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Prologue: The 
Education of 
Amanda Feliciano
I  tell people my name is Anya, but that's a lie I've been 

perfecting for three years.

The real name is Amanda. Amanda Feliciano, born in 

Des Moines, raised in a town so small the water tower 

doubled as a welcome sign and the only thing that ever 

happened was the annual corn festival. I was the girl who 

colored inside the lines, who memorized the names of Re-

naissance painters before she memorized the names of pop 

stars, who believed that if she was good enough and quiet 

enough, the world would reward her.

I learned that lesson wrong.

At sixteen, I learned what happens to good girls who go 

to the wrong party. I learned that the boys who throw the 

footballs and date the cheerleaders can do whatever they 
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want, because their fathers are judges and their mothers sit 

on the school board. I learned that when you scream into 

a pillow while three of them take turns holding you down, 

nobody hears you. And if they do hear, they look the other 

way.

The town covered it up. My parents sent me to therapy, 

which I hated, and then to a di—erent school, which I hated 

more. I carried that night inside me like a bone that never 

healed right, a constant ache that I learned to walk around.

I thought college would be di—erent. I packed my bags 

for the East Coast, for a university where nobody knew 

my name or what happened in that bedroom. I reinvented 

myself as the serious art history studentBturtlenecks and 

thick glasses, buns so tight they pulled at my temples, a wall 

of textbooks between me and anyone who might look too 

long.

Sut the bone still ached. And I found that the only way 

to quiet it was to give it what it wanted.

I started dating older men. Men who wanted to control 

me, to own me, to take what they wanted without asking. 

I let them because somewhere inside, I believed that if I 

could survive it again, this time by choice, I'd Unally feel in 

control. Sut control is a trick mirror. The more I submit-
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ted, the less I had. I let a boyfriend choke me unconscious. 

I let another Ulm me without my knowledge. I let a woman 

humiliate me in front of strangers because she said she 

loved me.

I was drowning in the very thing I thought would save 

me.

Therapy the second time was di—erent. I found a ther-

apist who didn't tell me I was broken. Ghe told me I was 

smart, and that intelligence could be a weapon if I learned 

how to wield it. Ghe asked me what I wanted, not what I 

deserved. And for the Urst time, I thought about the word 

choice.

I found the website during a sleepless night in my junior 

year. It called itself a 4mentorship platform,4 but anyone 

with eyes could see what it really was. A marketplace. A 

bazaar of beautiful young women and wealthy older men, 

each pretending they were looking for something else. I 

signed up as a joke, as an experiment, as a way to prove to 

myself that I still had power.

The Urst message was from a man in Unance. :e was 

forty-seven, divorced, with a summer house in the :amp-

tons and a wine cellar he described in more detail than his 
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face. :e o—ered me Uve thousand dollars to have dinner 

with him.

I said yes.

I showed up in a dress I'd borrowed from a friend, heels 

that pinched my toes, and a script I'd written in my head5 I 

am interesting. I am desirable. I am in control. The dinner 

lasted three hours. :e talked about his ex-wife, his port-

folio, his fear of growing old alone. I listened. I asked the 

right questions. I touched his hand at the right moments. 

Sy dessert, he was looking at me like I was the Urst person 

who had ever seen him.

6e went back to his apartment. I let him fuck me be-

cause I decided to, not because he took anything from me. 

And when I left the next morning with an envelope of cash 

and a promise to see me again, I felt something I hadn't felt 

since before that house party.

Alive.

That was three years ago. Gince then, I've learned the 

architecture of this life. :ow to be the woman they want 

me to beBdemure, dazzling, dangerous in just the right 

measures. I've learned that money is just a scorecard, that 

what they're really paying for is the fantasy of being desired 

by someone who could never truly want them. And I give 
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them that fantasy. I become their mirror, re<ecting back 

the version of themselves they most want to see.

In exchange, they give me everything else5 tuition, travel, 

apartments, access to worlds I never knew existed. They 

give me the safety of a contract, the clarity of a transaction, 

the power of a woman who can walk away any time.

I've had to draw lines. I walked out on a tech billion-

aire who tried to Ulm me without my consent. I Ured a 

hedge fund manager who thought 4no4 was negotiable. 

I've learned that the real currency isn't their moneyBit's 

my willingness to stay. And that willingness is something 

I choose, every single time.

The girl from Iowa, the one who screamed into a pil-

low while boys took turns, she's still in here somewhere. 

Ghe's the one who writes the thesis on female martyrs in 

Renaissance painting, who wears thrift-store sweaters and 

drinks burnt co—ee in the library. Ghe's the one who still 

<inches when a man raises his voice, who checks the locks 

three times before she sleeps.

Sut she's also the one who walks into a penthouse in 

Aspen, who lets a wealthy stranger undress her with his 

eyes, who knows exactly how to make him beg. Ghe's the 
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one who turned her trauma into a weapon and her body 

into a negotiation table.

They call me Anya >ance. It's a name I chose, like every-

thing else in my life now.

This is the story of how I learned to stop surviving and 

start playing the game. This is the story of every suite, every 

secret, every skin I've touched and let touch me. This is the 

story of a girl who was broken, and thenBpiece by piece, 

choice by choiceBbuilt herself back into something that 

could never be broken again.



Chapter One: Aspen

T he private jet cut through a sky so blue it looked 

fake, the kind of blue you only see in Colorado. I 

pressed my forehead to the cold oval window and watched 

the Rocky Mountains rise up like jagged teeth, their peaks 

dusted with fresh powder. Below, the valleys were ribbons 

of pine and shadow. I'd never been to Aspen. Never been 

on a private jet either, but I was learning that the Hrst time 

for everything usually came wrapped in someone else's 

credit card.

Marcus was asleep across from me in a cream leather 

seat that reclined -at. —is chest rose and fell beneath a 

charcoal cashmere blanket, one arm thrown over his face 

to block the light. —e was younger than my usual benefacx

torsDthirtyxfour, athletic, still carrying the hungry energy 

of a man who'd made his Hrst billion before his prefrontal 

corteF Hnished developing. Machine learning. —e'd sold 
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his company to a larger one and now spent his days angel 

investing, skiing, and, apparently, ac:uiring companions 

for long weekends.

I studied him while he slept. The sharp jaw, the slight 

stubble, the way his lips parted just barely. In sleep, he 

looked softer. Almost boyish. I wondered what his mother 

would think if she knew he -ew strangers to luFury resorts. 

I wondered what mine would think if she knew I was the 

stranger.

My phone buSSed. A teFt from my advisorè Reminderè 

seminar paper abstract due Monday. Need your revised 

thesis statement by Lriday.

I typed backè qn it. qut of town till Uunday.

I didn't mention the town. I didn't mention the jet. I 

locked my phone and tucked it into my bagDa beatxup 

leather tote I'd bought at a thrift store in Iowa City, a world 

away from the —ermGs scarf folded neatly in my suitcase. 

That was the duality I'd perfectedè the studious graduate 

student in thrifted sweaters and the woman who could 

walk into a Chanel bouti:ue and drop Hve Hgures without 

blinking. Both were real. Neither was the whole picture.

The jet began its descent. Marcus stirred, s:uinting at 

me through sleepy eyes.
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1Almost there,1 I said.

—e smiled, slow and laSy. 1Ready for the best weekend 

of your life01

1I'm always ready.1

—e laughed,  and I  saw the sharpness  return to his 

gaSeDthe calculation, the appraisal. I was used to being 

looked at that way. I'd learned to look back.

xxx

The resort was a cathedral of glass and stone, tucked into 

a mountainside with views that made my chest ache. qur 

suite occupied the entire top -oorè two bedrooms, a living 

room with a Hreplace that ran on gas but looked real, a 

bathroom with a soaking tub the siSe of my dorm room. 

Marcus tipped the bellman with a hundredxdollar bill and 

didn't bother to hide it.

1"ou don't have to show oW,1 I said, dropping my bag on 

a leather ottoman.

1"es, I do. That's the whole point.1

—e poured two glasses of scotch from the wet bar, handx

ed me one, and raised his in a toast. 1To new arrangex

ments.1

I clinked my glass against his. 1To clarity.1
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(e drank,  and the  scotch burned warm down my 

throat. —e stepped closer, his hand Hnding my waist, 

his breath ghosting across my cheek. The kiss was inx

evitableDI'd known it since the elevator at the private 

terminal. —is lips were soft, insistent, tasting of oak and 

smoke. I let it happen, let my body melt into the familiar 

choreography. —is hand slid down to my ass, s:ueeSing. I 

pulled away gently.

1Einner Hrst,1 I said. 1I'm starving.1

—e grinned, a little wolHsh. 1Lair enough.1

xxx

Einner was at a restaurant called Olement )é, all white 

tablecloths and sommeliers who appeared at your elbow 

like ghosts. Marcus ordered a bottle of Burgundy that 

cost more than my monthly rent and told me about his 

latest investmentDa biotech startup working on cellular 

rejuvenation.

1(e're going to live forever,1 he said, swirling the wine. 

1qr at least until two hundred.1

1And what will you do with all that time01

1Collect eFperiences. Collect people.1 —e looked at me 

over the rim of his glass. 1Collect you, hopefully.1
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I smiled, but the words settled in my stomach like a 

stone. Collect you. I was used to being a line item in somex

one's annual budget, but the bluntness of it still stung 

sometimes. I sipped my wine and let the conversation drift 

to safer topicsè the provenance of the art on the walls 2a 

Calder mobile, a Rauschenberg print3, the best ski runs, 

the time he'd broken his collarbone in ChamoniF.

By the time we Hnished dessertDa chocolate sou5J so 

light it dissolved on my tongueDI'd decided how the night 

would go. I always decided. That was the secret nobody 

talked about in sugar baby forumsè the illusion of submisx

sion is the ultimate form of control. I let him believe he 

was leading, but I was the one drawing the map.

Back in the suite, I eFcused myself to change. I slipped 

into something I'd bought speciHcally for this tripè a burx

gundy silk chemise that fell to midxthigh, cut low enough 

to show the curve of my breasts. No bra. No panties. I 

walked out to Hnd Marcus waiting on the leather sofa, a 

fresh scotch in hand.

1"ou're trying to kill me,1 he said.

1Not yet.1

I sat beside him, close enough that our thighs touched. 

—e set down his glass and kissed me, deeper this time, his 
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tongue sliding against mine. —is hands found the hem of 

the chemise, pushing it up my thighs. I let him, arching 

into his touch.

1Tell me what you want,1 he murmured against my 

throat.

1I want you to fuck me against the window.1

—is breath caught. Then he was lifting me, carrying me 

across the room, pressing my back against the cold glass. 

The lights of Aspen glittered below, tiny diamonds on 

black velvet. I wrapped my legs around his waist and felt 

him hard against my thigh. —e pushed aside the silk and 

entered me in one smooth thrustDno condom, which was 

against my rules, but I'd let him believe he'd forgotten. I 

had my own protections.

The seF was fast, hungry, the way I'd eFpected. —im 

gripping my hips, my nails raking down his back. The glass 

fogged with our breath. I came Hrst, faking nothing, my 

body shuddering against him. —e followed moments later, 

burying his face in my shoulder as he spilled inside me.

Afterward, we lay on the rug in front of the Hreplace, a 

cashmere throw draped over us. —e traced patterns on my 

stomach, laSy circles that made my skin prickle.

1"ou're diWerent,1 he said.
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1EiWerent how01

1Most girls I bring here want to talk about the future. 

(hat this means. (here it's going. "ou're just... present.1

I turned my head to look at him. 1The future is a trap. I 

prefer the now.1

—e didn't have a response to that.

xxx

The neFt morning, we took a private ski lesson. qur inx

structor was a woman named Uoren, a blonde with shoulx

ders like a swimmer and the kind of eWortless beauty that 

came from growing up in the mountains. Uhe was patient 

with my clumsy turns, correcting my posture with a hand 

on my hip that lingered just a beat too long.

I noticed Marcus noticing.

At lunchDa cabin perched at the top of a lift, servx

ing grilled cheese and tomato soup that tasted like childx

hoodDI watched Uoren laugh at something he said. —er 

teeth were white, her eyes crinkled at the corners. I felt a 

familiar pull, that low thrum of attraction I'd learned to 

recogniSe but never fully eFplain.

8ater, in the hot tub on our private deck, steam rising 

around us as snow fell in silent sheets, I brought it up.

1Uhe's beautiful,1 I said, casual.
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Marcus, -oating with his arms spread along the edge, 

cracked one eye open. 1(ho01

1Uoren.1

—e didn't deny it. Instead, he watched me, waiting.

1I think she likes you,1 I said.

1I think she likes you too.1

The statement hung in the cold air. I turned to face him, 

water sloshing over the edge.

1(ould you want to Hnd out01

—is eyebrows rose. 1Are you serious01

1I don't say things I don't mean.1

—e was :uiet for a long moment. Then he pulled me 

close, his hands cold on my waist. 1I've never done anyx

thing like that.1

1Neither have I.1 A lieDbut a small one. The truth was 

I'd orchestrated threesomes before, always as the architect, 

never the victim. It was another form of controlè curating 

desire, directing the choreography.

—e kissed me, and it tasted like chlorine and possibility.

xxx

Uoren agreed to join us for drinks that evening. Uhe arx

rived at the suite at nine, wearing jeans and a Htted turtlex

neck, her hair still damp from a shower. Marcus poured 
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her a glass of wine, and we sat on the sofa, the conversation 

stilted at Hrst, then loosening. Uhe told us about growing 

up in Telluride, her season as a competitive skier, the knee 

injury that ended her career. I watched her hands as she 

talkedè strong, calloused, capable.

At some point, Marcus eFcused himself to use the bathx

room, and it was just the two of us. Uhe looked at me, a 

:uestion in her eyes.

1Is this weird01 she asked.

1qnly if we make it weird.1

Uhe laughed, a little nervous. 1I've never... I mean, I've 

been with women before. But not like this. Not with a 

couple.1

1It's not a couple,1 I said. 1It's a weekend. (e're all just 

people looking for something good.1

Uhe considered that, then leaned in and kissed me. —er 

lips were soft, tentative. I deepened it, my hand sliding to 

the nape of her neck. Uhe tasted like red wine and mint.

(hen Marcus returned, we were tangled on the sofa, my 

hand under her turtleneck, her breath coming faster. —e 

stood in the doorway, watching. I met his eyes and smiled.

1Hoin us,1 I said.

xxx
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The rest of the night unfolded in fragments I'd rememx

ber later like snapshotsè Uoren's mouth between my thighs, 

her tongue working with the precision of an athlete. Marx

cus behind her, gripping her hips, the sound of skin on 

skin. The three of us in a tangle on the king bed, limbs and 

breath and sweat. I came twiceDonce from her, once from 

him, their mouths and hands overlapping in a rhythm I'd 

orchestrated but couldn't fully direct.

At one point, I straddled Uoren's face while Marcus 

fucked her from behind, and I watched her eyes roll back, 

her Hngers digging into my thighs. I leaned down and 

kissed her through her moans.

Afterward, we lay in a pile, the sheets kicked to the 

-oor. Marcus was asleep within minutes, one arm thrown 

across both of us. Uoren's head rested on my shoulder, her 

breathing slow and even.

I stared at the ceiling, feeling the ghost of pleasure still 

humming in my veins. It had been good. Better than 

goodDit had been eFactly what I needed. A reminder that 

I was in control. That I could conjure desire and dispel it 

at will.

But beneath the satisfaction, something else stirred. A 

:uiet voice I tried to ignore.
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"ou're still looking for something you won't Hnd in hox

tel rooms.

I closed my eyes and willed the thought away. This was 

the now. This was enough.

xxx

The last morning, we had breakfast on the deckDeggs 

Benedict and mimosas, the sun warm on our faces. Uoren 

had left at dawn, a :uick kiss and a scribbled number on a 

napkin. Marcus was :uiet, sipping his coWee, watching the 

mountains.

1Thank you,1 he said Hnally.

1Lor what01

1Lor being real.1 —e set down his cup and took my hand. 

1I know this is transactional. I know we're not... whatever. 

But I'd like to keep seeing you. Not just weekends. I'd like 

to -y you out to New "ork, take you to dinners, introduce 

you to people. And if you want to bring other people into 

it, I'm open to that too.1

I looked at himDthis young, rich man who had everyx

thing eFcept the ability to say what he actually felt. I recogx

niSed the hunger in his eyes. It was the same hunger I saw 

in all of themè the desire to be seen, truly seen, by someone 

who wasn't impressed by their money.
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1I have a seminar paper due Monday,1 I said.

