, it happens. Some guys are packing, some guys are lacking.

      But that’s why he needed Cam’s services. My job was to prop him up, give him pep talks, encourage him about his size. I’d use my fake ID and meet him at a punk dive bar in the East Village, all run-down and luring goth crowds with plugs in their ears and piercings in their noses. I think it made him feel dangerous, especially as screeching music with indecipherable lyrics echoed in the bar. He was probably a product manager or an accountant or something. He never told me, and I didn’t need to know. But he hired me to dirty-talk him, to have a drink and tell him how big he was.

      “Have you ever seen a dick bigger than mine?”

      “No,” I said, with wide eyes and a firmness in my tone. Like it was impossible for a dick to be bigger than his.

      “It’s huge, isn’t it?”

      “You have the biggest dick I have ever seen. It’s huge and thick and absolutely massive.”

      “Do you want to touch it?”

      I’d shake my head coquettishly, because Peter knew the rules. Peter played by the rules. Peter paid top dollar to follow those rules.

      “But I want to watch you touch your huge dick,” I said.

      Then I’d lead him into the ladies’ room that probably wasn’t any cleaner than the men’s room. The sink was dirty, the trash can overflowed with tissues, and the tiny stall smelled of beer and piss. He’d jerk off, and I’d watch, telling him the whole time how monstrous his dick was. Honestly, I couldn’t even see it in his hand.

      Poor Peter.

      But I will say this, Cam told me he was one of the happiest guys he’d ever known. So maybe all Peter needed to feel good about himself was a pretty young thing stroking his ego, rather than his dick.
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      “You’re at my apartment?”

      She sounds shocked. As if I broke into her place.

      “Well, outside,” I say, half defensively, because I’m not sure if she’s annoyed that I’m here, my ass parked on the stoop of a building waiting for a girl who doesn’t want someone waiting for her.

      “I thought you were going to the meeting?”

      “I was at the meeting. And when I didn’t hear from you or see you there…” I say, but I don’t know how to finish the sentence. I sound like a stalker. Like I’m that pathetic stalker guy.

      “Sorry I didn’t go,” she says in a small voice. A skinny hipster ambles by puffing on a cigarette as he walks a pug. The dude tugs at his shirt. The night is muggy, and the heat in the air clings.

      “You don’t have to apologize to me.” There’s a part of me that wants to hang up on her, to get the hell out of here and let her deal with her shit all by herself. But I guess there’s a stronger part that doesn’t want to lose her, because I came here after the meeting on a mad hunt for the girl I kissed last night. “Anyway, I had a feeling you might need someone to talk to.”

      “I didn’t do anything with him, Trey,” she pleads, like she desperately wants me to know this vital fact. I don’t know if it’s because we’re friends, or because of what happened last night. But I don’t want to ask.

      “Do you want me to wait for you?”

      “Yes, please. I want you to wait for me,” she says, and with her words, the stronger part wins out by far. I stretch out on the stoop, like the step is a couch, my backpack forming a pillow. I draw in my sketchbook, mapping out a new design of a dragon with spikes; a long, snapping tail; and breath of fire, something a regular client of mine wants.

      A few minutes later, a cab pulls up, and she pays the driver then gets out. I squeeze my eyes shut when I see what she’s wearing. Then I open them.

      “Hi.” She offers a meek little wave as she sinks down next to me. I close the sketchbook.

      The cab races off, kicking up exhaust into the night breeze, mingling with all the other scents nearby. This is New York for you—I can smell Harley’s wild-cherry lotion and I can smell garbage that needs to be picked up tomorrow, the fumes from cabs, and the trailing scent of cigarettes. The ugly with the beautiful.

      “You look guilty,” I say. “But you don’t have to look guilty on my behalf.”

      “I feel guilty.”

      “Why? Are you going back to him?” I ask in a strangled voice. The thought makes me sick.

      She shrugs. “He made me an offer.”

      I recoil, then stand up quickly, as if I can’t even be near her when she’s like this. When she’s in this zone. “Are you going to take it?” I ask with a sneer. I don’t mask my disgust. I can’t mask my disgust.

      “I don’t know,” she says, and her voice breaks, and I hate that she can be like this.

      Tempted.

      I push both hands through my hair, grabbing hard. “You’re not a whore, Harley.”

      “It’s not like that,” she spits back.

      “Fuck that,” I shout through clenched teeth. I pace down the block, walking away from her, far away. To the end of the block, where I stop and slam a hand against the street sign. I take a sharp, deep breath, then turn around. She’s still on the stoop, and she’s fiddling with her shirt, shakily fastening the top two buttons.

      When I reach her, I bend down and grip her knees. I stare hard at her, her brown eyes like pools. One lone tear streaks down her face. “You are better than that,” I tell her, never breaking her gaze. “You are so much better than that.”

      “But what if I’m not?” she chokes out in the tiniest voice.

      I wipe the pad of my thumb across her cheek. I want to kiss her tears away, but I can’t go there right now. For a million reasons.

      “You are,” I say firmly. I want to shake her. I want to smack some sense into her. “How can you even say you’re not?”

      She drops her head so I can’t look at her. “Because I’m not. Because I went to see him. Because you’d never do that. You’re stronger than me. You’re never even tempted.”

      “You think this is easy for me?” I crouch on the sidewalk, my hands still gripping her knees. I glance down at her socks, then shake my head. “I hate these socks,” I mumble as I peel the right one down her leg. She lets me, lifting her calf for me. My fingertips brush her skin, but I manage to resist running my hands up and down those calves. The mission to get her out of this awful costume is stronger than my desire to touch her. I unbuckle one shoe and take off her sock. I do the same to the other leg, rolling down the white knee-high, undoing the shoes, and tugging the sock off her foot, ignoring how smooth her perfectly shaven legs are. I hand her the offending items, and she stuffs the white socks into her purse. Out of sight. Somewhat out of mind. “I can’t stand seeing you dressed like this. I wish you were wearing a T-shirt and jeans right now.”

      I earn a small laugh at that, and she lifts her head, flashing me a quick, lopsided smile. The Harley smirk that makes me want to wipe it away with my mouth. Kiss that sexy smirk right off of her. Hear the sweet sighs she makes when I kiss her. “I’ll go change, then,” she says, tipping her forehead to the door.

      “Want me to wait out here?”

      “We can talk inside.”

      “Okay.” I sling my backpack over one shoulder and follow her up the steps, waiting as she unfastens three locks on the battered, creaky brown door of her building, leading into a hall so cramped you have to walk single file to the stairs. I try not to stare at her legs as she walks up the staircase, but it’s a losing battle because her calves are perfection. Strong, shapely, smooth.

      Plus, I know how they taste. I know how every inch of her tastes. I watch her, enjoying the view, picturing those legs spread out and open for me. If she only knew how much I want to have her again. And again. And again.

      I force myself to stop thinking such dangerous thoughts.

      We reach her floor, and I grab my backpack from my shoulder and hold it in front of me so she can’t see that I’m hard just from staring at her.

      She unlocks the door and calls out. “Kristen?”

      But there’s no answer.

      She lets the door fall shut behind us, closing with a loud clanging sound.

      “Oh. It’s Thursday. She goes to some film showing at the arthouse nearby. Something for one of her film classes. They see all these festival flicks,” she says as she tosses her keys on the kitchen table.

      “Sounds like she and Jordan will be the perfect match,” I say sarcastically. “Given his love for shoot-’em-up action flicks and horror films.”

      Harley laughs, then tells me she’ll be right back and ducks into her room. I head straight for the fridge. Harley doesn’t drink, but I can count on Kristen to have something on hand. I find a couple of six-packs of Coors Light, grab a bottle, then a Diet Coke for Harley, and wait for her on the couch in the cardboard box–sized living room.

      When Harley returns, my heart trips over its dumbass self. Her hair is in a ponytail, and she’s washed off all her makeup. She has on dark-blue jeans that hug her legs and a gray T-shirt that says Eat, Sleep, Read. “Picked this up at this indie bookstore in Brooklyn a few weeks ago when I was stocking up on old paperbacks. Thought it was cute,” she says, pointing to the shirt.