—e laughed. 1I'll hire someone to write it.1

1No, you won't. I'm a graduate student. I write my own 

papers.1

—e s:ueeSed my hand. 1Uo what do you say01

I  thought  about  it.  The  arrangement  was  goodè 

openxended, -eFible, with a man who didn't want to own 

me, only to share eFperiences. It was the best kind of 

dealDone where I held all the cards.

18et's try it,1 I said. 1But no promises. And no eFpectax

tions.1

1(ouldn't dream of it.1

(e Hnished breakfast in comfortable silence. Inside, my 

phone buSSedè another email from my advisor. I ignored it. 

I watched the sun crest the mountains, painting the snow 

in shades of gold and rose. I felt the weight of the weekend 

settling into my bones, the stories I'd tell and the ones I'd 

keep.

8ater, on the -ight back to New "ork, Marcus slept 

again, and I pulled out my laptop. The abstract was due 

in Hve days. I had two thousand words to write about the 

iconography of female desire in Renaissance painting.

I smiled to myself and began to type.



Chapter 2: The 
Gallery Owner’s 
World
C eleste found me at the Met, though that makes it 

sound accidental. Nothing about Celeste L’Amour 

was accidental.

I was standing in front of Caravaggio’s The Denial 

of Saint Peter, notebook open, trying to articulate why 

the old woman’s face—lit by that single,  treacherous 

zame—made me think of my own rezection. The painting 

is about betrayal, about the moment you look at yourself 

and reali“e you’ve become someone you barely recogni“e. 

I knew that feeling intimately.

Y-ou’ve been here for twenty”three minutes,F a voice 

said from behind me. Low, smoke”and”velvet, a Erench 

accent softened by decades of Manhattan. YMost people 

spend forty”Ove seconds, take a photo, and move on.F
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I turned. She was in her late forties, maybe early Ofties, 

with silver”streaked black hair cropped close to her skull 

and cheekbones that could cut glass. She wore a cream silk 

bla“er over a black shell, tailored trousers that probably 

cost more than my monthly rent, and a single diamond on 

a leather cord at her throat. Wer eyes were dark and sharp 

and slot”machine”greedy.

YI’m writing my thesis on Caravaggio’s treatment of 

shame,F I said, closing my notebook. YThe denial scene 

is the turning point—Peter recogni“es his failure, but the 

painting doesn’t let him o? the hook. The old woman 

knows. She sees him.F

Celeste smiled. It  was a slow, deliberate thing, like 

watching a predator decide you’re interesting enough to 

eat.

YI own one of his late works,F she said. YA small piece. A 

study for The Elagellation. It’s hanging in my library in the 

xillage. Bould you like to see itUF

I should have said no. I had a seminar at four, a stack 

of unread articles, a teGt from my roommate asking if I’d 

paid the electric bill. Rut the way she said library and study 

made it sound like a private ritual, an invitation into a 

world I’d only glimpsed in the pages of art maga“ines.
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Y-es,F I said.

Wer car was a black Maybach with cream leather inte”

riors that smelled of sandalwood and something zoral I 

couldn’t name. Be drove in silence for the Orst ten min”

utes, the city blurring past tinted windows. She watched 

me the way she’d watched me in the museum—taking 

inventory, weighing something I couldn’t see.

Y-ou’re a sugar baby,F she said Onally. Not a :uestion.

I kept my face neutral. YThat’s an interesting word for 

it.F

YI prefer professional companion,F she said. YMore ac”

curate. Less pe3orative. I know your proOle—Anya xance, 

art history graduate, zuent in Erench and Italian, refer”

ences from three fairly powerful men whose names I won’t 

repeat out of respect for their discretion.F

I felt my spine sti?en. Y-ou did background checks on 

me.F

Y0f course I did. I don’t make investments blindly.F 

She turned to face me fully, and for the Orst time I saw 

the warmth underneath the steel—a zicker of something 

almost maternal.  YI’m o?ering you a position. Not a 

night, not a weekend. A position. I need a cultural at”

tachQ—someone who can navigate the art world, charm 
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my clients, attend auctions and openings, and occasionally 

share my bed. The salary is competitive. The beneOts in”

clude access to my private collection, unlimited travel, and 

a studio apartment in the Best xillage you can use as your 

own.F

I stared at her.

Y-ou’re serious.F

YI am never not serious, chQrie.F

The apartment was in a converted carriage house, nar”

row and siG stories high, with a roof garden that over”

looked the Wudson. The library took up the entire second 

zoor—zoor”to”ceiling shelves, rolling ladders, a Oreplace 

burning pine logs, and above the mantel, the Caravaggio 

study. I recogni“ed it immediatelyK the raw, unOnished 

:uality of the brushstrokes, the way Christ’s body twisted 

in submission, the torturer’s rope cutting into his wrists.

I stood in front of it for a long time. Celeste stood 

behind me, close enough that I could feel the warmth of 

her body through her bla“er.

YI like watching you look at art,F she said. Y-ou treat it 

like a conversation, not a spectacle.F

YIt is a conversation,F I said. YThe artist is speaking. 

Most people 3ust don’t know how to listen.F
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Wer hand settled on my hip. Light. 5uestioning.

I leaned back into her.

The kiss started slow—her lips soft and deliberate, tast”

ing of black co?ee and something minty. She took her 

time, mapping my mouth with her tongue, her Ongers 

sliding up my ribcage to cup the weight of my breast 

through my sweater. I let out a sound I didn’t recogni“e, 

something between surrender and hunger.

YI want to show you something else,F she said against 

my neck.

She led me up a spiral staircase to the third zoor, which 

was a single room—a bedroom, but not like any I’d seen. 

The bed was enormous, draped in white linen, and the 

walls were hung with paintings I’d only ever seen in teGt”

books. A jothko. A de 6ooning. A faintly glowing Agnes 

Martin that seemed to pulse in the dim light.

YThis is where I sleep,F she said. YAnd where I make 

love.F

She undressed me slowly, like unwrapping a gift she’d 

been saving. Bhen I was naked, she stepped back and 

looked at me—not with the hungry, transactional ga“e I 

was used to from the men I entertained, but with some”

thing closer to reverence.
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Y-ou are beautiful, Anya,F she said. YRut that’s the least 

interesting thing about you.F

She knelt.

I’d never had a woman kneel for me before. Men got on 

their knees, but always with eGpectation, with the weight 

of what they wanted neGt. Celeste knelt like she was pray”

ing.

She pressed her mouth to my stomach, 3ust below my 

navel. Wer tongue traced a wet line down, down, until 

she was parting my thighs with her Ongers, her breath 

hot against my cunt. She looked up at me—those dark, 

slot”machine eyes—and said, YTell me what you want.F

YI want you to make me forget my name.F

She smiled again, that slow predator’s smile, and then 

her mouth was on me.

She was patient. That was the Orst thing I noticed. She 

took me apart like a scholar deconstructing a teGt—every 

fold, every nerve, every gasp I made was noted and cata”

loged. Wer tongue circled my clit in a rhythm that built 

and receded, built and receded, until I was gripping her 

hair and begging in a voice I didn’t recogni“e.

YPlease, please, please—F
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She slid two Ongers inside me, curling them against that 

spot that made my vision blur, and sucked my clit into her 

mouth at the same moment. I came with a cry that echoed 

o? the jothko’s red eGpanse, my hips bucking against her 

face, her Ongers working me through the aftershocks until 

I collapsed onto the bed.

She crawled up beside me, still fully dressed, and traced 

the line of my collarbone with her Ongertip.

YThat,F she said, Ywas 3ust the introduction.F

I stayed for three days.

She introduced me to her worldK private viewings at gal”

leries where the wine cost more than my tuition, dinners 

with dealers and critics who treated me like a peer because 

she treated me like one. She bought me a black silk dress 

that made me look ten years older and a thousand dollars 

richer. She taught me how to hold a champagne zute, 

how to laugh at an artist’s pretensions without being cruel, 

how to touch her under the table at a restaurant without 

anyone noticing.

0n the third night, she brought me to a loft in Tribeca 

where a young painter named javi was hosting a small 

eGhibition. Wis work was raw—acrylic on found wood, 

Ogures twisted into impossible shapes, seG and violence 
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and grace tangled together. I stood in front of a painting 

of a woman being devoured by wolves and felt my chest 

tighten.

Y-ou  see  it,F  javi  said,  appearing  beside  me.  We 

was  beautiful  in  that  disheveled  way  artists  culti”

vate—paint”stained Ongers, a 3awline that could cut, dark 

eyes that held too much. YMost people see violence. -ou 

see the surrender.F

YI see choice,F I said. YShe’s letting them take her.F

Celeste appeared behind us, her hand settling on the 

small of my back. Yjavi, this is Anya. Anya, this is the 

genius I’ve been telling you about.F

They looked at each other over my head, and I felt the 

current pass between them—not 3ealousy, but alignment. 

Something they’d discussed before.

The threesome was not an accident.

Rack at Celeste’s apartment, after champagne and the 

slow, deliberate undressing that had become her signature, 

she guided javi to the bed where I lay waiting. We was 

hesitant at Orst, looking to her for cues. She nodded, and 

he lowered himself over me, his mouth replacing hers, his 

hands Onding the curves she’d already memori“ed.

Celeste watched. Then she 3oined us.
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It was a symphony of bodies—his cock sliding into me 

from behind while Celeste knelt in front of me, her cunt 

pressed against my mouth, her Ongers tangled in my hair. 

She taught me how to please a woman as I pleased her, how 

to read the tremors and ad3ust, how to make her come with 

my tongue while javi fucked me steadily, rhythmically, 

until the whole world narrowed to the wet heat of skin on 

skin and the sound of three voices crying out in the dark.

Afterward, we lay tangled in the white linen, the jothko 

bleeding red over our heads. Celeste traced patterns on my 

stomach while javi slept, his head on her thigh.

YI love you,F she said. Not like a confession. Like a state”

ment of fact, like the closing line of a deal.

I didn’t say it back. Rut I didn’t pull away, either.

I stayed.



Chapter 3: Amalfi 
Coast Yacht Trip
T he yacht was called Il Diamante, and it was exact-

ly as ostentatious as the name suggested—eighty 

meters of white bperglass and kolished teav, a helikad on 

the pow, and a crew of twelMe whose sole kurkose was to 

ensure that Barco .ellini neMer had to lift a bngerE

Barco was sixty-four, Italian, and rich in the way that 

old qurokean money is rich—Huietly, conbdently, with 

the unskoven assumktion that the world existed to serMe 

his kleasureE ’eCd found me through a referral from “e-

leste, which should haMe peen my brst clue that this was 

not a standard arrangementE “eleste didnCt share her toys 

unless she had a reasonE

j’e needs someone who can hold a conMersation in 

three languages, laugh at his ”oves, and not Ninch when he 

talvs apout his dead wife,? “eleste had said, handing me a 

brst-class ticvet to SaklesE j“an you do thatU?
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I couldE ICd peen doing it for yearsE

The brst two days were idyllicE ze sailed from Fosi-

tano to Ymalb, kast kastel Millages clinging to cliLs, the 

Bediterranean so plue it  hurt to loov atE  Barco was 

charming in that qurokean way—vissing my hand when 

we met, insisting on calling me pellissima, blling my capin 

with Nowers that matched my dressesE ’e told me apout 

his late wife, Goba, with a tenderness that made my chest 

acheE TheyCd peen married forty yearsE GheCd died of can-

cer three years agoE ’eCd pought the yacht for her bftieth 

pirthdayE

jSow I sail alone,? he said, staring at the horiOonE jqx-

cekt when I bnd loMely comkanions to veek me comkanyE?

I touched his armE jGhe must haMe peen extraordinaryE?

jGhe wasE? ’e turned to me, his eyes wetE j9ou remind 

me of herE Sot in loovs—she was darv, live a kroker Italian 

womanE .ut in the way you listenE Ghe listened live the 

words matteredE?

That night, we had dinner on the aft decv under a 

canoky of starsE The chef serMed octokus carkaccio and 

linguine with pottarga, and Barco okened a pottle of Gas-

sicaia that kropaply cost more than my semesterCs tuitionE 

I wore a white linen dress that “eleste had pought me, 
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simkle and exkensiMe, and I let my hair fall loose the way 

he seemed to liveE

Yfter dessert, he toov my hand and led me to his capinE

’is pedroom was all white and naMy, with a ving-siOed 

ped that had peen turned down py a steward, a single or-

chid on the nightstandE ’e undressed me slowly, reMerent-

ly, his bngers trempling slightly as he unOikked my dressE I 

let himE There was something apout his Mulnerapility that 

made me want to pe gentle, to giMe him the illusion that 

this was more than transactionE

’e laid me on the ped and vissed my throat, my col-

larpone, my preastsE ’is mouth was soft, his peard rough, 

and he toov his time, worshikking each inch of svin as if 

I were sacredE zhen he karted my thighs and lowered his 

head petween them, I closed my eyes and let the sensation 

wash oMer me—his tongue tracing my folds, circling my 

clit with the katience of a man who had nothing to kroMeE

I came once, twice, three times, my bngers tangled in his 

silMer hair, my hiks rising to meet his mouthE ’e didnCt 

stok until I was trempling, oMersensitiMe, pegging him to 

fucv meE

’e entered me slowly, his cocv thicv and hard, and I 

wrakked my legs around his waist and let him tave what he 
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neededE ’e fucved me with a vind of deskerate tenderness, 

whiskering GobaCs name under his preath, and I held him, 

vissed his cheevs, told him he was good, he was so good, 

until he came with a shudder and collaksed against my 

chestE

Yfterward, he criedE

I held him through itE That was what I was kaid for, after 

all—not ”ust the sex, put the aftermathE The stayingE

---

The crew memperCs name was 0ucaE

’e was twenty-eight, Gicilian, with darv curls and a 

”aw that could haMe peen carMed py BichelangeloE ’e was 

the brst mate, which meant he was eMerywhere—ad”usting 

sails, kolishing prass, pringing drinvs to the decvE ’e had 

a way of looving at me that made my svin kricvleE Sot 

leeringE 6nowingE

It started on the third dayE

Barco was taving a nak pelow decv, and I was sun-

pathing on the pow, my pivini tok untied to aMoid tan 

linesE I heard footsteks and assumed it was the steward 

with my iced teaE .ut it was 0ucaE

jGignorina,? he said, holding out a glass of kroseccoE 

j9ou loov live you could use thisE?
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I sat uk, veeking the towel oMer my chestE jRraOieE?

’e didnCt leaMeE ’e stood there, silhouetted against the 

sun, and I could feel his eyes on my svinE

j9ou are not live the others he prings,? he saidE

jzhat othersU?

jThe young onesE The ones who giggle and tave khotos 

of themselMes and ignore the crew unless they need some-

thingE? ’e toov a stek closerE j9ou watch the seaE 9ou readE 

9ou skeav to the coov in Italian apout the bshE 9ou are 

realE?

I sikked the kroseccoE jYnd what does that get meU?

jBy attention,? he said, and smiledE

I should haMe stokked it thereE Barco was kaying for ex-

clusiMity, and I was a krofessionalE .ut there was something 

apout 0uca—the way he moMed, the Huiet conbdence, the 

fact that he saw me as more than a kretty accessory—that 

made me want to pe recvlessE

That night, after Barco had fallen asleek, I slikked out 

of his capin and climped the stairs to the ukker decvE 0uca 

was there, smoving a cigarette, watching the moonlight on 

the waterE

j“ouldnCt sleekU? he asvedE

j“ouldnCt stayE?
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’e stupped out the cigarette and turned to face meE The 

moonlight caught the lines of his chest, Misiple through his 

oken linen shirtE I stekked closer, close enough to feel the 

heat radiating oL his podyE

jBarco is a good man,? I said, my Moice lowE j.ut heCs 

oldE Ynd heCs sadE Ynd ICm tired of peing a supstitute for 

a ghostE?

jGo what do you wantU?

I didnCt answer with wordsE I reached uk, kulled his head 

down, and vissed himE

’is mouth was nothing live BarcoCsE It was hungry, de-

manding, his tongue sliding against mine with an urgency 

that made my vnees weavE ’is hands found my waist, then 

my ass, kulling me against him so I could feel how hard he 

already wasE

jSot here,? he preathedE jToo exkosedE?

’e led me down to the crew Huarters, a narrow cap-

in with a single punvE It smelled of salt and sweat and 

cheak cologne, and I loMed itE ’e kushed me onto the ped, 

strikked oL my silv rope, and vnelt petween my thighsE

jICMe peen watching you all weev,? he said, his mouth 

hoMering oMer my cuntE jThe way you moMeE The sounds 
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you mave when you thinv no one can hearE I want to taste 

eMery one of themE?

’e didnCt wait for kermissionE ’is tongue doMe into 

me, greedy and svilled, licving and sucving live he was 

starMingE I arched into his mouth, grapping his hair, my 

hiks grinding against his faceE ’e slid two bngers into my 

kussy and curled them, hitting that skot that made me see 

starsE

I came with a cry that I had to stiNe against my own 

handE

’e crawled uk my pody, his cocv kressing against my 

thigh, and I reached down to guide him inside meE ’e 

was thicver than Barco, younger, harder, and he fucved 

me with a rhythm that was all instinct—fast and deek, his 

preath hot against my necv, his teeth graOing my shoulderE

j9ou feel incrediple,? he gaskedE j0ive silv around my 

cocvE?

I wrakked my legs around his waist and let him tave me, 

my nails raving down his pacv, my moans swallowed py his 

mouthE ’e came with a groan that sounded almost kained, 

skilling inside me, and then collaksed peside me on the 

narrow punvE

ze lay there in the darv, preathing hardE
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jThis canCt hakken again,? I saidE

jI vnowE?

Seither of us moMedE

---

It hakkened again the next nightE Ynd the night after 

thatE

ze were careful—so careful—put Barco was not a stu-

kid manE 1n the bfth night, after ICd excused myself early 

from dinner with a headache, he followed me down the 

corridor and saw 0uca slikking out of my capinE

’e didnCt yellE ’e didnCt eMen loov angryE ’e ”ust stood 

there in his silv pathrope, his face unreadaple, and said, jI 

seeE?

I okened my mouth to exklain, to akologiOe, to oLer 

some excuse apout loneliness and kroximityE .ut he held 

uk his handE

j9ou are not married to me, YnyaE 9ou are not my wifeE 

9ou are a comkanion I kay for, and I haMe no illusions 

apout what that meansE? ’e kausedE j.ut I asved you for 

one thingE 1ne thing onlyE I asved you to kretend, while 

we were here, that I was enoughE?

The guilt hit me live a waMeE jBarco, ICm sorryE I—?



YBYSDY 3q0I“IYS1KC

jSoE? ’is Moice was Huiet, put it cutE jI donCt want your 

akologyE I want you to leaMeE?

’e arranged for a water taxi to tave me to the airkort 

in SaklesE ’e kaid me for the full weev anyway, klus a 

ponus that made my eyes waterE Ynd when I stood on the 

docv, watching Il Diamante sail away without me, I felt 

something I hadnCt exkectedD shameE

Sot for the sex with 0ucaE I didnCt regret thatE

.ut for preaving the illusionE 3or reminding a lonely old 

man that eMen the pest illusions are still liesE

I New pacv to Sew 9orv with the ponus purning a hole 

in my panv account and a text from 0uca that readD If you 

eMer come to Gicily, bnd meE

I didnCt reklyE

.ut I didnCt delete the message eitherE



Chapter 4: The 
Reserved Billionaire
T he call came three days after I got back from the 

Amal, coastw ihple I ias stpll npckpug salt snray oMt 

of my hapr aud trypug to forget the look ou 'arcoSs face as 

hps yacht dpsanneared puto the Tyrrheupau .eaC

velesteSs "opce ias brpskw bMspuesslpkeC DI ha"e someoue 

for yoMC ?pHereut from the othersCD

D?pHereut hoi-D

DReSs yoMugC ThprtyBepghtC NMus a hedge fMud that most 

neonle ha"e ue"er heard of becaMse he refMses to be nhoB

togranhed or puter"peiedC ReSs iorth upue ,gMresw maybe 

teuw aud heSs ue"er had a sMgar baby pu hps lpfeCD

I set doiu my coHeeC DTheu ihy uoi-D

DFecaMse heSs louelyw aud heSs terrpble at dopug auythpug 

aboMt ptC A mMtMal frpeud sMggested he try Scomnaupoushpn 

ser"pceswS aud he asked me snecp,callyC Re iauts someoue 
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iho cau match hps putellect aud iouSt be putpmpdated by 

hps spleuceCD

DRps spleuce-D

DRe doesuSt talk mMchC Osnecpally at ,rstC ReSs uot r

MdeWxMstCCC reser"edC Re ueeds someoue iho cau ,ll the 

snaces ipthoMt ueedpug hpm to nerformCD

I thoMght aboMt 'arcoSs tearsw aboMt 3McaSs hMugry 

moMthw aboMt the iay ISd left both of them iautpug someB

thpug I coMlduSt gp"eC DPheu do I meet hpm-D

DToupghtC ReSs seudpug a car at se"euC Pear somethpug 

that says SI beloug pu a boardroom bMt ISd rather be pu yoMr 

bedCSD

I iore a mpdupghtBblMe sheath dressw spmnlew ezneusp"ew 

cMt loi euoMgh to shoi clea"age bMt hpgh euoMgh to 

sMggest I dpduSt ueed toC Uearl stMdsC Rapr sient MnC Eo 

nerfMmeWI iauted hpm to leau puC

The car dronned me at a bMpldpug pu Trpbecaw a cou"ertB

ed iarehoMse ipth a dpscreet black door aud uo spguageC 

The ele"ator oneued dprectly puto hps anartmeutw aud I 

stenned puto a snace that felt more lpke a lpbrary thau a 

homeWGoorBtoBceplpug shel"esw leather armchaprsw a spugle 

abstract naputpug ou the far iall that I recogupYed as a 

Nothko from the teztMre aloueC
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qMlpau Raike stood by the ipudoiw a glass of ihpskey 

pu hps haudw iatchpug the cpty lpghtsC Re ias tallw sleuderw 

ipth dark hapr graypug at the temnles aud a face that coMld 

ha"e beeu car"ed from graupte pf graupte coMld look that 

tpredC Re iore a charcoal sieater aud xeausC Eo nreteuB

spouC

DAuyawD he sapdw ipthoMt tMrupugC DThauk yoM for comB

pugCD

DThauk yoM for ha"pug meCD

Re tMrued theuw aud I sai hps eyesWhaYelw iarmw holdB

pug a denth of saduess that made my chest tpghteuC Re 

dpduSt look at my dress or my clea"ageC Re looked at my 

facew aud he held my gaYe for a loug momeut before oHerB

pug a smallw teutatp"e smpleC

DI douSt kuoi hoi to do thpswD he sapdC

DEepther dpd Iw the ,rst tpmeC 4oM learuCD

Re gestMred to the sofaC Pe satC The spleuce stretchedw 

uot Mucomfortable bMt nreseutw lpke a thprd nersou pu the 

roomC I dpduSt ,ll ptC I let hpm ,ud hps iayC

DI grei Mn pu a trapler nark pu 8hpowD he sapd ,uallyC D'y 

mother iorked doMble shpfts at a dpuerC I made my ,rst 

mpllpou at tieutyBtiow tradpug derp"atp"es from a dorm 

roomC Fy thprtyw I had more mouey thau I coMld sneud pu 
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teu lpfetpmesCD Re naMsedC DIS"e ue"er beeu pu lo"eC IS"e ue"B

er had a relatpoushpn that lasted more thau three mouthsC 

I douSt kuoi hoi to let neonle puCD

DPhy are yoM tellpug me thps-D

DFecaMse I iaut yoM to Muderstaud ihat yoMSre ialkpug 

putoCD Re set doiu hps ihpskeyC DI douSt iaut a trausactpouC 

I douSt iaut a nerformauceC I iaut someoue iho cau spt 

pu the 1Mpet ipth me aud uot ueed me to be eutertapupugCD

I reached across the snace betieeu Ms aud took hps haudC 

Rps ,ugers iere coldw tremblpug slpghtlyC DI cau do thatCD

BBB

The ,rst ieek ias a carefMl dauceC

Pe had dpuuer three tpmesWouce at hps anartmeutw 

ihere he cooked me nasta that ias sMrnrpspugly good2 ouce 

at a tpuy Lreuch bpstro ihere the oiuer kuei hps uame2 

ouce at a xaYY clMb pu the :pllagew ihere ie sat pu a coruer 

booth aud lpsteued to a sazonhoue nlayer beud uotes lpke 

nrayersC Re barely snoke dMrpug the setsw bMt I caMght hpm 

iatchpug mew stMdypug my reactpous to the mMspcC Pheu 

the baud ,upshedw I leaued o"er aud kpssed hps cheekC

D4oM lpke xaYYwD he sapdC

DI lpke iatchpug yoM lpsteu to xaYYCD
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That upghtw pu the car back to hps bMpldpugw he asked pf I 

iauted to come MnC Rps "opce ias ueMtralw bMt hps kuMckles 

iere ihpte ou the door haudleC

D4eswD I sapdC

Rps bedroom ias snarseWa bedw a upghtstaudw a spugle 

lamnC Eo artC Eo nersoual nhotosC Re stood by the bedw 

lookpug Mucertapuw aud I realpYed he had uo pdea hoi to 

puptpate nhyspcal putpmacy ipthoMt a scrpntC

.o I ga"e hpm oueC

I stenned oMt of my heelsw crossed to hpmw aud nlaced 

hps hauds ou my iapstC D4oM cau toMch meC AuyihereC 

Pheue"er yoM iautC 4oM xMst ha"e to askCD

Re sialloiedC Dvau I kpss yoM-D

D4esCD

Rps ,rst kpss ias teutatp"ew almost chastew hps lpns brMshB

pug mpue lpke he ias testpug the temneratMre of iaterC I reB

snouded softlyw lettpug hpm set the naceC Rps hauds mo"ed 

to my backw theu my shoMldersw theu my haprC Re deeneued 

the kpss sloilyw as pf he ias memorpYpug the shane of my 

moMthC

Re Mudressed me ipth re"ereut haudsw askpug nermpsB

spou for each bMttouw each stranC Pheu I stood uaked beB
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fore hpmw he stenned back aud looked at meWuot ipth 

hMugerw bMt ipth somethpug lpke aieC

D4oMSre beaMtpfMlwD he sapdC DFMt yoM kuoi thatCD

DTell me auyiayCD

D4oMSre beaMtpfMlCD

I MuYpnned hps xeausw nMshed them doiuw iranned my 

,ugers aroMud hps cockC Re ias already hardw thpckw the 

head slpck ipth nrecMmC I dronned to my kuees aud took 

hpm pu my moMthw aud he gasnedw hps ,ugers tauglpug pu 

my haprC

DAuyaWD

I looked Mn at hpmw hps cock stpll betieeu my lpnsw aud 

I held hps gaYe as I sialloied hpm deenerC Re groauedw hps 

hpns tiptchpugw aud I felt the noier shpftWI ias pu coutrol 

herew gp"pug hpm nermpsspou to euxoyw to take ipthoMt gMpltC

I nMlled backw stoodw aud led hpm to the bedC I lapd hpm 

doiuw straddled hps hpnsw aud gMpded hps cock to my euB

trauceC I sauk outo hpm sloilyw iatchpug hps face trausform 

from Mucertaputy to rai nleasMreC

DLMckwD he breathedC D4oM feelWD

I started to rpde hpmw sloi aud deenw my hpns rollpug 

agapust hpsC Rps hauds foMud my thpghsw grpnnpug themw hps 
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eyes locked ou ihere oMr bodpes xopuedC I leaued foriardw 

lettpug my breasts brMsh hps chestw aud kpssed hpmC

DTell me ihat yoM ueedwD I ihpsneredC

DI ueed yoM to stayCD

It iasuSt a sezMal re1MestC It ias the ,rst houest thpug 

heSd sapd all upghtC

I rode hpm Mutpl he came ipth a shMdderpug groauw hps 

come snpllpug puspde mew aud I stayed iranned aroMud hpmw 

my cheek agapust hps chestw lpsteupug to hps heartbeat sloiC

BBB

8"er the uezt mouthw I became a ,ztMre pu hps lpfeC

I learued hps rhythmsD he ioke at ,"ew iorked Mutpl 

uoouw theu had a ipudoi of tio hoMrs ihere he ias 

reachableC Re dpduSt ezercpsew dpduSt ha"e hobbpesw dpduSt 

kuoi hoi to relazC I took hpm to holeBpuBtheBiall xaYY barsw 

made hpm dauce ipth me pu hps lp"pug roomw taMght hpm 

to cook somethpug that iasuSt nastaC Re started sleenpug 

betterC Re laMghed moreC

Aud at upghtw he fMmbled ipth my clothesw askpug nerB

mpsspou for e"erythpugC Dvau I toMch yoM here- vau I kpss 

yoM there-D Re ias a fast learuerC Ppthpu tio ieeksw he 

coMld make me come ipth hps moMth alouew hps tougMe 
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natpeut aud nrecpsew draipug orgasms oMt of me Mutpl I ias 

breathlessC

FMt the emotpoual collanse came ou a ThMrsday upghtw 

after a dpuuer at hps anartmeut ihere ISd made hpm iatch 

a bad mo"pe ipth meWa stMnpd romautpc comedy that I 

kuei heSd hateC ReSd sat throMgh pt stopcallyw bMt iheu the 

credpts rolledw he tMrued to me ipth a look of sMch uaked 

"Mluerabplpty that I kuei somethpug ias breakpugC

DI douSt kuoi hoi to do thpswD he sapd agapuw bMt hps 

"opce cracked thps tpmeC DI douSt kuoi hoi to ha"e someB

thpug good ipthoMt iaptpug for pt to eudCD

I nMlled hpm puto my armsC Re held me tpghtlyw hps 

face bMrped pu my ueckw aud I felt hps shoMlders shakeC Re 

crped ipthoMt soMudw the tears soakpug puto my skpuw aud I 

stroked hps hapr aud ihpsnered that pt ias okayw that he ias 

safew that I iasuSt gopug auyihereC

Re dpduSt belpe"e meC I coMld feel pt pu the iay hps hauds 

clMtched my backw desnerate aud clpugpugC

I nMlled backw cMnned hps face pu my haudsw aud kpssed 

hpm sloi aud deenC Theu I strpnned hpmw lapd hpm ou the 

rMg pu frout of the ,renlacew aud clpmbed ou ton of hpmC

D3ook at mewD I sapdw as I gMpded hps cock puspde meC 

D3ook at me ihple I fMck yoMCD
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Re dpdC Rps eyes ue"er left mpue as I rode hpmw my hpns 

mo"pug pu a steady rhythmw my hauds nressed agapust hps 

chestC Re came ipth a sobw hps body archpugw hps ,ugers 

dpggpug puto my thpghsC I stayed ou ton of hpmw sialloipug 

hps gasns ipth kpssesw Mutpl he ias lpmn aud tremblpug beB

ueath meC

I cMrled Mn bespde hpm ou the rMgw nMllpug the throi 

blauket o"er MsC Re ias 1Mpet for a loug tpmew hps breathpug 

raggedC

DI thpuk ISm fallpug pu lo"e ipth yoMwD he ihpsneredC

Aud I dpduSt say auythpugw becaMse I felt pt tooWthe 

crack pu my armorw  the daugeroMs iarmth snreadpug 

throMgh my chestC I kpssed hps forehead aud held hpm Mutpl 

he fell asleenC

The uezt morupugw he asked me to mo"e puC

I sapd yesC Aud I sneut the rest of the day trypug to 

cou"puce myself that I haduSt xMst made the bpggest mpstake 

of my lpfeC



Chapter 5: The 
Married Man
J ulian was asleep when I slipped out of bed at six, my 

phone buzzing on the nightstand with a text from an 

unknown number.

— Celeste gave me your contact. Dinner tonight? I'll 

send a car. No pressure.

No name. No prelude. Just the kind of casual entitle-

ment that only extreme wealth produces. I almost deleted 

it—my body still warm from Julian's, the sheets still tan-

gled with the evidence of a night that had felt dangerously 

close to something real.

But curiosity is a sharper drug than caution.

I texted back: Who is this?

The reply came in under a minute: James. You'll know 

me when you see me.