      “Yeah, it’s cute,” I say, but my throat is dry so the words come out croaky. That’s the thing—she looks so much better like this. Not that there’s anything wrong with Harley in a skirt. But seeing her like this, in jeans and a T-shirt, hair pulled back, makes me feel like I have secret access to the Harley no one knows, the side she doesn’t show anyone else. Cam never sees her without makeup. Her clients never did either. She looks beautiful as herself, all fresh and perfect and sweet. She’s the girl I know, the girl I want, the girl I can’t let myself have.

      She joins me on the couch, tucks her legs under her, and cracks open the can, taking a sip. “Why did you wait for me?”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Here?”

      She nods. “Yeah.”

      “Um…because I give a shit about you.” I knock back more of my beer. “Isn’t that obvious?”

      “But you hate him,” she says as she runs her thumb around the top of the can.

      “No shit. He’s a pimp. But I figured if you missed a meeting, chances were you were up to something. And if you were up to something, I figured you probably needed someone to talk to. Or someone not to talk to. Just someone to be with.”

      “You’re not judging me for seeing Cam?”

      “Kettle, can I introduce you to the pot?” I point to myself. “You think it’s so easy for me, don’t you?”

      She shrugs. “Well, does this ever happen to you?”

      I scoff. “What? You think I’m never tempted? You think I’m just this good little boy? Like I’m a saint or a Mormon?”

      “You. A Mormon,” she says dryly.

      I lift my legs onto the couch, cross them at the ankles, and stretch out. She shifts closer to the cushion, giving me room. “The ladies would have loved that even more. Can you imagine? Seducing a Mormon boy?”

      “I think it was the other way around,” she says, and wiggles her eyebrows, and I like that we’re back to us, back to how she can tease me about my past and I can at least be honest with her about hers.

      “A few weeks ago, I went to see my parents. You know, the usual check-in. How’s school? When are you going to be a bio major and give up this art? But I have to do it, right? So, this investment banker woman moved into the building last week with her husband and two young kids, and I swear she gave me this look in the elevator like she’d heard about me. Like they all share stories and here she is thinking, ‘Now it’s my turn.’”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “Well, what happened?” She smacks my leg playfully. “I want details.”

      “So, she gets in the elevator at the same time as me. She looks at me. Her eyes light up. She says, ‘Hi, aren’t you Trey?’ One name only, like Madonna or something. Like my name is known in the building, shared in their circles. Trey.”

      “What did you do, Trey?” she asks, saying my name with smolder, like she’s the newest hot MILF in the building, ready and eager to pounce.

      “I nodded and said yes, and then in the span of a twenty-second elevator ride, I played out a million ways I could take her, so I forced myself to sing nursery rhymes in my head so I wouldn’t open my mouth and say something inviting.”

      “Nursery rhymes,” she laughs. “Which nursery rhyme?”

      “Jack Sprat.”

      “Sing it to me.” She rests her head against the couch pillow, relaxing and smiling. I don’t know that I came here to make her smile, but hell if it doesn’t make me happy to see her like this. To know she’s here and she’s safe and she’s not with him, and even if it was hard—even if she’s thinking about going back—at least for tonight she’s with me and she’s laughing as I tell a story.

      “Jack Sprat could eat no meat. His wife could eat no lean…” I sing softly, then stop.

      “That’s it?”

      “Might come as a bit of a shock, but I can’t remember the rest of the words, so I just repeat those two lines.”

      “Jack Sprat could eat no meat. His wife could eat no lean,” she sings to me this time in a singsong voice. I join in, and we both sing it low and soft. Then our words fade and we stop talking, but neither one of us moves. I just stay there, next to her on the couch, and the mood shifts again.

      “Did you want to be with her? To sleep with her?”

      I swallow, considering, letting her question unfold in my mind. “I don’t know. It was more that I wanted to seduce her. I wanted to know that I could win her over in a matter of minutes, maybe hours.”

      “That’s all it took?”

      “With some of them, yeah.”

      She parts her lips as if she’s about to say something, then stops herself. She looks down, breathes out hard, then takes a sip.

      “What is it?” I ask softly.

      “Is it because they were easy or you are so good?”

      I bite my lip for a second, trying not to let her question make me all crazy inside for her. But I am that way. Even more so because she’s blushing now. “You think I’m good?”

      “Yes,” she says in a breathy voice that sends a buzz through my whole body. “But you knew that.”

      I shake my head. I do know that. But I don’t know that either. I don’t know anything with her. I don’t know what’s real and what’s a game.

      “I didn’t know that,” I say, and maybe I’m lying, but I can’t help it. I want to hear her say it, even though this is the riskiest thing to do in the world. To tread into this territory of us, of the almost-sex we had. I’m already burning up; I’m hot all over.

      She raises her eyes and meets my gaze. “You know what I told you that night. I mean, I don’t have anything to compare it to—”

      I cut her off. “Good.”

      “But I’ve never let anyone do that to me before.”

      She said that the night we were together. It made me feel electric all over, hearing it from a hot girl I wanted to have a one-night stand with, a last fling before I went on the wagon. Hearing it now, knowing her, understanding her, being privy to all her deep, dark secrets is the biggest turn-on of my life. I’m dying for her to touch me right now, even though I know we won’t go there, but I want it so badly. I want to feel her hands on me, I want her to unzip my jeans and do something about how uncomfortable I am right now with my dick straining hard against the fly.

      “Yeah?” I say in a hoarse voice because I can’t manage sentences, much less coherent thought. I can’t move either, because if I shift an inch, I will lunge at her, pull her under me, and fumble at our zippers to get all our clothes off. And I can’t do that to her. She’s a virgin, and she’s messed up in the head, and if I take her virginity because she winds me up with a few words, then I am more of an ass than those pathetic men who hired her.

      “I told you that, Trey,” she says softly, and there’s something about this moment that feels like a confessional, like she needs to tell me these things, like she has to say them. “But I want you to know that now. Now that we’re friends. I know how you feel about what I’ve done, but I want you to know it was so different with you,” she says, and even though she’s perfectly still, her words are moving toward me, reaching deep down inside me, gutting me.

      It was so different with you.

      She is killing me. I am hanging on to the frayed end of a rope with only the smallest bit of self-restraint left.

      “No one has ever made me come. I’ve never let anyone touch me. I never wanted to be touched. I never even knew what it would feel like to have someone do that,” she says, and licks her lips, and I am dying. Completely dying right now. My hands are twitching, and I grip the beer bottle hard, so hard I could break it, but I have to hold onto something, because all I want right now is to touch her. The whole living room is burning, the space between us is hot and humming and full of all this hazy desire I feel, and it’s taking over my body, my brain, my heart.

      If I wasn’t already sitting down, I might collapse. Because this feeling is knocking the breath out of me. It is staggering.

      “Harley,” I say in a low voice.

      “Trey, what happened last night?”

      The room spins, and I know I should go, but I also know I won’t leave. Neither one of us moves. Neither one of us breaks. Maybe we are both stronger than we think. Or maybe we are both afraid of getting hurt.

      “What do you mean?”

      “What happened with us in the courtyard? Last night was weird.”

      “You didn’t like it?” I sound defensive, and my guard is back up. Maybe this is good. I need some self-protection around her.

      “I liked it. Too much.”

      I run a hand through my hair.

      “Did you?”

      I roll my eyes. “Do you seriously have to ask?”

      “Yes,” she says emphatically. She juts out her chin. “Yes. I do have to ask.”

      Then I hear the sound of the key in the lock. The door groans open loudly, and Kristen spills in, all keys and big purse and her black hair in a crazy mess.

      “Oh,” Kristen says, surprised to see us on the couch. Two statues caught in unexpected lust. The roommate and the guy who was seconds away from claiming her sexy, pouty, lipstick-free mouth. “What are you guys up to?”

      “Just hanging,” Harley says, smoothing out an unseen wrinkle in her shirt.