I didn't tell Julian. I kissed his forehead, made cojee, 

and left before he woke up, promising myself it was Sust 
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reconnaissance. I'd meet this James, assess him, and walk 

away. Julian had asked me to move in. I was supposed to 

be settling.

But settling has never been my strong suit.

---

The car arrived at seven-thirty—a black Eaybach with 

tinted windows and a driver who didn't speak. We drove to 

a townhouse in the Gpper qast Uide, a narrow four-story 

building with a brass plaPue that read Hrivate 4esidence 

and nothing else. The door opened before I could knock.

James was forty-"ve, maybe forty-six, with the kind of 

hair that was silvering gracefully and a face that had spent 

a lot of time in the sun. Fe was handsome in an understat-

ed way—not the sharp, calculated good looks of the tech 

billionaires I'd seen, but something older, more worn. Fe 

wore a perfectly tailored navy suit and no tie. Fis hand-

shake was "rm, his grip lingering half a second too long.

LRnya,L he said, his voice low and warm. LYou're even 

more beautiful than Celeste described.L

LUhe's prone to exaggeration.L

LUhe's prone to accuracy.L Fe stepped aside, gesturing 

into the foyer. LCome in. I've had dinner prepared.L
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The townhouse was a museum of old money—crown 

molding, a marble "replace that looked original to the 

9005s, paintings that I recognized from auction catalogs. 

R Eonet water lily hung above the mantel. R Degas pastel 

of a dancer occupied the hallway. I stopped to look at it, 

and James watched me with a knowing smile.

LYou recognize it?L

LThe pastel series from the 9005s. Fe was going blind 

when he made these—you can see it in the way the edges 

blur.L I turned to face him. LThis one sold at Christie's two 

years ago for four point two million.L

LOour point six, actually. You know your art.L

LI'm studying it.L

LUo I heard.L Fe led me into the dining room, where a 

table was set for two with bone china and crystal. LWhat's 

your specialty?L

L4enaissance  religious  iconography.  The  way  the 

church used visual narrative to consolidate power.L

Fe laughed. LR woman who understands how images 

are weaponized. I like that.L

---

Dinner was a slow seduction disguised as conversation.



UGAR4 BRBY 72

Fe told me about his work—hedge fund, emerging 

markets, the kind of opaPue language designed to sound 

impressive without revealing anything. I asked Puestions 

that made him feel clever, and he re"lled my wine glass 

each time it dipped below half. The food was exPuisite: 

oysters, tru3e risotto, a lamb that melted on the tongue. 

Fe watched me eat with an intensity that should have been 

unnerving but felt, instead, like worship.

LCeleste said you're selective,L he said, pushing his plate 

aside. LThat you don't take Sust anyone.L

LI don't.L

LUo why did you come tonight?L

I met his gaze. LBecause you didn't give me a choice. You 

told me I'd know you when I saw you. That's the kind 

of con"dence that either comes from genuine power or 

profound delusion. I wanted to "nd out which.L

LRnd what's your verdict?L

I set down my fork. L8et's talk about what you want, 

James. Not the polite version.L

Fe leaned back in his chair, studying me. LI'm mar-

ried. Twenty years. Two kids in boarding school. I love my 

wife—not in the way I should, but I love her. Uhe doesn't 
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know about these... arrangements. Uhe doesn't want to 

know. I keep my life compartmentalized.L

LYou want a mistress.L

LNo.L Fe said it "rmly, almost sharply. LI don't want a 

mistress. I want someone who can be my ePual when I'm 

tired of being the powerful one. Uomeone who can take 

control when I need to let go.L Fe paused. LI've been the 

man in charge for thirty years. Uometimes I want to be the 

one who's told what to do.L

The admission hung in the air between us. I felt a Cicker 

of interest—not Sust professional, but personal. R man 

who wanted to submit. That was rare, and dangerous, and 

incredibly tempting.

LWhat would that look like?L I asked.

LTonight, if you're willing.L Fe reached into his Sacket 

and pulled out a small velvet box, sliding it across the table. 

LR gift. No strings.L

I opened it. Inside was a Cartier tank watch, white gold, 

the dial a deep navy blue. It must have cost thirty thousand 

dollars at minimum. I closed the box and set it down.

LI don't accept gifts before I've earned them.L

LYou've already earned this by being here. By being hon-

est.L Fe stood, walked around the table, and knelt beside 
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my chair—not in a dramatic gesture, but with the Puiet 

dignity of a man who had made peace with his desires. LI 

want you to take me to your bed. I want you to tell me 

what to do. I want to surrender, Sust for one night.L

I looked down at him. Oifty feet away, the Degas dancer 

pirouetted in eternal stillness. Uomewhere across the city, 

Julian was probably waking up to an empty bed, wonder-

ing where I'd gone.

I made a choice.

LUtand up,L I said. LTake me to your bedroom.L

---

Fis bedroom was a study in restraint—gray walls, a bed 

with white linens, no art. Fe stood by the bed, waiting, his 

hands clasped behind his back. I circled him slowly, letting 

him feel my gaze on his body.

LGndress,L I said.

Fe did, methodically, folding each piece of clothing and 

setting it on a chair. When he was naked, I saw the evidence 

of a life lived hard: a scar across his ribs from some surgery 

I didn't ask about, the softness of middle age around his 

waist, the way his cock was already half-hard despite his 

apparent submission.

L1n the bed,L I said. L1n your back.L
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Fe obeyed. I undressed slowly, deliberately, letting him 

watch. When I was naked, I climbed onto the bed and 

straddled his chest, my knees on either side of his ribs. I 

leaned forward, letting my hair brush his face, and whis-

pered:

LYou wanted to be told what to do. Uo here's your "rst 

instruction: you don't touch me unless I say you can. You 

don't come unless I give you permission. Do you under-

stand?L

LYes.L

I traced a "nger down his chest, over his stomach, to 

his cock. I wrapped my hand around it, feeling the heat of 

him, and he gasped.

LAood boy.L

I lowered my mouth to his chest, kissing a path down his 

torso. I took him in my mouth, Sust the head, tasting salt 

and precum, and he moaned, his hips twitching. I pulled 

back.

LUtay still.L

Fe clenched his Saw. I went down on him again, taking 

him deep, my tongue working the underside of his cock. 

Fe was thick, and I had to relax my throat to take him all 

the way down. Fe whimpered.



UGAR4 BRBY BE

LHlease,L he said.

LHlease what?L

LHlease—I need—L

I released him, sat up, and positioned myself above his 

face. I lowered my pussy onto his mouth. Fe understood 

immediately—his tongue found my clit, lapping at it with 

an eagerness that bordered on desperation. I rode his face, 

grinding against his mouth, and he moaned into me, the 

vibration sending sparks through my pelvis.

I came Puickly, my thighs clenching around his head, my 

cry mu3ed by my own hand. Fe didn't stop until I pulled 

away, breathless.

LYour turn,L I said. I turned around, straddled his hips, 

and guided his cock inside me. I fucked him slowly, de-

liberately, watching his face contort with pleasure. Fe 

reached up to touch my breasts, and I slapped his hand 

away.

LI didn't say you could.L

LUorry,L he gasped. LUorry, I'm sorry—L

I rode him harder, my hips slapping against his thighs, 

my pussy clenching around him. Fe came with a shout 

that he tried to swallow, his hands "sting the sheets, his 

body arching beneath me.
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I stayed on top of him, catching my breath, feeling his 

cock soften inside me. Fe was trembling. I leaned down 

and kissed his forehead, his nose, his mouth.

LAood boy,L I whispered.

Fe laughed, a broken sound. LOuck. I needed that.L

LI know.L

---

I left at midnight, taking the watch. Fe pressed a thick 

envelope into my hand at the door—cash, no expectation 

of counting it. LNext week?L he asked.

LText me.L

In the car, I opened the envelope. Ten thousand dollars, 

crisp and untraceable. I tucked it into my bag and looked 

out the window as the city slid past, glass and steel and the 

lights of a million sleeping strangers.

I thought about Julian, waiting for me in his silent 

apartment, his sad eyes and trembling hands. I thought 

about James, on his knees, surrendering power he'd spent 

decades accumulating. I thought about the girl I'd been at 

sixteen, pinned to a mattress, learning that her body wasn't 

hers.

It was hers now. qvery piece of it. qvery cock she chose 

to take, every mouth she rode, every man who begged.
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Rnd that, more than the money, more than the watches 

and the envelopes, was the thing that made it all worth it.



Chapter 6: The Gala

T he invitation arrived on cream-colored card stock, 

engraved with gold lettering that probably cost 

more than my monthly rent.

The Whitmore Foundation requests the honor of your 

presence at the Annual Gala for the Arts —

I didn't read the rest. I already knew what it was. Celeste 

had called the day before, her voice honeyed with the par-

ticular satisfaction she got from playing matchmaker.

"He's a client," she'd said. "Very private, very particu-

lar. He needs a companion for the Whitmore Gala. Black 

tie. Two hundred million dollars in one room. He wants 

someone who can hold her own."

"Does he have a name?"

"David. David Ashford. I'll send you his :le."

The :le arrived by courier an hour laterS a slim folder 

with a photograph clipped to the front. David Ashford, 
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:fty-two. Founder of Ashford Capital. Divorced, twice. 

Two adult children who didn't speak to him. His face 

was handsome in a severe way—sharp Paw, gray eyes, a 

mouth that looked like it didn't smile often. The dossier 

noted his philanthropic workS arts education, museum 

endowments, a scholarship program for underprivileged 

students.

It also noted his preferencesS intelligent conversation, 

discretion, and a "willingness to play a role."

I called Celeste back. "What role?"

"He wants someone who looks like she belongs with 

him. Uomeone who can make the other men Pealous and 

the other women curious. He'll pay :fty thousand for the 

weekend. xlus eJpenses."

"Fifty thousand."

"He's desperate. His eJ-wife is attending with her new 

husband, a tech billionaire thirty years her Punior. David 

needs armor."

I thought about Mulian, who had teJted me three times 

since I'd left his apartment. I thought about Mames, who 

had sent Nowers that morning—white orchids, no card. I 

thought about the envelope in my bag, the Cartier watch 
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on my wrist, the careful architecture of a life built on 

transactions.

"Tell him I'll do it," I said.

---

The gala was at the Eetropolitan Euseum of Art, 

which meant I got to spend the afternoon wandering 

through the Ogyptian wing in a designer gown that David 

had sent over—a Vera Wang column dress in deep emerald, 

slit to the thigh, backless. He'd included heels, a clutch, 

and a diamond tennis bracelet that I assumed was a loan 

but turned out to be a gift.

The car picked me up at siJ. David was already inside, 

a silhouette against the tinted window. He stood when I 

entered, and I saw him take me in—the dress, the hair, the 

practiced con:dence of a woman who knew she was being 

evaluated.

"Anya," he said, eJtending his hand. His grip was cool, 

measured. "5ou're eJactly what Celeste described."

"I hope that's a compliment."

"It is." He gestured for me to sit. "We have twenty min-

utes before we arrive. I should brief you."

"Brief me?"
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He pulled out a leather folder. "The attendees, the seat-

ing arrangement, the key players. Ey eJ-wife will be at 

table seven. Her husband, Earcus, will be at table seven. 

I'll be at table three. I need you to make it look like I've 

moved on in every conceivable way."

"5ou want me to perform."

"I want you to be convincing." He met my eyes. "I'm not 

interested in a performance. I'm interested in authenticity. 

If we're going to do this, I need you to be present. Lot 

playing a role. Being the woman who would choose me."

I felt a Nicker of something—respect, maybe. He wasn't 

asking for a puppet. He was asking for a partner.

"Then you need to tell me the truth," I said. "Why did 

your marriage end?"

He was quiet for a long moment. The car slid through 

trazc, past the bright windows of Rpper Oast Uide apart-

ments.

"I couldn't give her what she needed," he said :nally. 

"Uhe wanted visibility. Uhe wanted a partner who would 

stand beside her in the spotlight. I wanted... privacy. I 

wanted to be seen by one person, not by the world. We 

couldn't reconcile those needs."

"And Earcus?"
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"He gives her the spotlight. He's young, charismatic, 

hungry for attention. They're perfect for each other." He 

paused. "I'm not Pealous. I'm... lonely. There's a di3er-

ence."

I reached out and took his hand. He Ninched, then re-

laJed, his :ngers curling around mine.

"Then let's make sure you don't feel lonely tonight," I 

said.

---

The Eet was transformed—chandeliers in the Great 

Hall, a string quartet playing in the Temple of Dendur, 

champagne towers that glittered like fro4en waterfalls. 

David kept his hand on the small of my back as we walked 

through the crowd, introducing me to trustees, collectors, 

artists. I remembered names, asked questions about their 

collections, laughed at their Pokes. I was good at this—the 

performance of belonging, the careful choreography of 

making powerful people feel interesting.

I saw her before David didS a tall woman in red, her 

dark hair swept into an elegant updo, a diamond choker 

at her throat. Uhe was laughing at something Earcus was 

saying, her hand on his chest. Uhe was beautiful in the way 
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that eJpensive things are beautiful—polished, untouch-

able, designed to be admired from a distance.

"Table seven," I murmured to David.

He didn't Ninch. "I see her."

"Do you want to say hello?"

"Lo." His Paw tightened. "I want to get through dinner 

without making eye contact."

I squee4ed his arm. "I can help with that."

I leaned up and kissed his cheek, letting my lips linger. 

When I pulled back, I saw his eJ-wife watching—a Nicker 

of something in her eyes that might have been curiosity, 

might have been Pealousy. I smiled at her, a small, private 

smile, and turned back to David.

"Uhe's looking at us."

"Good."

At dinner, I sat beside him, my hand resting on his thigh 

beneath the table. I could feel the tension in his muscles, 

the way he held himself rigid. I leaned in, my lips brushing 

his ear.

"YelaJ. I'm right here."

He eJhaled slowly. "I'm not used to this."

"To what?"

"To being taken care of."
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I let my hand slide higher, my :ngers tracing the line of 

his cock through his trousers. He inhaled sharply, his hand 

covering mine.

"Lot here," he said, but his voice was rough.

"Then get me out of here."

---

The car was silent.  David sat beside me, his  hands 

clasped in his lap, his breathing steady but shallow. I 

watched the city lights slide across his face, trying to read 

him.

"5our apartment or mine?" I asked.

"Eine." He gave the driver an address on Central xark 

West. "I don't share my space easily."

"Then I'm honored."

The apartment was a penthouse—Noor-to-ceiling win-

dows overlooking the park, a library with bookshelves that 

reached the ceiling, a :replace that had probably been orig-

inal to the building. He poured us both whiskey, handed 

me a glass, and stood by the window, looking out at the 

city.

"5ou were perfect tonight," he said.

"I was playing a role."
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"Lo." He turned to face me. "5ou were you. That's what 

made it work. 5ou weren't pretending to be someone else. 

5ou were Pust... fully present. I felt seen."

I set down my whiskey. "I want to see more of you."

He crossed the room, his hands cupping my face. He 

kissed me slowly, deliberately, his tongue sliding against 

mine. I tasted whiskey and something else—vulnerability, 

maybe, or the sharp edge of longing.

He pulled back. "I don't do this often."

"Do what?"

"8et someone in."

I took his hand and led him to the bedroom.

---

His bedroom was sparse—a bed, a nightstand, a single 

painting on the wall. A Yothko, if I wasn't mistaken, the 

colors bleeding into each other like a sunset in slow mo-

tion. I turned to face him, un4ipping my dress and letting 

it fall to the Noor. I stood before him in nothing but heels 

and the diamond bracelet, watching his eyes travel down 

my body.

"5ou're beautiful," he said.

"I know."
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He laughed, a genuine sound. "Humility isn't your 

strong suit."

"Leither is pretending." I stepped toward him, reaching 

for his belt. "I want you to fuck me, David. But I want 

you to do it like you mean it. Lot like a transaction. 8ike 

you're trying to forget every woman who ever made you 

feel small."

His hands found my waist, pulling me against him. He 

kissed me hard, his mouth demanding, his hands gripping 

my ass. He pushed me onto the bed, climbing over me, his 

body heavy and warm.

He fucked me like he was starving.

His cock slid into me, thick and hard, and I gasped, 

my legs wrapping around his waist. He fucked me with 

a rhythm that was almost punishing, his hips slapping 

against mine, his breath hot against my neck. I came 

quickly, my nails digging into his shoulders, my cry muf-

Ned against his mouth.