      “You took one of my beers,” she says to me, zeroing in on me from behind those cat-eye glasses.

      “Yeah. That okay?”

      “I can’t let you drink alone. Harley’s diet soda doesn’t count.”

      Then Kristen grabs a Coors and plops down between us on the couch. I’ve never been so ready to toss someone from the room, nor been so grateful to have a barrier in my life. “The movie sucked. I need to get the taste of it out of my mouth.”

      “What was it?”

      “Some Romanian film about a guy who leaves a goldfish on the roof of his car as he writes haikus while driving cross-country.”

      “Sounds wretched.”

      “It was. Let’s get drunk. Or caffeinated, in your case,” she says, tipping her forehead to Harley.

      “I’m in,” I say because I could use a few more beers right about now, that’s for sure.

      Then my phone buzzes. I tap the screen to see Jordan’s name. Shift’s over. Beer time?

      “Jordan wants to get a beer,” I say to Kristen and Harley.

      Kristen holds her arms out wide, as if to say the answer is here.

      Harley catches my gaze and raises an eyebrow, her reminder that she wanted to set them up. “Invite him over.”

      “If you insist.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            29

          

          
            Harley

          

        

      

    

    
      “Never have I ever worn ladies’ shoes.”

      Kristen nearly spits out her beer with laughter. She points at Trey. “So not fair. We have to drink,” she says with an indignant whine.

      “Obviously we’ve worn ladies’ shoes,” I add.

      Trey smiles along with Jordan. “Drink up, ladies.”

      Kristen shoots a wide-eyed stare at Jordan, who’s cross-legged on the blue carpet in our living room. She parks her hands on her hips. “Well. The more interesting question is whether you have?”

      Jordan holds up a hand like a stop sign. “Once. I did it once, and I did it for a chick.”

      Kristen cracks up.

      “Drink!” Trey shouts at Jordan, like he’s smack-talking him. Then he raises both arms over his head, victorious. “I am the only one whose feet are pure.”

      I laugh as Matt Nathanson blares from my playlist. Kristen and I picked the music for the game, and we love Matt Nathanson. He is sex in musical form.

      Kristen is running at full buzz, and both Jordan and Trey are chasing their own intoxication. We’re down to one beer left from the two six-packs in the fridge.

      “I’ve never had a threesome,” Kristen blurts out. She scans the rest of us quickly, first me, and I shake my head, then Jordan does the same. She stares at Trey, asking the question silently. He has a guilty look in his eyes. He shrugs and takes a drink.

      My face burns. Jealousy slithers through me. It crawls and wraps around my internal organs as Jordan high-fives his friend. “Dude. Why have you never told me that before?”

      Trey shrugs and laughs. “I guess I wasn’t drunk enough before,” he says, moving on easily. Making me wonder if that’s how he was with the women. Switching on and off. Seamlessly jumping from one to another. Or to three. “Never have I ever given a blow job,” Trey offers next, looking awfully proud of himself.

      Jordan bangs his beer down emphatically on the coffee table. “Never have. Never will.”

      Kristen rolls her eyes. “Plenty,” she says in a deliberately seductive voice. “And I’ve been told my blow jobs are quite spectacular.”

      Jordan blinks, intrigued. He grabs the neck of his bottle. “I have to drink just because that was a crazy hot thing to say.”

      Kristen turns to me and eyes my Diet Coke. “C’mon. Drink up, bitch.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t meet the qualifications.”

      “For real? You have never given a blow job?”

      Another shake. I run my index finger once across my lips as if I’m zipping them up. “These lips are pure, baby,” I say playfully.

      “How does that happen?”

      “Just happens.”

      “No. Seriously,” she presses, and now I don’t feel so playful anymore.

      “Just never have,” I say evasively. I could lie. I mean, who doesn’t lie in this game? But then, I’m kind of proud of not having blown a guy. Not that that’s some huge accomplishment—I’m only admitting the truth for me. Because I’m glad I didn’t put any of my clients’ dicks in my mouth. I drew some lines, and so I don’t take a drink.

      I’ve done so much, yet I’ve done so little.

      Kristen waggles her empty bottle. “So sad. No more beer.”

      “Want me to get more?” Jordan offers.

      “Hell yeah,” Kristen says. “I’ll go with you.”

      She hops up from the couch, ready for more, and they head out.

      “I guess his love for action flicks and hers for art house movies didn’t get in the way of their shared love of beer and drinking games,” I say.

      “Evidently they found common ground.” Then Trey yawns. “I should go,” he mumbles, but he shows no signs of leaving. Instead, he sinks deeper into the couch, and his eyelids start to flutter. I glance at my phone. It’s past midnight.

      “Do you want to stay?”

      He smiles weakly. “I’m so fucking tired,” he says, and then he goes horizontal on the couch.

      “I’ll get you a blanket.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “No. I want to.” I head for my room, grab a blanket, and bring it to the living room where he’s already stretched out. He’s untying his shoes, kicking them off, and I dim the light.

      “Are you going to tuck me in?”

      I stick out my tongue. “No.”

      “C’mon. Read me a bedtime story.”

      “Three little kittens lost their mittens,” I begin, and he smiles. A sweet, warm, happy smile that erases the faint traces of annoyance I felt moments ago in the game. My phone lights up, and I grab it from the coffee table, swiping the screen. I read Kristen’s message. Hungry. Stopping at Wendy’s Diner for fries and burgers. Want anything?

      I write back: No, thanks.

      I drape the blanket over Trey, but he pushes it down to his waist.

      “It’s hot. Can I take off my shirt?”

      “You don’t need my permission.”

      He raises an arm behind his back and tugs it off in one swift motion. He’s shirtless, and he hasn’t been since the night we were together. My breath catches. Even in the dark, I can make out the outline of his chest, solid and strong, his arms all muscled and corded and covered in tats.

      Reflexively, I lick my lips.

      “Lie down with me,” he whispers. He sounds sleepy drunk and sexy, and the invitation is far too inviting to pass up.

      I slide in next to him so he’s spooning me, and it’s innocent, I suppose—or I’m letting myself pretend this is an extension of the hand-holding and the hugging and the sock removing. We are simply two friends sharing a small couch. But then he wraps his arm around me, sighs happily, and exhales against my neck. A strand of my hair flutters.

      “Harley,” he murmurs, and there’s some kind of wonder in his voice that I want to let myself believe in, that I want to cocoon and hold in my hands, a fragile glass globe that could break. But I’m pretty sure it’s the Silver Bullet talking when he whispers, “This is so nice.”

      “You’re drunk.”

      I feel him shrug against me. “Maybe a little.”

      “Maybe a lot,” I counter.

      “So then you won’t get mad in the morning when I ask you about this. Have you really never given a blow job?”

      I roll my eyes, even though it’s dark, even though he’s snug behind me and can’t see my eyes. “No. I told you that.” I tense up. “Why?”

      “Did you ever want to before?”

      “No.”

      “Do you now?”

      I laugh. “You offering yourself?”

      He laughs too, and I can feel his breath against my neck. There’s a faint smell of beer, but it’s mingled with him, and I have the sudden urge to taste beer now for the first time. On his lips. “Anytime,” he says softly, but that’s all. There’s no innuendo in his voice. Nothing more than a continuation of the game in some ways.

      I push against his arm playfully. “And how the hell did you have a threesome, king of the studs?”

      “Two ladies.”

      “Yeah. I kinda figured it was two ladies.” Then with a more serious, searching tone, I ask, “Was it good?”

      I’m not even sure why I’m asking. It’s like I’m picking at a scab, hunting for a wound so I can worry away at it.

      “I barely remember it,” he says in a sleepy voice. A warm breeze blows through the open window, carrying with it the faraway sounds of cars and cabs on late-night Manhattan streets. Somewhere out there, Jordan and Kristen are having fries. In here, I feel as if we are the only two people in the world. In the dark, with hushed voices, whispering about our pasts.

      “But you remember you had two at once,” I point out.