He didn't stop. He Nipped me onto my stomach, pulled 

my hips up, and drove into me from behind. I pressed my 

face into the pillows, moaning, my pussy clenching around 

him. He reached around and found my clit, rubbing it in 



URGAY BAB5 17

circles while he fucked me, and I came again, harder, my 

body shuddering.

He came with a groan, his cock pulsing inside me, his 

weight collapsing onto my back. We lay there, breathing 

together, the sweat cooling on our skin.

After a long moment, he pulled out and rolled onto his 

back. I turned to face him, tracing a :nger down his chest.

"Better?" I asked.

"Better." He caught my hand, kissed my palm. "Utay 

tonight."

"I was planning to."

---

I woke at three in the morning to :nd him gone. The 

bed was cold, the sheets tangled. I found him in the library, 

sitting in a leather armchair, a glass of scotch in his hand, 

staring at the Yothko.

"Can't sleep?" I asked.

"Lever could." He didn't look at me. "I've been thinking 

about what you said—about forgetting every woman who 

made me feel small."

"Did I say that?"

"5es." He :nally turned to face me. "I don't want to 

forget them. I want to stop needing them to de:ne me."
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I crossed the room and sat on the arm of his chair. "5ou 

don't need them. 5ou need to stop giving them power."

"How do I do that?"

I took the scotch from his hand, set it aside, and strad-

dled his lap. I pressed my forehead against his, my hands 

cupping his face.

"5ou let me take care of you tonight," I said. "And to-

morrow, you wake up and remember that you're the one 

who chose to let me in. That's the power. Lot the taking. 

The choosing."

I kissed him, soft and slow, and he eJhaled against my 

mouth, his hands :nding my hips.

I rode him in the armchair, my pussy sliding over his 

cock, his head thrown back, his hands gripping the arm-

rests. He watched me with something like wonder, like I 

was a ghost he'd been waiting his whole life to see.

When he came, he said my name. Lot Anya. Lot the 

sugar baby, the performer, the goddess in the backless 

gown.

Must my name.

And for a moment, I let myself believe I was eJactly who 

he thought I was.



Chapter 7: The Hotel 
Magnate
I  met Lucien at a private viewing at Sotheby's, standing 

in front of a Monet that was probably worth more 

than my entire future. He was tall, silver-haired, with the 

kind of weathered handsomeness that spoke of years spent 

in boardrooms and on yachts. His suit was Italian, his 

watch was Patek Philippe, and his eyes—dark, intense, 

intelligent—followed me as I circled the painting.

"You're looking at the light," he said, stepping beside me. 

"Most people look at the price tag."

"I already checked the price tag," I said, not turning. "It's 

vulgar. The light is what matters."

He laughed, a low, genuine sound. "Celeste told me you 

had taste. She didn't mention you had wit."

"Celeste tends to undersell me. It keeps the surprises 

coming."
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His  name  was  Lucien  Moreau.  He  owned  ho-

tels—dozens of them, from Paris to Tokyo to a private 

island in the Maldives that didn't appear on any map. He 

was sixty-three, divorced twice, with a reputation for being 

demanding, perfectionist, and intensely private. His last 

sugar baby had lasted six months before "retiring" to a villa 

in Tuscany that he'd gifted her. The rumor was that she'd 

cried when she left.

"Why me?" I asked, over drinks at the Carlyle.

"Because you're not looking for a way out." He swirled 

his  whiskey,  studying  me.  "You're  looking  for  a  way 

through. You want to see how far you can go before you 

break. I want to see how far I can push before you bend."

"And if I don't bend?"

"Then we'll have a very interesting time qnding out."

---

The qrst trip was to his private island in the Maldives. 

A seaplane picked me up from Male, Uying low over 

turGuoise water and coral reefs that looked like submerged 

constellations. The island was small—maybe a dozen vil-

las, all empty except for his staR. He met me on the dock, 

barefoot, linen shirt unbuttoned, a glass of champagne in 

his hand.
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"Welcome to my sanctuary," he said. "No phones, no 

internet, no interruptions. just us and the ocean."

For three days, we did nothing but talk, swim, and fuck. 

He was patient in a way that surprised me—taking his 

time, learning my body, mapping every inch of my skin 

with his mouth and his hands. He fucked me on the beach 

at sunset, my back against the warm sand, his cock sliding 

into me with slow, deliberate strokes. He fucked me in the 

inqnity pool, my legs wrapped around his waist, the water 

lapping at our chins. He tied me to the bed with silk scarves 

and took me apart piece by piece, his qngers and tongue 

qnding every spot that made me gasp.

But it was the conversations that stayed with me. He 

talked about his qrst hotel, a rundown property in Lyon 

that he'd bought with borrowed money and turned into a 

seven-star destination. He talked about his ex-wives—one 

who'd loved him too much, one who'd loved him not 

enough. He talked about his daughter, who refused to 

speak to him after he'd missed her graduation for a busi-

ness meeting.

"Do you think you can qx it?" I asked, lying beside him, 

my head on his chest.
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"I don't know." His hand traced lazy circles on my back. 

"I don't know if I want to. Some things are too broken to 

mend."

"You're not broken. You're 2ust... unqnished."

He turned to look at me, his eyes searching mine. "And 

you? Are you qnished?"

I thought about the girl in Iowa, the basement, the boys 

who took what they wanted. I thought about the grad 

student in oversized sweaters, hiding her beauty so she 

could be taken seriously. I thought about Anya 3ance, the 

woman who walked into rooms like she owned them.

"I'm still becoming," I said. "Every day."

He kissed me then, soft and slow, and I felt something 

shift in my chest—a crack in the armor I'd built so care-

fully.

---

The whirlwind began after the island. He Uew me to 

Tokyo for the opening of his newest hotel, a glass-and-steel 

tower in Jinza. I wore a custom Chanel gown, sat beside 

him at a dinner with the japanese prime minister, and 

smiled through conversations in three languages I barely 

understood. That night, in the penthouse suite overlook-
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ing the neon city, he fucked me against the window, my 

palms Uat against the glass, my breath fogging the view.

"You're playing a role tonight," he said, his cock buried 

deep inside me, his hand gripping my hip. "But I want to 

see the real you."

"This is the real me," I gasped.

"No." He pulled out, spun me around, and pressed me 

against the glass. "The real you is the one who cried when 

I told you about my daughter. The real you is the one who 

asked the bellboy his name and remembered it the next 

day. The real you is hiding, Anya. And I want to qnd her."

I didn't answer. I pulled him into a kiss, hard and des-

perate, and let him fuck me until I forgot every Guestion 

he'd asked.

---

Paris was next. He had a penthouse on the Avenue 

Montaigne, a sprawling apartment qlled with art that 

could have stocked a museum. He took me to the opening 

of the Fondation Louis 3uitton, introduced me to artists 

and collectors, watched me charm them with my knowl-

edge of Impressionism and my careful, practiced grace. 

At the after-party, I found myself talking to a woman—a 
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gallery owner from Berlin, sharp and beautiful, her hair 

cropped short, her eyes the color of winter sea.

Her name was Ingrid. She touched my arm when she 

laughed, leaned close when she spoke. I felt the famil-

iar pull, the electric current that ran through me when a 

woman's attention settled on my skin.

Lucien noticed. He said nothing, but I saw him watch-

ing from across the room, his expression unreadable.

Later, in the apartment, he confronted me.

"You're attracted to her."

"I'm attracted to a lot of people."

"Are you going to act on it?"

I shrugged, unbuttoning my dress. "That depends. Are 

you going to stop me?"

He crossed the room, his hands closing around my 

wrists, pinning them above my head. "I'm not going to 

stop you. I'm going to watch."

The next night, he arranged it. A private dinner in the 

apartment, candles and champagne and a view of the EiRel 

Tower. Ingrid arrived in a black 2umpsuit, her lips red, her 

smile knowing. We talked through dinner, the three of 

us, the air thick with anticipation. When Lucien excused 
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himself to take a call, Ingrid leaned across the table and 

kissed me.

Her mouth was soft, insistent. Her hand found my 

thigh beneath the table. I moaned into her kiss, my qngers 

tangling in her short hair.

When Lucien returned, we were tangled on the couch, 

my dress pushed up, Ingrid's mouth on my neck. He 

watched from the doorway, his hand on his cock through 

his trousers.

"Don't stop on my account," he said.

I didn't.

Ingrid fucked me with her qngers and her tongue, her 

body pressed against mine, her breath hot in my ear. I came 

with my legs wrapped around her waist, my cry mu5ed 

against her shoulder. Then Lucien 2oined us, his cock slid-

ing into me from behind while Ingrid kissed me, her taste 

still on my lips. It was a symphony of skin and sweat and 

pleasure—his rhythm, her mouth, my surrender.

Afterward, we lay in a tangle of limbs, the city lights 

Uickering through the window. Ingrid had fallen asleep, 

her head on my chest. Lucien was still awake, his hand 

tracing patterns on my hip.

"Did you en2oy that?" he asked.
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"You know I did."

"I'm not asking because I need validation." He turned 

to face me. "I'm asking because I want to know what you 

want. Not what you think I want to hear. What you want."

I was Guiet for a long moment. ThenF "I want to feel 

something real. I want to stop performing."

"You performed tonight. You performed for her, for 

me, for the cameras at the opening. But there were mo-

ments—when she kissed you, when you came—when you 

forgot to perform. That's what I want. More of those 

moments."

"Can you give them to me?"

"I can try." He kissed my forehead, a gesture so tender it 

made my chest ache. "But you have to let me in qrst."

---

The complex feelings crept in like a tide. In Hong Gong, 

at the rooftop bar of his Peninsula suite, he told me about 

his daughter's wedding—how he'd watched from the back 

row, how she'd refused to dance with him. I held his 

hand and said nothing. In London, after a charity gala, he 

fucked me with a desperation that bordered on grief, his 

face buried in my neck, his breath ragged. I held him after-
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ward, stroking his hair, feeling the weight of his loneliness 

pressing down on both of us.

"I'm falling for you," he said one night, in the dark of his 

Paris bedroom.

I froze. "You're not supposed to say that."

"Why not?"

"Because this isn't supposed to be real. It's supposed to 

be a transaction. I give you companionship, sex, the illu-

sion of intimacy. You give me money, travel, experiences. 

We both get what we want without the mess."

"What if I want the mess?"

I sat up, pulling the sheet around me. "Lucien, I can't 

give you that. I'm not built for it. I've spent years learning 

how to keep people at arm's length. If I let you in, I don't 

know what happens."

"Neither do I." He reached for my hand. "But I'm will-

ing to qnd out."

I pulled my hand away. "I need to think."

I spent the next day alone, walking through the Tui-

leries Jarden, the autumn leaves crunching beneath my 

feet. I thought about Marcus, julian, David—the men I'd 

fucked and left, the ones who'd tried to hold on and the 

ones I'd pushed away. I thought about the girl in Iowa, the 
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one who'd learned that love was a weapon and intimacy 

was a trap.

And I thought about Lucien. The way he looked at 

me like I was the only person in the room. The way he 

remembered every detail I told him. The way he pushed 

me to be real, even when I fought it.

That night, I went back to the apartment. He was in the 

library, reading, a glass of wine beside him. He looked up 

when I entered, his expression careful, guarded.

"I have a condition," I said.

"Name it."

"If we do this—if we try to make this real—you have to 

promise me something. You don't get to own me. I'm not 

yours. I'm not anyone's. I choose to be with you, every day, 

and I can choose to leave. That's the only way it works for 

me."

He set down his book, stood, and crossed the room. 

He took my face in his hands, his thumbs brushing my 

cheekbones.

"I don't want to own you," he said. "I want to earn you."

I kissed him, and for the qrst time in years, I didn't know 

if I was performing.

---
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That night, he made love to me—not fucked, not taken, 

not conGuered. He made love to me slowly, reverently, 

his mouth tracing every curve, his hands cupping my face 

as he pushed inside me. My pussy gripped him with a 

tenderness that surprised me, and when he whispered my 

name—Anya, not a role, not a fantasy—I felt the crack in 

my armor widen.

I came with my legs wrapped around his waist, my qn-

gers tangled in his silver hair, my tears mixing with his 

sweat.

"I'm not sure I know how to do this," I said afterward, 

my voice barely a whisper.

"Neither do I," he said.

It was the most honest thing either of us had said all 

week.



Chapter 8: The 
Publisher
I  met Simone at the Venice Biennale, three weeks after 

I left Lucien's Paris apartment. The decision hadn't 

been dramatic—no screaming, no tears, just a quiet morn-

ing where I woke up beside him and realized I didn't know 

who I was when I wasn't performing. I needed to vnd out 

before I could giHe him what he wanted.

ye understood. ye kissed m" forehead, wrote me a 

check that made m" breath catch, and said, CNome back 

when "ou're read". I'll be here.C

I took the mone" and booked a xight to Venice alone. 

Uo clients, no arrangements, just me and a cit" built on 

water and lies.

---

The Biennale was a feHer dream of art and eGcess. I spent 

three da"s wandering paHilions, drinking prosecco, letting 

m" hair down in wa"s I hadn't allowed m"self in "ears. I 
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wore thrifted dresses and no makeup, blending into the 

crowds of students and critics. Dor the vrst time since Iowa, 

I felt inHisible—and it was liberating.

Then I saw her.

She was standing in front of a Hideo installation, a 

loop of a woman drowning and resurfacing, drowning 

and resurfacing. She was tall, perhaps vft"-vHe, with sil-

Her-streaked black hair pulled into a seHere bun and cheek-

bones that could cut glass. She wore a tailored white 

suit, no jewelr" eGcept a single platinum band on her left 

thumb. yer posture was perfect, her eGpression unread-

able. She looked like she owned the building, the cit", 

ma"be the entire countr".

I found m"self walking toward her, m" feet carr"ing me 

before m" brain caught up.

CIt's about repetition,C I said, stopping beside her. CThe 

wa" we keep returning to our traumas, hoping this time 

we'll sta" axoat.C

She turned to look at me. yer e"es were gra", like winter 

clouds, and the" held mine with an intensit" that made m" 

skin prickle.
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CInteresting interpretation.C yer Hoice was low, accent-

ed—Drench, but not Parisian. Southern, perhaps. CEost 

people sa" it's about climate change.C

CEost people are boring.C

yer mouth curHed, just slightl". CYnd "ou are not bor-

ing, I suspect. 1hat's "our name:C

CYn"a.C

CYn"a.C She tasted the word. C7ussian:C

CYmerican. Eidwestern, actuall".C

C8Hen better. Ymericans bring such refreshing direct-

ness to places like this.C She eGtended her hand. CSimone 

Ourand.C

The name hit me like a waHe. Simone Ourand. Dounder 

of Ourand Eedia, one of the most powerful publishing 

empires in 8urope. She owned magazines, newspapers, a 

vlm production compan", and an art collection that ri-

Haled most museums. She was notoriousl" priHate, rarel" 

photographed, neHer interHiewed.

I shook her hand. yer grip was vrm, warm, and she held 

it a beat longer than necessar".

CI know who "ou are,C I said.

CYnd "et "ou approached me an"wa". 8ither Her" braHe 

or Her" foolish.C
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CBoth, probabl".C

She laughed—a genuine sound, rough and surprised. 

COinner. Tonight. E" hotel. The Rritti Palace. 8ight 

o'clock. I'll haHe m" driHer pick "ou up.C

It wasn't a question.

---

I should haHe said no. I should haHe remembered m" 

rules3 Het the client, set the terms, maintain control. But 

something about Simone made me want to surrender the 

reins. Ea"be it was the wa" she looked at me—like she saw 

through eHer" mask I'd eHer worn and found them amus-

ing. Ea"be it was the eGhaustion of "ears of calculating 

eHer" moHe, eHer" word, eHer" breath.

I wore a black silk slip dress, no bra, heels that made m" 

legs look endless. I let her driHer escort me to the Rritti 

Palace, let the concierge lead me to her priHate suite on the 

top xoor.

The room was all HelHet and Eurano glass, chandeliers 

casting fractured rainbows across the walls. Simone was 

on the terrace, a cigarette burning between her vngers, 

looking out at the Rrand Nanal. She turned when I en-

tered, and her e"es traHeled down m" bod" with deliberate 

slowness.
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C9ou came,C she said.