      “Yeah, and that’s it,” he says, and loops his arm tighter around my waist. I inhale sharply at the closeness. More, tighter, closer. He’s bringing me nearer to him, his jeans against mine, his bare chest against my shirt, his breath on my neck, and now, there, his hand on my belly. Then slinking under the bottom of my shirt, inching its way to my stomach.

      I gasp quietly as his fingertips reach my bare skin.

      “But there’s this other girl, and I remember everything about her,” he says, and in an instant, all I see, all I feel are his words. They have their own heartbeat and pulse, a living being, surrounding me.

      He traces lazy fingers across my stomach, and I want this feeling to last forever because it’s so out of this world intense. I swear my body is sliding onto another plane of existence, some realm of pleasure I’ve never allowed before, as feelings spill over—want, desire, fear, all wrapped up in a messy package, without a bow.

      I close my eyes and revel in the sensations racing through my body at the slightest touch of his fingertips on my belly. I want so badly for him to touch me more, and I am so scared of what will happen if he does. I don’t know how it would feel. But that’s not true—I do know. Because he’s made me feel this way before, and now he’s doing it again.

      And I don’t know what it means. If it means we’re something, or we’re nothing, or we are just this moment. We are the here and now.

      “You do?” I ask.

      He nods against me, his lips practically brushing my neck in a sweet kiss. Not quite, but almost. “I remember the way she smelled so sexy and sweet,” he begins, and my heart stops and then speeds up, and I don’t know if I can breathe. He plays with a strand of my hair, running it through his fingers, then leaning his head into my hair, inhaling me. Everything inside of me is burning with a tingling heat, and butterflies flutter within me, wishing, hoping. I never felt a thing for my clients; with Trey, that is literally all I do—feel. As if my body is glowing, and I am flickering with every second of contact, or merely the promise of contact. The possibility. Just the slightest touch from him is the sweetest escape. “And the sounds she made,” he continues, and I feel my cheeks flush, but still I’m dying for more, so I have to ask.

      “What did she sound like?”

      He sighs happily, and buzzes his lips against my earlobe. “Like no one had ever made her feel that way before.”

      “No one had,” I say, and he spreads his fingers across my stomach. I shiver and my breath hitches.

      “Like that,” he says, and I can hear the grin in his words. “That was how she sounded when I touched her.”

      He draws circles on my flesh, lazy lines across my belly, and I can’t help it. I am beyond turned on, I am floating on a cloud of lust, so I wriggle against him, feeling how hard he is against my backside.

      He groans in my ear at the pressure of my body against his erection, and it’s still strange to me to want to do this. To want to be touched. To want more. And after last night in the courtyard and tonight at the bar, to want to do this right now is bizarre to me. As if my life is built into separate rooms, and I’ve left one and entered another. And here, now, in this room, I am only a girl of the moment, of flesh and blood and want, and I am aching all over for him. He’s drunk, I know he’s drunk. I know if he were sober, he wouldn’t be doing this, but there’s a part of me that doesn’t care.

      “It sounds like she liked it when you touched her,” I whisper, and I’m silently praying that he’ll slide his hand down my pants, that he’ll touch me again, taste me, do something, anything, to alleviate the throbbing between my legs. This is so rare for me, so unusual to feel this way. To be wet. To be wanting. To be turned on. But he does this to me. He lets me experience my body in a new way.

      “I loved touching her,” he says, and with one strong hand on my hip, he turns me 180 degrees so I’m facing him. His eyes are barely open, but he bends his mouth to my neck and begins kissing me there, and in seconds, I am asking for more.

      “Trey,” I whisper, as if his name has ten syllables and I have to say them all, feel them all, taste them all as his soft lips explore my neck. He tugs me closer, hooking a hand around my thigh, moving my leg on top of his, and then yanking me closer so I’m practically straddling his thigh in this position. More kisses rain down on my skin, and I can’t help it. I start rubbing myself against his thigh, and I whimper at the contact that’s both relief and a wish for more.

      “Do that, Harley,” he says in a rough, ragged voice. “Do that and don’t stop. I want to get you off.”

      “You do?”

      “Yeah. I loved doing that to you. I love everything about making you come. I want to make you come in every way. With my mouth, with my fingers, with you riding me just like this right now,” he says, before he dives back to my neck, layering hot, desperate kisses on me as I move against him. I should be embarrassed—I’m dry humping his leg after all. But I want to do this, and maybe that’s why I’m not ashamed. Because I am wound full of desire and this dark craving for him. My breathing grows stilted and erratic as the feelings build inside me, like lightning crackling through my veins, hot and wild and electric. Soon his hands are in my hair, and his mouth returns to mine. He kisses me with the kind of deep, furious kiss of a man who has to have his woman, and that woman happens to be dangerously close to coming.

      He doesn’t even have to touch me, though I wouldn’t mind if his fingers were down my pants, or if he used his tongue again, but right now I am close, so close, just from the friction of my body against his. He shifts one more time, so he’s on his back and I’m on top, totally clothed, my legs spread over him.

      “I want you to fuck me like that, Harley. I want you to ride me. Don’t stop,” he says, grabbing at my hair and pulling me back down to his mouth.

      His tongue swirls wildly with mine, his lips crushing mine with such intensity, as if he would fall off the earth if he stopped, that I start to lose control.

      The thing I value most, that I seek, quest after.

      Control.

      I try all day and night, all my life, to find it and then hold onto it like it’s a precious treasure. But right now, it falls through my fingers as I give in to my body, his fantastically hard erection thick and heavy and doing its job between my thighs, even with all this denim between us, as his mouth searches mine like I’m the answer to any and every question he’s ever had. He roams a hand down my back, cupping my ass to keep me close as I bite my lip, because I don’t know how to let go and shout and scream even though I want to. Instead, I shudder several times and pant heavily as I come.

      “Oh,” I gasp, keeping my voice low. I don’t want anyone to hear me, even though we’re the only ones here.

      Without wasting a moment, he pulls me closer, wrapping his arms so tightly around me that it feels as if he’ll never let go, and I don’t want him to. His legs are tangled with mine, his arms hold me close, and I don’t know where I end and he begins. He kisses my forehead, my cheeks, my hair, and I feel cared for in a way I never have. I also feel pretty amazing, like my whole body has taken a bath in golden sunlight and is shining, radiant, pure.

      Maybe that’s weird to feel pure. But I do. With him.

      “You’re beautiful, Harley, so beautiful,” he murmurs, and his voice is fading again, sleep threatening to overtake him as I roll off of him and return to lying side by side. He pulls at the sleeve of my T-shirt and kisses my tattoo.

      “Are you going to tell me why you chose a red ribbon for your tattoo?” He knows about my mother’s role in who I’ve become, but not that this symbol is my reminder of her.

      “Yeah, but you go first. You tell me why yours are all in threes. Why do you have the sunbursts and birds and all your abstract patterns in threes? What’s with the threes?”

      “Hmm? Those?”

      “Yeah. Those,” I ask. He’s never told me. But I want to know.

      He snuggles closer, tucking his face into my neck and breathing me in. He sighs happily, then says, “So I don’t forget my brothers.”

      Brothers? Something doesn’t compute. Trey is an only child.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Will, Jake, and Drew. They all died at birth. They’re my three dead brothers.”

      My blood stops pumping, and it’s as if someone turned off the music at a dance and turned the lights all the way up on me.

      I push both hands against his shoulders. “What do you mean, Trey?” I ask, hoping, praying he made a mistake, that he will unsay what he just said. “Take that back, please.”

      But he falls asleep, the drinking finally taking over, and he is passed out in my arms, the marks of his three dead baby brothers permanently inked on his beautiful body.
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      The first thing I do after I shower in the morning is locate a fresh pair of jeans and a T-shirt. Not for Trey. But for me. To separate myself from how I used to dress, used to look, used to play. I need to feel as comfortable in Converse as I do in Mary Janes.

      As I do in evening dresses.

      In trench coats and leather.

      But I can’t be Layla, like I was last night with Cam.

      I want to be the woman I am with Trey. Real and true and honest and scared.

      It’s hard, so incredibly, unbearably hard, to resist doing everything I can to look pretty, to be the prettiest girl in the room, as my mom taught me, as my tattoo reminds me. I linger over the powder, eyeshadow, and mascara in my makeup bag, wanting—longing—to put on a perfect face. I want to cover myself up. I want to hide my new self. I want to slather my face with makeup.

      But then I look myself over in the mirror. I remind myself what Joanne would say. Change is supposed to feel weird. You don’t get to the other side by feeling the same way you felt before. But knowing what’s coming this afternoon from Miranda to my mom’s house—a black-and-white reminder of who I was and what I did—it’s hard to imagine I’ll ever get to the other side.

      I just want to be me. But I don’t know who she is. I don’t know who I am. I am two people. Torn and tattered in split halves.

      Finally, I pull my hair into a tight ponytail and apply only the barest of makeup—gloss and a dab of blush. Then I leave the bathroom and return to the living room. My apartment is quiet, and the sun is barely rising. The first pink slivers of dawn peek over the horizon, pulling the night away. It is early, but I want to get ahead on my debt.

      Kristen is probably sleeping, and Trey is still here, stretched out and gorgeous on the couch. He sleeps on his stomach, his cheek pressed into a pillow, one arm hanging off the side of the couch. I kneel down and reach out toward his arm, not quite touching, but tracing the air near his shoulder, outlining the sunbursts.

      Did he mean what he said last night?

      Does he have three brothers he’s never told me about?

      He knows all my secrets. All my terrible truths. I want him to trust me. I want him to tell me about the marks on his body. I want him to feel safe with me. I want to know him as deeply and as truly as I think he knows me.

      I need to resist Layla to do that. I bend closer to his arm and brush my lips ever so softly against his shoulder. A wisp of a kiss, a hint of all that I might feel for him.

      A wish.

      Then I grab my computer bag, head for the nearby diner, order a strong coffee, and steel myself for the next sordid chapter in my memoirs. Soon, soon, I’ll be done.
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      Memoirs of a Teenage Sex Addict

      

      Most of the time, I was requested to wear my schoolgirl uniform. But there were a few other outfits my clients liked. Some wanted me decked out in evening wear regalia so I could be the arm candy attending fancy parties, events, and galas with them when they wanted the full girlfriend experience. But there was one client in particular—Let’s call him Morris, shall we?—who wanted me in something else.

      Who wanted me in leather.

      With a leash.

      Those were the times I prepped elsewhere. I couldn’t undertake that kind of prep at home. So I’d arrive at the five-star hotel in my trench coat and heels, the risk of being seen part of the thrill. But I was never seen. Sunglasses were my best friend, along with doormen whose palms had been greased by my man.

      I pressed the button for the elevator, shot up several floors to the penthouse level, and knocked—sexily, of course; I’d been trained to knock sexily, and yes, there is a way to do that—on the door of his suite.

      Once inside, the trench coat came off and the collar went on. Not on me. Never on me. On him. Black, leather, spiked. I attached the leash to it. Then, wearing a painted-on leather skirt, a skin-tight bustier, and heels, I walked Morris around the suite.

      Like a dog.

      He was on all fours, he was naked, and he liked it when I pulled hard on his collar. He was a naughty boy, and he needed lots of corrections when he sniffed chairs and rugs in the suite. But if he was a good boy, a perfectly well-behaved pooch, he’d receive his reward. I’d take him to the balcony, remove one high heel, and let him lick and suck my perfectly manicured toes.

      Funny, the things high-ranking political advisers want to do behind closed doors, isn’t it?

      Kiss the feet of call girls.
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      The sun beats cruelly through the windows. A mean yellow ball blaring at me. A reminder to get the hell up.

      My mouth is like cotton, and I lick my lips, desperate for a drink of water. My head pounds, but it’s nothing that a stiff cup of coffee won’t cure. I sit up on the couch with a groan and kick off the blanket. I look around for Harley, but the living room is empty. Hunting for my shirt, I find it on the other side of the coffee table, in a heap on the carpet.

      A faint memory flicks by of taking it off last night, tossing it somewhere, then wrapping myself around Harley. Then the rest of the night floods my mind, and my brain is filled with the best wake-up images ever. The sweet smell of Harley’s neck, the way she trembled when I touched her stomach, then her on top of me, grinding against me.

      I’m pretty sure I fell asleep two seconds after she came, which is the best send-off into sleep I can think of. To be honest, though, I must have been really drunk to let that happen. Not that I don’t want her riding me when I’m sober. But I don’t know that I would have gone there if not for the liquid courage. I hope to hell she doesn’t regret it. I pray she won’t regret me.

      I yank on the shirt, head for the kitchen, and pour myself a glass of water. I down it in one gulp, then fill another glass and drink that too.

      I look for a clock and find a radio by the sink. It’s almost noon. It’s Friday. I need to be at work in an hour, and I need to shower. Then I realize my mouth tastes like a sock.

      I hate morning breath even when I’m alone, but if there’s a chance she’s still here, I better brush my teeth now. I head for the bathroom. The door is open, and there’s no one in here. It’s a tiny bathroom, with squeaky faucets and a streaked mirror.

      I check out the toothbrushes. One’s red. One’s green. I have no clue which is Harley’s. She’s the kind of girl who likes red, but then Kristen wears red glasses. I take my chances and grab the red one, squirt some toothpaste on, and a minute later, I have minty fresh breath.

      “That’s my toothbrush.”

      I startle when I hear Kristen’s voice.

      “Sorry,” I say as I return the toothbrush to the cup holder. “I’ll get you a new one. Where’s Jordan?”

      “At work,” she says, then turns away.

      “Where’s Harley?”

      “I don’t know. I’m going back to bed. I don’t have class, and I have to work tonight at the restaurant.”

      Well, that’s that. The morning has its own stark way of erasing all the good that darkness brings. Story of my life. I head back to the living room and find my boots, tugging them on and lacing them up, then grab my phone and stuff it in my back pocket. I snag my backpack from the floor—seems like eons ago that I sat on the front stoop drawing and waiting for Harley. But she’s nowhere to be seen, and she didn’t leave a note.

      I sling my backpack over my shoulder, run a hand through my messy hair, and head for the door, computing how quickly I’ll have to haul ass across town to shower, then race back to work. I reach for the handle, but someone’s unlocking and opening the door. I step back quickly, but even so, Harley nearly bumps into me and grabs my arm to steady herself.

      “Oh, sorry,” she says. Then, in a softer voice, meeting my eyes briefly, she whispers, “Hi.”

      That voice slays me with its sweetness. I’m a dead man walking when she looks down at her shoes in that strangely shy way. And maybe it was the beer lubricating us last night, but right now, regrets or no regrets, I want more. Because not only was last night the hottest thing ever, but now my heart is thumping like a jackrabbit for one simple reason that has nothing to do with sex and everything to do with how immensely cute I find the fact that she’s shy right now. I want to swipe my thumb across her lips and tell her not to be embarrassed, because she’s beautiful and sweet and kind and funny and has the biggest heart I’ve ever known.

      She lets go of my arm. I wish she hadn’t let go. The slightest contact from her is electrifying.

      “Hey,” I say. I’m probably grinning like an idiot too, and damn, I’m glad I brushed my teeth.

      “I got bagels,” she says, and thrusts a brown paper bag at me. “Sesame seed. Just out of the oven from the bagel shop around the corner. Your favorite.”

      This girl knows me too well. I reach into the bag as my stomach growls. She laughs first, then I join in. “I guess you’re a mind reader. And these are definitely my favorite. I need to get to work soon. Mind if I eat and run?”

      “You can even eat on the run if you want. Don’t let me hold you back,” she says playfully.

      “I’ll stay a minute,” I say, though I really want to stay all day and night. Call in sick, curl up with her, watch a movie, kiss her more, touch her everywhere.