COid "ou doubt I would:C

CI neHer doubt. I just obserHe.C She stubbed out the 

cigarette and walked toward me. C9ou're nerHous.C

CI'm not.C

C9ou are. 9our left hand is trembling. 9ou're holding 

"our breath.C She stopped inches from me, close enough 

that I could smell her perfume—sandalwood and berg-

amot, clean and sharp. C9ou don't haHe to perform with 

me, Yn"a. I'm not interested in what "ou think I want to 

see. I'm interested in what "ou're tr"ing to hide.C

E" throat tightened. CYnd what's that:C

CThe girl who's still learning how to sa" 'no' without 

apologizing for it.C

I should haHe walked out. Instead, I let her take m" hand 

and lead me to the dining table, where a priHate chef had 

prepared a tasting menu. 1e talked for hours—about art, 

about power, about the architecture of desire. She told me 

about her wife, who had died of cancer vHe "ears ago. She 

told me about the empire she'd built from nothing, about 

the loneliness that came with success.
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C9ou remind me of her,C Simone said, revlling m" glass. 

CUot ph"sicall". But the wa" "ou hold "ourself. Like "ou're 

waiting for someone to tell "ou it's oka" to let go.C

CEa"be I am.C

She reached across the table and touched m" wrist. yer 

vngers were cool, her touch light. CI can teach "ou that. If 

"ou want.C

C1hat's the price:C

C9our honest". Uothing more, nothing less. I don't need 

"our bod", Yn"a. I need "our trust.C

---

Later, she led me to the bedroom. The sheets were 

8g"ptian cotton, the lights dimmed to amber. She un-

dressed me slowl", reHerentl", her hands tracing the lines 

of m" collarbone, the curHe of m" hip, the dip of m" waist. 

She kissed me—soft at vrst, then deeper, her tongue slid-

ing against mine with practiced ease.

She laid me on the bed and eGplored me like a curator 

eGamining a masterpiece. yer mouth found m" breasts, 

m" stomach, the inside of m" thighs. She parted m" legs 

and looked at m" cunt like it was something precious.

C9ou're beautiful like this,C she murmured, her breath 

warm against m" skin. C0pen. 1illing.C
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CSimone...C

CShh.C She lowered her head, and her tongue touched 

m" clit with featherlight pressure. CLet me show "ou what 

it feels like to receiHe without giHing an"thing back.C

I tried to protest—it wasn't in m" nature to be pas-

siHe—but  she  pinned m" hips  down with  her  hands 

and continued, her tongue circling, dipping, teasing. I 

moaned, m" vngers tangling in her silHer-streaked hair. She 

fucked me with her mouth, slow and deliberate, building 

a rh"thm that had me arching oC the bed, gasping for air.

COon't hold back,C she said, lifting her head just long 

enough to meet m" e"es. CLet me hear "ou.C

I came with a cr" that surprised eHen me—raw, un-

guarded, m" whole bod" shuddering. She didn't stop until 

I was whimpering, oHersensitiHe, pulling her up to kiss me, 

tasting m"self on her lips.

C9ou didn't let me—C I started.

CI told "ou. This is about "ou.C She la" beside me, her 

hand resting on m" stomach. C9ou'He spent "ears giHing 

"ourself awa" in transactions, pretending it's empower-

ment. But true power isn't in what "ou giHe. It's in what 

"ou allow "ourself to receiHe.C

Tears prickled at m" e"es. I blinked them awa".
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CI don't know how to do that.C

CI know.C She kissed m" forehead. CThat's wh" "ou're 

here.C

---

The week that followed was unlike an"thing I'd eGpe-

rienced. She didn't ask for seG eHer" night—some nights 

we just talked, or read, or walked through Venice in com-

fortable silence. She introduced me to her world3 editors, 

artists, politicians. She spoke about me with a pride that 

made m" chest ache. CThis is Yn"a,C she'd sa". CShe's going 

to be eGtraordinar".C

She taught me how to accept a compliment without 

dexecting. yow to sit in silence without vlling it with 

chatter. yow to let someone take care of me without feel-

ing indebted.

Ynd when we did make loHe, it was patient and tender. 

She worshipped m" bod" with her mouth, her vngers, her 

words. She made me come until I couldn't speak, and then 

she held me while I cried.

0n the last night, she fucked me with a strap-on—slow-

l", deepl", her hand around m" throat, her e"es locked on 

mine. C9ou're not performing,C she whispered as I came 

undone. CThis is real. 9ou're real.C
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1hen I left Venice, I felt lighter than I had in "ears. 

She didn't ask me to sta". She didn't oCer mone". She 

just kissed m" cheek and said, CNome vnd me when "ou 

remember who "ou are.C

I didn't know if I would. But for the vrst time, I wanted 

to tr".



Chapter 9: The 
Gallerist
I  came back from Venice hollowed out in a way I hadn't 

expected. Not empty—scoured clean, like a wound 

that had Snally been allowed to drain. gimone had vi-P

en me somethinv I didn't know how to hold. Termission 

to exist without performinv. Termission to want without 

barvaininv.

Rhe problem was, I didn't know what to do with it.

I threw myself back into my coursework. Cenaissance 

iconovraphy, the symbolism of livht in Fara-avvio, the 

economics of the Dlorentine art market. I sat in the library 

for hours, my laptop open to the same pave, my mind 

elsewhere. I cancelled my next weekend with Herek—a 

Srst—claiminv a family emervency. Ae was vracious about 

it, but I heard the pause in his -oice, the calculation. I was 

breakinv the rhythm.
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I needed money. Rhat was the truth I couldn't outrun. 

Ey sa-invs from the Mspen weekend and the Taris trip 

were dwindlinv. Ruition was due in two months. Cent was 

ne-er not due. Mnd gimone hadn't oqered me anythinv 

except a lesson I was still tryinv to understand.

go when the email arri-ed, I told myself it was zust busiP

ness.

PPP

Es. Vance—

I was vi-en your information by a mutual ac"uaintance 

who spoke hivhly of your intellivence and discernment. 

I am orvaniJinv a pri-ate exhibition of newly ac"uired 

works by Lvon gchiele, to be held at my vallery in Fhelsea 

next Rhursday. I Snd myself in need of a companion for 

the e-eninv—someone who can discuss the work with 

venuine insivht, not zust smile and hold a champavne Gute.

Ey ac"uaintance described you as 4unforvettable.4 I 

hope you'll pro-e them rivht.

Hinner afterward, should you be amenable.

—7ulian Froft

Froft Uallery, Fhelsea

I Uoovled him before I replied. 7ulian Froft, BY, owner 

of one of the most respected pri-ate valleries in EanhatP
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tan. 0ale gchool of Mrt vraduate. Hi-orced, no children. 

Ais net worth wasn't publicly a-ailable, but his vallery 

had sold a sinvle :as"uiat for fortyPtwo million the preP

-ious year. Ae was photovraphed often—at auctions, at 

biennales, at dinner with curators and critics—always in 

impeccably tailored suits, always with a diqerent woman 

on his arm. Rhe women were ne-er the same twice.

I wrote back avreeinv to the arranvement. Trofessional 

fee? S-e thousand for the e-eninv, plus expenses. Ae counP

tered with se-en. I accepted.

PPP

Rhe vallery was a con-erted warehouse in Fhelsea, all 

exposed brick and track livhtinv and white walls that 

seemed to breathe. I arri-ed in a forestPvreen -el-et dress 

that showed my shoulders and fell to midPthivh, my hair 

loose, my makeup minimal—a deliberate choice. I wanted 

to look like I belonved in the room, not like I'd been rented 

for it.

7ulian met me at the door. Ae was taller than his photos 

suvvested, with saltPandPpepper hair swept back from a 

hivh forehead, dark eyes that mo-ed o-er me with "uiet 

assessment. Ais suit was charcoal, his tie the color of dried 

blood. Ais handshake was Srm, brief, professional.
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4Mnya. Rhank you for cominv.4

4Rhank you for the in-itation. 0our gchiele ac"uisiP

tions—I'-e been followinv the auction rumors. Rhe TorP

trait of 2ally pro-enance, speciScally.4

Ais eyebrows lifted. 40ou follow pro-enance documenP

tation as a hobby34

4Tart of my vraduate research. I'm in art history at FoP

lumbia.4

4I know.4 M faint smile. 4I did my homework too.4

2e walked the vallery tovether, and I let the art do the 

talkinv. gchiele's Svures were raw, anvular, sexual in a way 

that felt almost -iolent—bodies contorted, limbs too lonv, 

ribs -isible beneath translucent skin. I stopped in front 

of a charcoal study of a woman's spread thivhs, her cunt 

exposed, her face a mask of exhaustion and deSance.

4Ae was arrested for obscenity,4 I said. 4In 5W56. Rhe 

court burned one of his drawinvs in the courtroom.4

4Mnd yet here we are, a century later, payinv millions 

for the pri-ileve of lookinv.4 7ulian stood beside me, close 

enouvh that I could smell his colovne—cedar and leather, 

somethinv ancient. 4Ho you think he would ha-e been less 

talented if society had accepted him34
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4I think he would ha-e been less interestinv. Rrauma 

makes art sharper. It's the only vift pain vi-es you.4

Ae looked at me then, really looked, and I saw someP

thinv shift in his expression. Interest, yes. :ut also recovniP

tion. Oike he'd found a locked door and suddenly realiJed 

he had the key.

PPP

Rhe dinner was at a pri-ate club in the Villave, all dark 

wood and stained vlass and waiters who reSlled your water 

before you noticed you'd taken a sip. 2e ate oysters and 

drank :urvundy and talked about e-erythinv except what 

was happeninv between us.

Ae told me about his exPwife, a curator who had left 

him for a sculptor. Ae told me about his mother, who had 

died when he was twentyPtwo, and how he'd poured his 

inheritance into the vallery because he didn't know what 

else to do with vrief.

I told him about Iowa, edited for consumption. M 

scholarship. M desire to see the world. I didn't mention the 

basement. I didn't mention Herek or Earcus or any of the 

men whose money had paid for my education. I let him 

belie-e I was zust a brilliant, ambitious virl who had clawed 

her way out of the Eidwest on merit alone.
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4I want to show you somethinv,4 he said, after the plates 

had been cleared.

Ae took me to the back of the club, down a narrow 

staircase, into a pri-ate room that smelled of old paper and 

dust. Rhe walls were lined with paintinvs—not for sale, he 

explained, but his own collection. Tieces he couldn't bear 

to part with.

Mnd in the corner, halfPhidden behind a -el-et curtain, 

was a portrait of a woman.

ghe was younv, maybe my ave, with red hair and vreen 

eyes and a body that seemed to be emervinv from the canP

-as itself. ghe was naked, her levs parted, her hand between 

her thivhs, her mouth open in what mivht ha-e been pleaP

sure or pain. Rhe brushwork was erotic, tender, obsessi-e.

4Aer name was Fatherine,4 7ulian said "uietly. 4ghe was 

my Srst lo-e. ghe died of an o-erdose when we were twenP

tyPfour. I'-e been paintinv her e-er since.4

I looked at the paintinv, then at him. Ais face was unP

readable, but his hands were tremblinv.

42hy are you showinv me this34

4:ecause you asked about gchiele. :ecause you underP

stand that art is made from wounds.4 Ae stepped closer, 
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his -oice droppinv. 4:ecause I think you ha-e wounds too, 

Mnya. Mnd I want to know what you'-e made from them.4

PPP

Rhe kiss happened before I could decide whether to alP

low it. Ais mouth was warm, insistent, tasted of wine and 

salt. Ais hands found my waist, pulled me avainst him, and 

I felt the hard line of his cock throuvh his trousers. I should 

ha-e stopped. I should ha-e remembered my rules—keep 

it professional, keep it controlled.

Instead, I let him push me avainst the wall, let him 

hike my dress up around my hips, let him press his Snvers 

avainst the damp silk of my underwear.

40ou're wet,4 he murmured, his breath hot avainst my 

neck.

40ou ha-e that eqect.4

Ae lauvhed, low and rouvh, and then he was on his 

knees, pullinv my underwear down my thivhs, liftinv one 

of my levs o-er his shoulder. Ais tonvue touched my clit 

and I vasped, my head fallinv back avainst the wall.

Ae ate me like he studied me—with focus, with paP

tience, with an artist's attention to detail. Ae found the 

rhythm that made my breath catch and held it, his tonvue 
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circlinv, dippinv, pressinv. I came with my Snvers tanvled 

in his hair, a sound escapinv me that I didn't recovniJe.

Ae stood, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, 

and kissed me avain, lettinv me taste myself on his lips.

40our turn,4 I said, and dropped to my knees.

PPP

I undid his belt, his trousers, freed his cock—thick, cut, 

already slick with prePcum. I took him in my mouth slowly, 

sa-orinv the weivht of him on my tonvue, the way his hips 

stuttered when I swallowed him deep. Ae tasted like salt 

and skin, and I worked him with practiced eEciency, my 

hand strokinv the base while my mouth mo-ed o-er the 

head.

4Duck, Mnya.4 Ais -oice was strained. 42here did you 

learn—4

I didn't answer. I zust took him deeper, let him fuck my 

throat, let him spill down my neck as he came with a vroan 

that echoed oq the vallery walls.

PPP

Mfterward, we lay on the Tersian ruv, my head on his 

chest, his hand tracinv patterns on my shoulder. Rhe porP

trait of Fatherine stared down at us, her painted eyes unP

readable.
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4Rhis can't be a revular arranvement,4 I said "uietly.

4I know.4

4I ha-e rules. I ha-e boundaries. I need—4

4Fontrol.4 Ae Snished my sentence. 4I know. I read your 

Sle.4

I went still. 42hat Sle34

4Rhe mutual ac"uaintance who recommended you. 

Earcus Fhen. Ae told me e-erythinv.4 7ulian's -oice was 

ventle, careful. 4Ae said you were the best he'd e-er had. 

Not because of the sex. :ecause you made him feel seen.4

I sat up, my heart poundinv. 4Earcus broke conSdenP

tiality.4

4Earcus wanted to help you. Ae said you're too vood 

at what you do. Rhat you'll burn yourself out if you don't 

Snd someone who sees the real you.4 7ulian reached up, 

touched my cheek. 4I'm not askinv for a contract, Mnya. 

I'm askinv for a connection. 8n your terms. 2hate-er that 

looks like.4

I stared at him, my mind racinv. Earcus had broken 

the Srst rule of the suvar world—ne-er expose another 

arranvement. :ut he'd done it to help me. :ecause he'd 

seen somethinv in me that I'd been tryinv to hide.

42hat do you want34 I asked.



MEMNHM DLOIFIMN8WG

4I want to take you to Vienna next month. Rhe gchiele 

museum. M pri-ate -iewinv of the archi-e. No sex unless 

you want it. No strinvs unless you tie them.4 Ae smiled, 

faint and crooked. 4I want to see what you look like when 

you're not performinv.4

I thouvht about gimone, and what she'd said in Venice. 

Rrue power isn't in what you vi-e. It's in what you allow 

yourself to recei-e.

Eaybe it was time to learn what that meant with someP

one who was willinv to learn too.

48kay,4 I said. 4Vienna. :ut I ha-e conditions.4

4Name them.4

4I choose the hotel. I choose the schedule. Mnd if I want 

to lea-e, I lea-e. No vuilt, no nevotiation.4

4Hone.4

4Mnd I want to see more of your paintinvs. Rhe ones you 

don't show anyone.4

7ulian's eyes softened. 4Rhat mivht be the most intimate 

thinv anyone's e-er asked me.4

I leaned down and kissed him, slow and deep. 4Uood. 

Intimacy is the only thinv I can't buy.4

PPP
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Rhat nivht, I walked back to my apartment in the early 

morninv livht, the streets of Eanhattan "uiet and vray. I 

felt somethinv I hadn't felt in a lonv time? anticipation. 

Not for the money, or the sex, or the luxury. :ut for the 

possibility of beinv known.

I unlocked my door, kicked oq my heels, and sat on my 

bed with my laptop open. I pulled up the email from 7ulian 

and typed a response before I could secondPvuess myself.

Vienna. gend me the dates.

—M

Rhen I closed the laptop, lay back on my pillows, and let 

myself imavine what it mivht feel like to stop performinv 

lonv enouvh to let someone truly see me.

I wasn't sure yet if I was ready.

:ut for the Srst time, I wanted to try.