      She’s in jeans again, like last night, and a black T-shirt with an upside-down pink monkey on it. She wears her Converse sneakers, and she has two leather bracelets on her wrist. I love it when she dresses like a hipster instead of a schoolgirl.

      “You look nice,” I say, but then I want to kick myself, because I really want to tell her she looks hot and sexy and smart and strong and independent, and not the least bit like her mother’s daughter. But I’d probably sound like a guy who’s spent way too much time in therapy, and I’ve got to maintain some degree of man cred.

      “Thanks,” she says. “So do you.”

      I take a bite, then look down at yesterday’s clothes. “You like the day-old, Harley?” I tease.

      “Yeah. And I suppose I should let you know now those are day-old bagels too,” she fires back, but she can’t hide her smirk.

      “May I never ever hear you use the adjective ‘day-old’ to describe a bagel you’ve given me.”

      “I’ll have to keep you on your toes, then. Always worrying about such a horrid breakfast possibility,” she says, leaning against the wall in her entryway as I eat more of the bagel that’s fresh and hot and perfect.

      “So what are you doing today?” I ask, and it’s nice to slide right back to the joking, the teasing, the way we are. I don’t know what’s next, but I know I can’t lose her. I feel like I still have her as a friend, and that’s what matters most, I remind myself. But I want more.

      “I have to go to my mom’s. Intercept that package from Miranda. Besides, my mom wants me to come by anyway. She wants me to work with her this summer. Be an intern or something in her office,” she says. “I don’t have anything else to do.”

      “You could take summer classes,” I suggest.

      “I guess.”

      “You said you miss creative writing. You could do that. Go back to the fun stories you want to write. Your animal tales and magic stories and whatnot. Take a writing workshop for real. Because you don’t even like the kind of reporting your mom does.”

      She shrugs. “I know. But I need to do something,” she says. I hope she’s not thinking about other ways she can earn money. The ways she was considering last night. I want to think we’ve moved past that. But then, is one drunken grind on me enough to make her change her stripes?

      “Hey. I have a question, Trey. About last night…”

      I stop eating, look at her, and she’s the Harley I’m crazy about. I should just kiss her again. But I don’t know if everything changed last night, or if anything did. I don’t know if we’re coming or going. Harley is both my best friend and my biggest fear. I should put my armor on, protect myself from her. But I don’t know where I left it.

      “Yeah?” I raise an eyebrow. Waiting for her question. Hoping she’s going to say she’s done with Cam, done with her past, and that she wants me as much as I want her. If she said that, I’d tell her. If she told me I was the only one, I’d chuck all the damn rules and tell her I think about her all the time, and it’s not obsession, it’s not addiction, it’s something more.

      Something real.

      “You said you had three brothers, Trey. You never told me that before.”

      The moment slips out of focus, and the room blurs.

      That’s not what she’s supposed to say.

      That’s not what I’m supposed to hear.

      That’s not what anyone’s supposed to know.

      Because we don’t talk about that. We don’t talk about them.

      The floor starts spinning, and my stomach plummets to the ground. There’s a ringing in my ears, and it spreads through my whole head, rattling hard against my skull. I said that? What is wrong with me? Why the hell would I have said that?

      “What do you mean?” I ask in a strangled voice, as if there are rocks in my mouth.

      She reaches for me, touches my shoulder, rubs gently. “I asked you about your tattoos.”

      I close my eyes, shrug off her touch. No fucking way I said that. This can’t be happening. This moment is a stitch in time, a hiccup. A massive mistake we’re all going to forget in seconds when it’s undone. Because there is no way I am standing here in yesterday’s clothes with this girl who was with her pimp last night, then with me, and then I told her about the three brothers I never knew. My family that no longer exists. The reason why I became all sorts of screwed up.

      I open my eyes, shake my head, adopt a false smile. “That’s crazy,” I say, wishing I were an actor so I could pull this off.

      She shoots me a worried look. “Crazy? Why?”

      “Seriously, Harley. You should not believe the shit I say when I’m drunk.”

      Then I grab my phone, check the time, and shake my head. “I gotta jam. I’ll be late and I have a ton of shit to do. I’ll catch up with you later. At the meeting or whatever. Thanks for the bagel.”
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      A breeze blows through Michelle’s open window, and it feels like a crime that there’s a gentle, warm wind right now. It should be sleeting, hailing, lashing cold, cruel rain at me, like a punishment.

      “He died in my arms. My little brother. He died in my arms. How do I tell her that? How do I say that?”

      “Like that,” Michelle says in a kind, calm voice. “Just like that.”

      I drop my head into my hands. “I can’t.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I can’t fucking relive it,” I mutter. I don’t look up. I don’t want to look up. She’s the only person I’ve told, and it’s hard enough to look at my shrink when I talk about them. But I had to see her. I called in late to work and tracked down Michelle for an emergency appointment. “It was so awful. Knowing he wasn’t going to live. My parents letting me hold him. And it wasn’t the first time it happened.”

      “I know,” she says quietly. “It’s incredibly hard.”

      “And I could never say that to her,” I mumble into my hands because they still cover my face.

      “But you’re saying it to me. You’ve told me. You can do this, Trey.”

      I raise my face. I bet I look like hell right now. “Because you don’t know me. Because I pay you. Because you have to listen.”

      “I want to listen. That’s why I’m a therapist. I want to help.”

      “You probably think I’m a loser,” I say, and I don’t know why I’m egging her on or fishing badly for compliments, but maybe it’s because my compass is off, the needle all skittish, pointing this way and that, and I desperately need to right myself. I need an anchor. I need her to be that right now.

      “I don’t. I would never think that. I think you are a bright, sensitive, caring young man, and I want to help you believe in yourself and feel better about all the possibilities. And I know you want that too. That’s why you called in late to work. That’s why you asked to come in. Because you aren’t willing to settle for less from yourself. You want to grow and learn. And the possibility I want you to consider is what would happen if you told Harley?”

      I shake my head, narrow my eyes, and run my hand roughly over my chin. I need to shave. I need to get my act together. “I’d fucking break down and cry. Because I would feel it all over again.” I stab my chest with two fingers, knocking them hard against my sternum. Watching him die, after my other baby brothers had died, it was like two giant hands cracking open my chest, reaching in, and hunting for my heart. “It would be like it’s happening again. And I have done everything I can to move on.”

      “You have,” she says, nodding. “You’ve also turned to women and to sex and to conquests to move on. And that hasn’t entirely helped, has it?”

      The question is an arrow piercing me, cutting through my flesh and blood, exposing nerves and guts and the frightening truth of the last few years of my life. When sex became a numbing agent for the pain.

      “No,” I whisper, my voice broken shards of glass.

      “Maybe it’s what you need, then. To feel it again. To go through that pain. To know you can say the words and survive.”

      But she’s wrong. When I leave, I walk along the park, certain I won’t survive.
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      The house is quiet when I unlock the door. My mom is nowhere to be seen or heard. She usually calls out to me when I come home, but if the house is silent, she must be at the office.

      Thank God.

      That’s exactly where I need her to be. She’s out on assignment a lot, or meeting sources, or visiting with her editor—my chests tightens when I think of her editor, the woman my mom reveres, the woman who mentored her. And while she often writes her books and articles from home, she spends time at the office too. She says she likes the discipline, the sound of other voices, the clickety-clack of colleagues tapping away on keyboards. The camaraderie helps fuel her. No surprise—my mom is a social beast.

      I say a silent prayer of thanks for her office mates, and now all I have to do is wait thirty more minutes. Miranda said the package—her marked-up pages of edits—would be here around three thirty. I’ll grab it when it arrives, tuck it under my arm, and, like a quarterback with the ball, keep my head down and run like hell out of here.

      I leave my purse on the marble table by the door. My stomach rumbles. I never ate lunch. All I had was coffee and toast at the diner this morning. Then I picked up the bagels for Trey.

      I feel so stupid just hearing his name in my head. I can’t believe I thought everything he said last night was real and true. Then he point-blank lied to me this morning. Maybe that’s the reminder I need to apply the brakes, because I was starting to think there was hope.

      But capitalistic love and sex and kisses are better. Safer. At least they’re honest. No one’s pretending they feel. The money is on the table, and no one gets hurt.

      Without an exchange, you can be played a fool.

      With money, everyone is safe.

      Cash can be recouped. It can be made and multiplied. Feelings can’t. They are loaned and borrowed and you can never pay them off.

      I head to the kitchen.

      There’s a Tupperware container on the counter and a Post-it note bearing my name. For Harley only. Your favorite cookies in the whole world.

      Inside are chocolate chip cookies with walnuts. I run a finger along the edge of the container, feeling wistful for a moment, longing for more of the cookies, more of the homework help, more of the bedtime stories.

      More of my mom.

      These treats from her are a reminder that she can play that part too.

      But first I need more sustenance, so I open the fridge and find a Tupperware container full of African stew from the other night. I have no interest in the food my mom makes for her latest lover. I spot a container of pasta primavera, but I bet that was last night’s culinary offering to Neil, so I pass on that too. I grab some carrots and hummus, set them on the counter, and open a drawer to get a napkin.

      Then I see a shadow in the living room. Only it’s not a shadow—it’s a man. It’s Neil, and he’s about to walk into the kitchen.

      In. His. Birthday. Suit.

      “Oh crap.” He is tall, lanky, and furry, and his parts are swinging around.

      I jerk my head away, because I want desperately to wipe the image of his limp dick from my brain. But the whole situation is like an ambulance siren, screaming at me. It’s happening, again.

      “I’m so sorry!”

      I drop the hummus container onto the floor, and it explodes on the tiles.

      He jumps back, making sure the hummus doesn’t hit his toes. I stare at him—above the neck only, I will not look down—my eyes wide with shock. “Seriously? You are walking around the house naked and you’re worried about hummus on your feet?”

      “No. No. No. I was just surprised.”

      I roll my eyes. “Obviously. Now get the hell out of here,” I say, and I don’t care that I don’t live here anymore. I don’t care that he probably has every reasonable right to have engaged in an afternoon delight with my mom on a Friday. But he is naked and gross and in my house where I grew up, and I have had enough of my mother’s lovers.

      “Barb went back to work, and I was taking a nap after—”

      I hold up my hand in a firm stop sign, shaking my head forcefully. “No. Don’t go there. I don’t want to hear the story,” I say sharply, because I don’t need to know he was taking an after-sex nap.

      “I’ll just go.”

      “Yeah. Exactly.”

      I bend down to pick up the hummus, and I want to throw it at him. But then I’d have to lay eyes on his naked body and there isn’t enough bleach in the world to white out what I just saw. I grab a towel and wipe up all the hummus, then toss the towel and the container in the trash.

      Tears well up, but I don’t let them out. Because they’re mixed with far too much anger. Too much frustration. And way too many foul memories. Even though my mom’s at work, I can smell her. My nostrils are filled with a scent I want to erase from the entire universe, and I can recall other encounters like this, when I’d bump into her after she’d had a roll in the hay while I was home. She’d be wearing a red silk dressing gown, mid-thigh length, her scent the scent of her bedroom, her sexuality that she shared freely with me. I wrinkle my nose and try to hold my breath as the olfactory memory floods my senses.

      I grab the bag of carrots from the counter and crunch into one, biting down hard. Chewing as if I can rid my mind of these images if I bite hard enough. Drilling into another carrot, I bear down, my teeth now a lethal weapon, slicing the carrot in half. I imagine it shrieking. Wishing it could.

      Screw this.

      I leave the carrots on the counter. Let her clean up the bag when she returns to her den of iniquity. Maybe they’ll be dried out and inedible when she sees them. I leave behind the cookies too, my small act of defiance.

      I head for the front steps as Neil reemerges. He’s wearing jeans, cuffed once at the ankles, and a striped button-down.

      “I’m so sorry,” he says, as if a double apology alleviates his trespass. But I will never see him as anything other than unwelcome.

      I don’t answer him. I walk toward the door.

      “Wait. Harley. Something came for you a few minutes ago.”

      My ears prick, and I spin around.

      I spy a package on the coffee table. “Barb had left for work, and a few minutes later, a courier knocked on the door.”

      My lips quirk up into a traitorous smile. I want to jump up and cheer. He intercepted the package! He unknowingly intercepted it from my mom.

      I race to the table and lunge for the manila envelope. Thick and padded, it already has the well-worn look of an envelope that’s been manhandled on its route across town. I clutch the package tightly to my chest. “Thank you.”

      Then I want to smack myself. Why am I thanking him? He has nothing to do with the good fortune of my mom missing the early delivery.

      “Is everything okay?”

      He casts his eyes to the package momentarily, then back to me. He notices the logo.

      “Of course,” I say quickly. Does this half-baked lover of hers think he can catch me in a trap, since he’s seen Miranda’s name on the return address? I can lie with the best of them. I can dance circles around the truth.

      “Because I saw the name on it,” he adds, gesturing to the package I’m clutching like a newborn baby. “Just curious.”

      My heart races in my chest, but the wheels turn quickly, and the lie is already fully formed. “Oh. Yeah. Of course. Because it’s a gift we’re working on for Barb.” Then I press a finger to my lips. “Shh... Don’t say anything.”

      “Ah,” he says with a knowing wink and a smile, since it’s natural that Miranda and I would pair up to give my mom a gift. Now Neil and I are co-conspirators. Or so he thinks. He grabs his phone and wallet, and says goodbye.

      Good riddance.

      I peer out the window, making sure he’s gone, waiting until I see him raise a hand and hail a yellow cab on Central Park West. Then he’s off in a sea of New Yorkers fanning out from clandestine encounters, the city hiding all their secrets. The anonymity, the size, the surreptitiousness of Manhattan a cloak we all wrap ourselves in.

      I sink down on the royal-blue couch, rip open the package, and pull out the pages I’ve written in the last few weeks. Maybe fifty or so, full of Post-it notes and penciled-in marks, instructions to me. Notes that say things like More salacious, More details, Is this how it really happened, or are you leaving out key parts?

      On and on, they’re all the same: more, more, more.

      Shame, shame, shame.

      I find one more note. I read it, and it’s a shovel digging through my innards, scooping them out, serving them bruised and battered on a platter for me. This story about Pierre and the carnival? I don’t care that your mommy taught you to kiss. You should have some more respect for your mother. After all she’s done for everyone. I don’t need you psychoanalyzing yourself and why you did what you did. You did it because you’re a whore. Your mother is not to be dragged through the mud. Even anonymously. Shame on you.

      I toss the pages on the table, make two fists, dig my fingernails into my palms, then scream. A loud, shrill, sharp sound like a train whistle tearing through the cold, quiet midnight of a lonely town. It knocks picture frames from the walls. It rattles vases off of tables. It reaches all the way to the top of the building and out into the afternoon sky. Neighbors drop their afternoon coffee cups. Curious. Concerned. Terrified. Is everyone okay?

      But none of that happens.

      Because no one notices, nothing changes, my father leaves, my mother reinvents herself as my friend, and so when a tree falls in the forest and no one can hear it, it doesn’t make a goddamn sound.

      I reach for the pages and pull at the ends, wishing I could tear them apart.

      If Miranda only knew how much my mother had done. If she only knew the full truth of why I’m writing these awful, horrid memoirs. I push up the sleeve of my shirt, gripping my shoulder, as if the red ribbon will give me the strength to finish, the courage to get this monkey off my back. To leave Miranda behind me, say goodbye to this debt, and move into a new life.

      I jam the pages into the envelope and tuck the envelope in my purse.
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      Now that the package is safe and sound, thoughts of the unsettling way Trey and I left things this morning bombard my mind. I pace. My heart thunders so hard it hurts. It feels wild. I feel wild. Like the world is converging on me, a tornado of lies, blackmail, and complete and utter avoidance.

      My mother avoids the truth. She doesn’t care about the truth.

      And what about Trey?