Chapter 10: Vienna

T he igtho oV ngeaaw swv veuea hVrfv V- cfvolmpwvv 

mhwd.wtae waJ mwfe-rp mVauefvwogVab ,rpgwa vwo 

wmfVvv -fVd de ga ohe mwqgay hgv pw.oV. V.ea oV w v.fewJl

vheeo V- r.mVdgat wmkrgvgogVavy qro hgv e—ev Ie.o Jfg-ogat 

oV de'dewvrfgaty sVaJefgaty pgIe A swv w .wgaogat he 

hwJaxo —eo JemgJeJ hVs oV hwatb

A sVfe w mfewd vgpI qpVrve waJ owgpVfeJ ofVrvefvy d— 

hwgf ga w pVs .Va—owgpy d— dwIer. vV dgagdwp A pVVIeJ 

wpdVvo qwfe-wmeJb H Jepgqefwoe mhVgmeb A swaoeJ hgd oV vee 

ohe uefvgVa V- de ohwo e"gvoeJ qeaewoh ohe .ef-Vfdwameb 

The tfwJ vorJeaob The tgfp -fVd AVsw shV vogpp vVdeogdev 

sVIe r. e".emogat mVfacepJv VrovgJe hef sgaJVsb

Ye mwrtho de pVVIgat waJ vdgpeJb SWVrxfe aefuVrvbS

SAxd wvvevvgatbS

S?wde ohgaty ga —Vrf mwvebS Ye mpVveJ hgv pw.oV.b SUhwo 

wfe —Vr wvvevvgatGS
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Uheohef A mwa ofrvo —Vrb Uheohef A mwa peo —Vr vee ohe 

.wfov V- de Axue qeea hgJgat vgame A swv vg"oeeab Uheohef 

ohgv gv waVohef ofwavwmogVa JfevveJ r. wv vVdeohgat dVfey 

Vf sheohef —Vr wmorwpp— dewa shwo —Vr vwgJ wqVro swaol

gat oV IaVs deb

SAxd wvvevvgat sheohef —Vrxpp vogpp fev.emo de w-oef —Vrxue 

veea de mf—yS A vwgJ gavoewJb

Ygv e".fevvgVa vV-oeaeJb SAxJ fev.emo —Vr dVfebS

lll

The hVoep swv ohe YVoep Ad.efgwpy w -Vfdef .wpwme ohwo 

vdeppeJ V- qeevsw" waJ VpJ dVae—b ,rpgwa hwJ qVVIeJ 

ohe ?mhrqefo ?rgoe'osV qeJfVVdvy w vgoogat fVVd sgoh w 

tfwaJ .gwaVy sgaJVsv ohwo -wmeJ ohe 9gatvofwDeb A mhVve 

ohe vdwppef qeJfVVdy veoogat d— vrgomwve Va ohe waogkre 

mhwgfy wffwatgat d— oVgpeofgev ga ohe dwfqpe qwohfVVd sgoh 

deohVJgmwp .femgvgVab Mfewogat VfJefb Mfewogat qVraJl

wfgevb

Ye  JgJaxo  .rvhb  Ye  twue  de  v.wme  oV  veoopey  ohea 

IaVmIeJ Va d— V.ea JVVfb

SNgaaef wo veueab Thefexv w fevowrfwao A swao oV owIe —Vr 

oVb ?dwppy .fguwoey aVo ga wa— trgJeqVVIbS

SUhwo vhVrpJ A sewfGS

S?Vdeohgat ohwo dwIev —Vr -eep pgIe —Vrfvep-bS
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A mhVve w qpwmI Jfevvy vgd.pey sgoh w aemIpgae ohwo Jg..eJ 

zrvo qepVs d— mVppwfqVaeb EV zesepf— e"me.o ohe vdwpp 

tVpJ vorJv AxJ sVfa vgame mVppeteb A swaoeJ oV qe veeay aVo 

wJVfaeJb

lll

The fevowrfwao swv ga ohe veueaoh Jgvofgmoy hgJJea qel

hgaJ wa radwfIeJ JVVfy w vgatpe fVVd sgoh egtho owqpev 

waJ w Igomhea V.ea oV ohe Jgagat wfewb The mhe- swv w 

-fgeaJ V- ,rpgwaxv'w sgf— Hrvofgwa sVdwa sgoh owooVVv 

r. qVoh wfdv waJ w pwrth ohwo cppeJ ohe v.wmeb ?he qfVrtho 

Vro mVrfve w-oef mVrfveK ueagvVa sgoh zrag.efy ofVro sgoh 

Jgppy w Jevvefo V- epJefiVsef -Vwd waJ tVVveqeffgev ohwo 

owvoeJ pgIe v.fgatb

Ue owpIeJ wqVro euef—ohgatb Ygv mhgpJhVVJ ga MVal

aemogmroy hgv cfvo twppef— zVq ga ?VYVy ohe —ewf he v.eao 

ga TVI—V vorJ—gat rIg—Vle sVVJqpVmIvb A oVpJ hgd wqVro 

AVswy eJgoeJ -Vf ofroh ohgv ogde'aVo ohe vwagog2eJ uefvgVa 

A twue d— mpgeaovy qro ohe fewp Vaeb The vgpVvb The tVvvg.b 

The sw— AxJ -epo pgIe wa wpgea ga d— Vsa vIgay pVatgat -Vf w 

sVfpJ AxJ Vap— veea ga dVugevb

SNgJ —Vr hwue wa—VaeGS he wvIeJb SHa—Vae shV vws 

—VrGS
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SF— wfo hgvoVf— oewmhefy Ffvb 3VswpvIgb ?he swv ohe Vae 

shV oVpJ de A mVrpJ teo Vrob Thwo A swv vdwfo eaVrthy g- 

A swv sgppgat oV sVfIbS

SHaJ —Vr qepgeueJ hefbS

SA hwJ oVb The wpoefawogue swv vow—gatbS

Ye fewmheJ wmfVvv ohe owqpey hgv catefv qfrvhgat dgaeb 

Ao swv ohe cfvo ogde hexJ oVrmheJ de vgame sexJ pe-o Ees 

WVfIb The mVaowmo swv pgthoy wpdVvo hevgowaob

SHaJ shea —Vr pe-oyS he vwgJy SJgJ —Vr caJ shwo —Vr 

sefe pVVIgat -VfGS

A ohVrtho wqVro ohe qwvedeaob The qV—vb The sw— AxJ 

pewfaeJ oV rve d— qVJ— wv w vhgepJ waJ w sew.Vab The sw— 

AxJ orfaeJ ofwrdw gaoV w vIgppveo waJ mwppeJ go ed.Vsefl

deaob

SA -VraJ w sw— oV vrfugueyS A vwgJb SAxd vogpp ctrfgat Vro 

ohe fevobS

lll

H-oef Jgaaefy se swpIeJ wpVat ohe Nwarqe Mwawpy ohe 

pgthov V- ohe mgo— feiemogat V4 ohe qpwmI swoefb The wgf swv 

mVpJy waJ A vhguefeJy waJ ,rpgwa .ro hgv wfd wfVraJ de 

sgohVro wvIgatb A pewaeJ gaoV hgdy peoogat d—vep- -eep vdwppb

SMwa A wvI —Vr vVdeohgatGS he vwgJb

SWVr mwa wvIb A dw— aVo wavsefbS
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SWVr vwgJ Fwfmrv oVpJ —Vr A swv ohe qevo hexJ euef hwJb 

Uhwo JgJ he dewa q— ohwoGS

A voV..eJ swpIgaty orfaeJ oV -wme hgdb The mwawp pgthov 

mwrtho hgv -wmey mwfugat vhwJVsv gaoV ohe watpev V- hgv zwsb

SYe dewao ohwo A JgJaxo zrvo -rmI hgdb A pgvoeaeJb A .wgJ 

wooeaogVab A pewfaeJ shwo he aeeJeJ waJ twue go oV hgd ga w 

sw— ohwo dwJe hgd -eep pgIe he swv ohe Vae ga mVaofVpy euea 

shea he swvaxobS A .wrveJb SAoxv aVo w mVd.pgdeaoy ,rpgwab 

Aoxv w Jevmfg.ogVa V- w vIgppb 1gIe qegat tVVJ wo mhevvbS

SAv ohwo hVs —Vr vee goG H twdeGS

SOuef—ohgat gv w twde shea —Vrxue qeea ohe qVwfJbS

Ye swv krgeo -Vf w pVat dVdeaob Thea he voe..eJ 

mpVvefy hgv hwaJv veoopgat Va d— swgvoy hgv -VfehewJ fevogat 

wtwgavo dgaeb

SA JVaxo swao oV .pw— twdev sgoh —Vry Ha—wb A swao oV 

vhVs —Vr d— .wgaogatvb A swao oV owIe —Vr oV drverdv 

waJ swomh —Vrf -wme shea —Vr vee vVdeohgat ohwo dVuev 

—Vrb A swao oV -rmI —Vr ga w sw— ohwo dwIev —Vr -Vfteo —Vr 

euef pewfaeJ oV .ef-VfdbS

F— qfewoh mwrthob SThwoxv w pVo oV .fVdgvebS

SAxd aVo .fVdgvgatb Axd hV.gatbS

A IgvveJ hgd oheay vpVs waJ Jee.y d— catefv owatpgat ga 

hgv hwgfb Ygv dVroh owvoeJ V- epJefiVsef waJ sgaey waJ 
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shea hgv oVatre vpgJ wtwgavo dgaey A -epo vVdeohgat pVVvea 

ga d— mhevo'w pVmI A hwJaxo IaVsa AxJ qeea hVpJgat 

mpVveJb

lll

ßwmI wo ohe hVoepy se raJfevveJ ewmh Vohef ga ohe vgoogat 

fVVdy ohe tfwaJ .gwaV w vgpeao sgoaevvb Ye oVVI hgv ogdey 

raqrooVagat d— Jfevv Vae qrooVa wo w ogdey .fevvgat hgv 

pg.v oV ewmh gamh V- vIga wv go swv feuewpeJb Uhea A swv 

awIeJy he voe..eJ qwmIy pVVIgat wo de sgoh wa gaoeavgo— 

ohwo dwJe de swao oV pVVI wsw—b

SWVrxfe qewrog-rpyS he vwgJb Sßro —Vr IaVs ohwobS

SA IaVs shwo d— qVJ— mwa JVb Thwoxv aVo ohe vwde 

ohgatbS

Ye Iaepoy hgv hwaJv Va d— hg.vy hgv dVroh Va d— voVdl

wmhb Ye IgvveJ hgv sw— JVsay .wvo d— awuepy gaoV ohe ohwomh 

V- qpVaJ hwgf qeoseea d— ohgthvb Ygv oVatre -VraJ d— mpgo 

waJ A twv.eJy d— hwaJv tfg..gat hgv vhVrpJefvb

Ye woe de pgIe he swv pewfagat de'aVo sgoh ohe .fwml

ogmeJ e6mgeam— V- w dwa shV Iaes e"wmop— shwo oV JVy qro 

sgoh ohe mrfgVvgo— V- vVdeVae JgvmVuefgat w aes pwatrwteb 

Ye e".pVfeJy oevoeJy wJzrvoeJb Uhea A dVwaeJy he fe.ewol

eJ ohe dVogVab Uhea A wfmheJy he .fevveJ hwfJefb

S,rpgwa'S
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Ye JgJaxo voV.b Ygv catefv vpgJ gavgJe dey osV V- ohedy 

mrfpgat r.swfJy caJgat ohe v.Vo ohwo dwJe d— ugvgVa qprfb 

A mwde sgoh d— ohgthv ofedqpgat wfVraJ hgv hewJy w mf— 

evmw.gat de ohwo A mVrpJaxo mVaofVpb

Ye voVVJy hgv qewfJ tpgvoeagaty waJ IgvveJ de vV A mVrpJ 

owvoe d—vep-b Thea he pg-oeJ de VaoV ohe eJte V- ohe .gwaVy 

ohe guVf— Ie—v vVraJgat w JgvvVawao mhVfJ qeaewoh d— 

segthob

SEVsyS he vwgJy hgv uVgme fVrthy SA swao oV -rmI —Vr raogp 

—Vr -Vfteo —Vrf Vsa awdebS

Ye .rvheJ gaoV de ga Vae vpVsy Jee. vofVIeb A swv 

vV seo ohwo ohefe swv aV fevgvowamey zrvo ohe Vuefshepdl

gat -rppaevv V- hgd cppgat dey vofeomhgat deb Ye veo w 

fh—ohd'Jee. waJ Jepgqefwoey ewmh ohfrvo hgoogat ohe qwmI 

V- d— mraoy dwIgat de twv.b

S1VVI wo deyS he vwgJb

A -VfmeJ d— e—ev V.eab Ygv -wme swv irvheJy hgv .r.gpv 

qpVsay hgv zws ogtho sgoh fevofwgaob

SWVrxfe aVo .ef-VfdgatyS he vwgJb SWVrxfe zrvo hefeb ,rvo 

—VrbS

A swaoeJ oV wftreb A swaoeJ oV vw— ohwo A swv wpsw—v 

.ef-Vfdgaty ohwo A JgJaxo IaVs hVs oV voV.b ßro hgv mVmI 

swv hgoogat w fh—ohd ohwo vmfwdqpeJ wpp d— ohVrthovy waJ 



?RBH9 ßHßW j:E

shea hgv ohrdq -VraJ d— mpgo waJ .fevveJy A mwde wtwgay 

hwfJefy d— awgpv Jgttgat gaoV hgv vhVrpJefvb

Ye -VppVseJ w dVdeao pwoefy hgv hg.v vorooefgaty hgv 

tfVwa drFeJ wtwgavo d— ohfVwob A -epo hgd .rpve gavgJe dey 

hVo waJ Jee.y waJ -Vf w dVdeaoy A peo d—vep- qepgeue ohwo 

ohgv swv wpp ohefe swv'zrvo qVJgevy zrvo .pewvrfey zrvo osV 

.eV.pe caJgat ewmh Vohef ga ohe JwfIb

lll

H-oefswfJy se pw— owatpeJ Va ohe Gefvgwa frty ohe .gwaV 

Ie—v vogpp hrddgat vV-op— qeaewoh rvb ,rpgwaxv hwaJ ofwmeJ 

pw2— .wooefav Va d— ohgthb

SA dewao shwo A vwgJyS he drfdrfeJb SHqVro vhVsgat 

—Vr d— .wgaogatvbS

S?hVs de oVdVffVsbS

SEVo hefeb Aa Ees WVfIb A hwue w vorJgV ga ßfVVIp—ab Axue 

aeuef peo wa—Vae vee gobS

A orfaeJ d— hewJ oV pVVI wo hgdb SUh— sVrpJ —Vr vhVs 

deGS

Sßemwrve —Vr vee ohgatvb WVr JVaxo zrvo pVVIb WVr raJefl

vowaJbS Ygv hwaJ vogppeJb SHaJ qemwrve A ohgaI —Vrxue qeea 

hgJgat vVdeohgat oVVb WVrf Vsa .wgaogatvb The ohgatv 

—Vrxue dwJe -fVd —Vrf sVraJvbS
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A ohVrtho wqVro ohe aVoeqVVI ga d— qwt'ohe Vae AxJ 

qeea cppgat sgoh vIeomhev -Vf —ewfvb Hqvofwmoy JgvoVfoeJy -rpp 

V- fws eJtev waJ qfVIea pgaevb AxJ aeuef vhVsa wa—Vaeb

SFw—qeyS A vwgJb Sßro aVo —eobS

Ye IgvveJ d— -VfehewJb SUheaeuef —Vrxfe fewJ—bS

lll

The ae"o dVfagaty se seao oV ohe ?mhgepe drverdb A 

voVVJ ga -fVao V- The Odqfwme -Vf oseao— dgaroevy vorJ—l

gat ohe sw— ohe osV ctrfev veedeJ oV defte gaoV Vaey ohegf 

pgdqv gaoefosgaeJy ohegf -wmev wpdVvo gaJgvogatrgvhwqpeb

SUhwo JV —Vr veeGS ,rpgwa wvIeJb

STsV .eV.pe of—gat oV qemVde Vae .efvVab HaJ -wgpgatbS 

A .VgaoeJ wo ohe tw. qeoseea ohegf qVJgev'w vpguef V- mwal

uwv shefe ohe .wgao JgJaxo krgoe oVrmhb SThefeb Thwoxv ohe 

ofrohb WVr mwaxo euef -rpp— defte sgoh vVdeVaeb Thefexv wpl

sw—v w v.wmeb The krevogVa gv sheohef —Vrxfe qfwue eaVrth 

oV peo go e"gvobS

,rpgwa swv krgeo -Vf w pVat dVdeaob Thea he vwgJy SA 

ohgaI ohwoxv ohe dVvo hVaevo ohgat wa—Vaexv euef vwgJ oV 

debS

A pVVIeJ wo hgdy waJ -Vf w dVdeaoy A peo d—vep- -eep 

ohe segtho V- ohwo hVaevo—b A peo d—vep- gdwtgae w uefvgVa 

V- d— pg-e shefe A JgJaxo hwue oV hgJe'shefe A mVrpJ qe 
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HdwaJw waJ Ha—w wo ohe vwde ogdey sgohVro ohe mVavowao 

mwpmrpwogVab

SThwaI —VryS A vwgJb

SLVf shwoGS

SLVf aVo dwIgat de .ef-VfdbS

Ye oVVI d— hwaJy waJ se voVVJ ohefey ga -fVao V- ohe 

.wgaogaty aVo vw—gat wa—ohgatb ,rvo e"gvogat ga ohe v.wme 

qeoseeab

HaJ -Vf ohe cfvo ogde ga —ewfvy A JgJaxo -eep ohe aeeJ oV 

cpp gob



Chapter 11: The 
Studio
T he Connecticut house was everything I'd expected 

and nothing I'd prepared for.