      Is he the same? Is he just like her?

      I’m a lion in a cage now, pacing back and forth. My shoes click loudly on my mother’s polished floor, each sound punctuating the silence, each slap taking me one step closer.

      To a choice.

      I run my fingers across my phone. They itch to reach out to Trey. To force him to tell me the truth.

      I could text him, but I want to catch him unguarded.

      So I grab my phone and call.

      He answers, his choked “Hey there” soundtracked by the honking of a horn, the squeal of a bus.

      “Hi,” I say, my tone clipped. “I need to talk to you.”

      “Yeah?” he asks, gulping, sounding guilty.

      I don’t pull any punches. “I need to understand what you said. I need to know what’s going on.”

      He scoffs. “Nothing. I told you. I was drinking or dreaming or some shit.”

      Some shit.

      Last night was the best I’ve felt in ages. The most real. The most honest. And to him it was some shit?

      I grit my teeth, but press on. I need answers. I need truth. “Trey? Is this for real? Is it true? What you said?”

      “We were drinking. There were all sorts of things said and done. Then the next morning, you realize they were just…”

      He trails off, and my throat hitches around the silence between us. It squeezes. Because I hear what he’s not saying. I hear what he meant to say.

      They were just mistakes.

      Meaning I was a mistake.

      What we did was a mistake. How he touched me. How we connected. How we felt together.

      The sweet words, the kisses, the connection.

      They were all mistakes to him.

      So was his confession.

      I put on my armor. I wield my sword. I protect myself. “Yeah, I get it,” I say, forcing out a laugh.

      He sighs, relieved. “Good. Because that was some crazy night.”

      A laugh. It sounds forced. And I understand completely what it means.

      But I won’t force him to tell me. I won’t force him to feel.

      Besides, his feelings are clear.

      And so are my choices.

      I stare out the window in the direction of a skyscraper I know well, feeling the fresh pull of a choice.

      “We’re all good though?” he asks.

      “All good,” I say, lying, but when my other line rings, it’s not a lie when I say, “But I have to go.”

      I end the call with the man who won’t tell me the truth, the man who thinks we’re a mistake, and I click over to my mother.

      She goes first.

      “It’s your mother. Neil just called me. Darling, I’m so sorry.”

      “Hi,” I say, trying to collect myself, to let go of the rage, of the sadness, to say goodbye to the way I felt for Trey. Besides, I need to focus on my mom so I can make her happy as she has always needed me to do. To be her best friend.

      “I want to apologize. I feel terrible that you ran into Neil.”

      “It’s nothing,” I mumble into the phone. I want to get out of here. I want to go. I want to finish this damn book. I want to rid my body and my mind of all these memories. And Miranda is wrong—it’s not the memories of the men that hurt so much.

      It’s the other ones. The memories of her. Of us.

      I want to move on, and I think I finally know how.

      “Oh good. I’m so glad it didn’t bother you,” she says, and I can hear her clapping once, happily. I roll my eyes. Seriously? She believes me? But I guess that’s what you get from spending your life pretending that you’re fine with your mom’s parade of lovers.

      “So,” she says in a flirty voice. “What did you think? He’s not too shabby in the downstairs department, right?”

      My eyes go so wide they practically pop out of my head like a cartoon character’s, pupils bobbing on the end of their coiled wire springs. “What did you just say, Mom?”

      “Well, you know. He’s got it going on, right? He’s no Phil, of course,” she adds wistfully. “But not everyone can be Phil.”

      “Uh….” My jaw is hanging open. I can’t believe we are discussing the size of Neil’s penis, or Phil’s for that matter, like we’re a couple of girlfriends having cosmos and discussing our conquests.

      “What’s going on with you, darling? I feel as if I haven’t seen you in ages. Do you have a date tonight?” She can’t mask the hope in her voice. She’s dying for me to say yes. Dying for me to share every detail. It’s been so long since she heard anything. So long since I shared. There’s a part of her that’s probably wasting away from the lack of her brand of oxygen. “Maybe someone new? Someone you haven’t told me about yet?”

      She might as well be saying, Just a quick hit, Harley. That’s all I need.

      Maybe we are all addicts. I consider making up a name to make her happy. Creating a fake boyfriend, a fake date, a fable she’d lap right up and love. I could spin thousands upon thousands of tales, I could make up fantastical stories of boys and men, and she’d love them. But I don’t.

      Maybe this is progress. Maybe I will tell Joanne I had a little victory.

      “No. Not tonight.”

      “Anyway,” she continues, like my run-in with her lover is no big deal, because it isn’t to her. “I know we were going to chat this afternoon about summer plans, and I want to. But I need to reschedule. I had to rush back to the office. I landed a tip on a new story, and it’s terrible. A terrible blackmail story,” she says, and I nod. Blackmail is a shitty, shitty thing. “But I have another piece I’m snooping around on too, and I was hoping you could do me just a small favor. You know that lawyer I work with from time to time on stories? I need him to take a look at a document I received from a congressman’s intern. It’s on the thumb drive in my laptop on the dining room table. Can you grab it and drop it by his office? For obvious reasons, I won’t email it to him. It needs to be hand delivered so there’s no digital trace, and I’ve already called and let him know to expect you. He’s only a few blocks from the house.”

      “You have a lot of sources, Mom. Who do you mean?” I ask, because I’ve helped my mom on stories before. Ran errands here and there. Dropped off documents. Ferried information.

      “The one who looks like Vince Vaughn.”

      I grin, a wicked, thrilling surge inside me at the description my mother gives. Little does she know what she’s asking me to do—that she’s giving me the sign I need to go to him again.

      The choice.

      The pull.

      I feel it all now.

      I feel it in my fingertips. I feel it deep in my heart.

      Everything is clear. It’s fate.

      Cam made me an offer, after all.

      “It would be my absolute pleasure,” I say in my best happy daughter voice. If she’s going to be all delighted over me seeing her boyfriend’s dick, then I can act happy about seeing my ex-pimp.

      Because it’s not an act. I am happy I get to see Cam.

      Cam doesn’t lie to me. Cam doesn’t hide things from me. Cam isn’t hot or cold, turning me on or off, telling me secrets then backpedaling. Besides, whatever sweet nothings, sweet somethings, sweet everythings that came out of Trey’s mouth last night were all lies. Probably lies to get me undressed.

      There is no such thing as real love. There is only agenda. There are only expectations. And if you can remove the sticky mess of feelings from the equation, you’re better off.

      Cam is a one-track man, and he brings me out of the mess of my life.
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      I hang up the phone, pleased.

      So damn pleased.

      Because there is good news, and there is great news.

      Great news is worth waiting for.

      I’m a patient man.

      I’ve waited for this day.

      And I’ve prepped for it.

      With options. So many options. Because that’s what you do when you play the game.

      I rise from my leather chair, head to the window, and stare down at the city at my feet. Watching all the people so many stories below. Hustling and bustling. Coming and going. Hunting. Searching. They’re all looking for the angles, hoping for a winning hand.

      But New York is my card table. And I love nothing more than being the dealer. House usually wins.

      Today, the house is definitely going to win big.

      I draw in a deep, satisfying inhale, then walk back to my desk and run my thumb over the file.

      I look at the time on my wristwatch.

      Any minute.

      Any minute now.
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      Ten minutes later, his skyscraper comes fully into view.

      Tall, looming, powerful.

      My choice.

      My control.

      This moment is mine. It belongs to me.

      No one else can manipulate me.

      No one else can trick me, lure me, bribe me.

      I’m in charge of my life.

      I make my own damn plans.

      I’m my own woman.

      I walk on, closing the distance. I weave past New Yorkers making their own choices, choosing work, choosing love, choosing fear, choosing nothing.

      I can choose too. That’s what’s different this time.

      I reach his block, the building like a magnet. I’m nearly there. Ten more feet. Five. One.

      I stop, staring up at the sky, at the top of the tower.

      Then my gaze lands on the revolving doors.

      Through them, I can step back into my past.

      Because it feels like my future.
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