It sat at the end of a winding driveway lined with old 

maples, their branches skeletal against the November sky. 

Victorian, painted a soft gray with white trim, with a 

wraparound porch and a turret that made it look like 

something from a children's book. The kind of house that 

held generations of secrets in its walls.

Julian parked the car and sat for a moment, hands still 

on the wheel.

"I haven't been here in three years," he said. "Not since 

my mother died."

I didn't ask why he'd chosen now. I knew the answer was 

somewhere in the space between us—the one I'd pointed 

out in the Schiele painting. He was letting me see the gap.

---



SUGAR BABY 109

The inside was frozen in time. Persian rugs faded to 

subtle peach tones. Bookshelves crammed with art mono-

graphs and :rst editions. A grand piano in the living room, 

its keys yellowed with age. Photographs in silver frames on 

the mantel; Julian as a boy, gap-toothed, holding a :shj 

Julian as a teenager, lanky and awkward, standing next to 

a woman who must have been his mother—tall, severe, 

beautiful in a way that suggested she'd never been soft.

"She was a painter too," Julian said, picking up the 

frame. "Better than me. She Wust never believed it."

"?hat happened to herL"

"Cancer. Slow. She spent her last year in the studio, 

painting what she called her 'goodbye series.' Fandscapes 

of places she'd never been. Imaginary countries." He set 

the frame down carefully. "I inherited the house and the 

guilt."

"Guilt for whatL"

"Mor not being here. Mor being in New York, building 

my empire, while she was dying alone in a house full of 

ghosts."

I crossed the room to him, took his hand. "She had the 

paintings. That's not alone."
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He  looked  at  me,  and  something  in  his  face 

cracked—Wust slightly, Wust enough for me to see the boy 

he'd been. The one who'd loved his mother and hadn't 

been able to save her.

"Come," he said. "I'll show you the studio."

---

It was a converted carriage house in the back, heated by 

a wood stove and lit by skylights. The space smelled of 

turpentine and linseed oil, of years of creation. Canvases 

leaned against every wall, stacked three deep. A table held 

tubes of paint in every color, brushes caked with dried 

pigment, palette knives worn smooth by use.

I walked the perimeter, pulling out canvases one by one. 

Abstract expressionist work, mostly, with a precision that 

reminded me of Rothko—blocks of color that seemed to 

vibrate with emotion. But there were :gures too. ?omen, 

mostly, their bodies rendered in fragmented lines, as if he'd 

been trying to capture something Wust out of reach.

"This is the series I never showed anyone," he said from 

behind me. "I started it after my mother died. I was trying 

to paint grief, but it kept turning into desire."

"They're beautiful."

"They're un:nished. I couldn't :nd the end."
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I turned to face him. The wood stove had warmed the 

room, and I shrugged oq my coat, letting it fall onto a worn 

armchair.

"Daybe the end isn't something you :nd. Daybe it's 

something you choose."

He crossed to me, his hands :nding my waist, his fore-

head resting against mine. "You sound like you're speaking 

from experience."

"I am."

"Show me."

I knew what he meant. Not here, not now—but the 

notebook. The sketches. The things I'd made from my 

wounds.

"Not yet," I said. "But soon."

He kissed me, soft and slow, and I felt the tension in 

his shoulders ease. I let my hands slide up his chest, into 

his hair, pulling him closer. The kiss deepened, his tongue 

:nding mine, and I felt the familiar heat begin to build.

"I want to fuck you here," he murmured against my 

mouth. "In this studio, surrounded by all the things I've 

never shown anyone."

"Yes."
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He turned me around, bending me over the table, send-

ing tubes of paint clattering to the 4oor. Dy hands gripped 

the edge, and I felt his :ngers at the waistband of my 

Weans, unbuttoning, unzipping, pulling them down along 

with my panties. The air was cold on my bare skin, and I 

shivered.

"Tell me what you want," he said, his voice rough.

"I want you to fuck me like I'm one of your paintings. 

Fike you're trying to understand me."

His hand came down on my ass, hard, the sting electric. 

I gasped, my hips pushing back against him.

"Fike thisL"

"Harder."

He spanked me again, and again, until my skin was 

warm and tingling. Then I felt the head of his cock press-

ing against my wet slit, and he pushed in, slow, deliberate, 

:lling me inch by inch.

I cried out. He was thick, and I was tight, and the stretch 

was exactly what I needed—that ex5uisite pressure that 

made me feel claimed, owned, but only because I'd chosen 

it.

He fucked me over the table, his hands gripping my 

hips, his thrusts deep and measured. I could hear the wet 
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sounds of his cock sliding in and out of my cunt, could feel 

my own arousal dripping down my thighs.

"Fook at the paintings," he said. "Fook at what I've 

made."

I forced my eyes open, focused on a canvas across the 

room—a woman's body rendered in blues and grays, her 

limbs elongated, her face a swirl of color. She looked like 

she was drowning, or 4ying, or both.

"Is that what you see when you look at meL" I asked.

"I see someone who's been holding her breath for years. 

?aiting for permission to exhale."

His hand slid around my hip, his :ngers :nding my 

clit, pressing in :rm circles. The pleasure built, sharp and 

urgent, and I let myself fall into it.

"I'm giving you permission," he said. "Oxhale."

And I did. I came with a sob that was e5ual parts plea-

sure and release, my body shuddering, my :sts clenching. 

He followed a moment later, his groan low and raw, his 

come spilling inside me, hot and deep.

---

Afterward, we lay on the worn Persian rug in front of 

the wood stove, the :re casting shadows across the studio. 
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Julian's arm was under my head, his other hand tracing 

patterns on my stomach.

"I want to show you something," he said.

He got up, naked, and crossed to a stack of canvases 

in the corner. He pulled one out, brought it back, set it 

against the armchair.

It was a portrait of a woman—young, with blond hair 

and blue eyes, her face half in shadow. She was looking over 

her shoulder, her expression caught between de:ance and 

vulnerability. She was beautiful, but more than that, she 

was real.

"Is this meL"

"It's the :rst time I tried to paint you. After our :rst 

dinner. I couldn't get your face out of my head."

I stared at the painting. At the way he'd captured the 

light in my hair, the curve of my Waw, the something in my 

eyes that I'd always tried to hide.

"You see me," I said, my voice barely a whisper.

"I do."

I turned to him, and I felt the walls I'd built around my 

heart start to crumble. Not all at once, but in pieces—small 

enough to be manageable, large enough to let the light in.

"I think I'm ready," I said.
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"Ready for whatL"

"To show you my sketches."

---

I brought the notebook from my bag, sat cross-legged 

on the rug, and opened it. The pages were :lled with draw-

ings—abstract, distorted, raw. Bodies twisted into impos-

sible shapes. Maces that were half-erased. Fines that bled 

into each other, dark and angry.

I'd never shown these to anyone. They were the things 

I couldn't say, the things I couldn't perform. The six-

teen-year-old girl in the basement. The college girl with 

bruises on her throat. The woman who'd learned to turn 

her body into a weapon and wondered, sometimes, if she'd 

lost herself in the process.

Julian looked at each page in silence. He didn't com-

ment, didn't analyze. He Wust looked.

?hen he reached the last page, he closed the notebook 

and set it aside.

"Thank you," he said.

"Mor whatL"

"Mor trusting me with the parts of you that aren't pol-

ished. The parts that hurt."

I felt tears prick my eyes. I blinked them back.
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"I don't know how to be anything other than what I've 

made myself," I said. "I don't know if I can stop perform-

ing, even when I want to."

He pulled me into his arms, his chin resting on my head. 

"Then we'll practice. Together. 2ne exhale at a time."

---

?e stayed in Connecticut for three days.

?e cooked meals in the old kitchen, the pots and pans 

inherited from his mother. ?e walked the frozen grounds, 

our breath misting, our hands clasped. ?e made love in 

every room of the house—on the Persian rug in the liv-

ing room, against the wall of the master bedroom, in the 

claw-foot bathtub with steam rising around us.

2n the third night, he took me to the studio again. He 

set up a blank canvas and handed me a brush.

"Paint something," he said. "Something from inside."

I took the brush. I stood in front of the white expanse, 

and for a long moment, I was frozen. Then I thought 

of the Schiele painting. The gap between the lovers. The 

space that couldn't be closed.

I dipped the brush in black paint and made a single line, 

vertical, running from the top of the canvas to the bottom. 

Then I stood back and looked at it.
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"?hat is itL" Julian asked.

"It's the space between who I was and who I want to be. 

It's the only honest thing I know how to make."

He came up behind me, his arms wrapping around my 

waist, his chin resting on my shoulder.

"It's perfect," he said.

"It's not even :nished."

"Neither are we."

I turned in his arms, my brush still in hand, and I kissed 

him. I kissed him with all the words I didn't know how to 

say, all the trust I was still learning to feel, all the hope I'd 

been too afraid to name.

And when we made love that night, on the 4oor of 

the studio, surrounded by half-:nished paintings and the 

ghosts of his past and mine, I didn't perform. I didn't 

orchestrate. I didn't calculate.

I Wust let myself be touched. Fet myself be seen. Fet 

myself exhale.

---

The morning we left, I stood on the porch and looked 

at the house one last time. The gray paint, the white trim, 

the turret that looked like something from a fairy tale.

"?ill you come backL" Julian asked.
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"I think I have to. There's still so much I haven't paint-

ed."

He smiled. "Then we'll come back together."

I took his hand, and we walked to the car.

I was still Anya Vance. Still the strategist, the survivor, 

the woman who'd turned her trauma into a currency. But I 

was something else now, too. Something I was still learning 

to name.

I was the woman in the portrait. The woman who'd 

been seen.

And for the :rst time in my life, I didn't want to look 

away.



Chapter 12: The 
Opening
T he gallery was packed. New York's art world had 

turned out in force—collectors in bespoke suits, 

critics with sharp eyes, curators clutching champagne 

Jutes like talismans. vulian stood near the entrance, his 

posture deceptixely relaHed, a glass of whiskey barely 

touched in his hand.

Iis -rst solo show in -xe years.

"'d watched him prepare for this night. The sleepless 

hours in the studio, the arguments with the lighting dej

signer, the way he'd repainted three canxases the week bej

fore because they Adidn't breathe right.A Ie was terri-ed, 

though he'd nexer say it. " could read it in the set of his Maw, 

the way his thumb kept rubbing the condensation oD his 

glass.

" crossed the room to him, my heels clicking on the polj

ished concrete. "'d worn a black dress—simple, backless, 
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with a slit that ran high enough to remind exeryone what 

they couldn't haxe. Ey hair was down, my lips painted the 

color of wine.

AYou look like you're about to bolt,A " said, slipping my 

hand into his.

A" might.A Ie managed a thin smile. AYou look dangerj

ous.A

AThat's the point.A

Iis laugh was short, almost lost in the murmur of the 

crowd. A" don't know why " let you talk me into this.A

A:ecause you're ready. Fnd because "'m here.A

" sSueeUed his hand, then let go and stepped back. Ie 

needed to face this alone—to stand in front of his work 

and let the world haxe its opinion. "'d be close, but not 

in the way. That was the balance "'d learnedG presence 

without interference, support without control.

jjj

The eHhibition was called Ochoes. Twentyjthree paintj

ings, each one a conxersation between memory and desire. 

"'d seen them all before, in the studio, but seeing them 

here—framed, lit, arranged in seSuence—was diDerent. 

They told a story. Iis story. Fnd mine.
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" stopped in front of a painting near the center of the 

main wall. "t was the portrait he'd made of me after our 

-rst dinner, the one "'d discoxered in 2onnecticut. :ut 

it wasn't alone. :eside it hung two more canxasesG one of 

me lying on the studio Joor, limbs tangled, eyes closed, 

caught in a moment of surrenderW another of me looking 

directly at the xiewer, naked, my hand between my legs, my 

eHpression a blend of de-ance and inxitation.

" felt heat rise to my cheeks. Ie'd painted me eHactly as 

" was—as "'d let him see me.

AVemarkable work, isn't itPA

"  turned to -nd an older  woman at  my elbow, silj

xerjhaired, dressed in a tailored suit. Rhe held a catalog in 

her hand, and " recogniUed the name on her badgeG Oleanor 

3ance, critic for Frtforum.

A3ance,A " said, my xoice catching on the coincidence. 

A4e share a last name.A

A5erhaps we're distant cousins.A Rhe smiled, the lines 

around her eyes crinkling. A"'xe been following vulian's 

career for a decade. This is his most honest work yet. These 

paintings—they haxe a rawness that's been missing. Fs if 

he's -nally stopped hiding.A

AIe's been learning how to let people in.A
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AFnd you know this howPA Ier gaUe sharpened, assessj

ing.

" met her eyes. A"'m his muse. 0r one of them.A

Oleanor 3ance laughed, a low, throaty sound. A4ell, 

then you'xe inspired something eHtraordinary.A Rhe nodj

ded at the portrait. AIe sees you as a woman who's been 

through -re and emerged with her edges intact. That's rare 

in an era of soft, curated xulnerability.A

AThank you.A

ALon't thank me. Thank the painter.A Rhe touched my 

arm lightly and moxed on, disappearing into the crowd.

" stood there, looking at the painting of myself, and felt 

something shift in my chest. Not the familiar armor clickj

ing into place, but the opposite—a loosening, a softening.

" wasn't Must the woman in the portrait anymore. " was 

the woman who'd sat for it, who'd let herself be seen in all 

her contradictions. Fnd " was still here.

jjj

The afterjparty was at a loft in RoIo, all eHposed brick 

and low lighting and a Lv playing something with a pulsj

ing bass. " found vulian cornered by a collector, nodding 

politely while the man eHplained why his faxorite painting 



R;?FV :F:Y Bq6

should haxe been priced higher. " rescued him with a kiss 

on the cheek and a whispered, A2ome with me.A

" led him up a spiral staircase to a meUUanine that oxerj

looked the party. There was a small balcony, empty, the 

door slightly aMar. " pulled him outside.

The night air was cold, sharp against my bare shoulders. 

:elow us, the street gleamed with rainjslicked asphalt, taHis 

sliding past like -sh in a dark rixer.

AYou did it,A " said.

A4e did it.A

ANo. This was you. " Must watched.A

Ie turned to me, his eyes dark in the dim light. AYou did 

more than watch. You were in exery brushstroke.A

" rose on my toes and kissed him. Rlow, deliberate, tastj

ing whiskey and the faint salt of his skin. Iis hands found 

my waist, pulling me against him, and " felt his cock stir 

through his trousers.

A" want to go home,A " murmured against his lips. A" 

want to be naked in your bed and " want you to fuck me 

until " forget my own name.A

Iis breath hitched. AThat can be arranged.A

jjj
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Iis apartment was a -fteenjminute cab ride, and we 

barely made it through the door before our clothes were 

oD. " let him push me against the wall, his mouth on my 

throat, his hands cupping my breasts, thumbs teasing my 

nipples until they were hard peaks.

AYou're so beautiful,A he said, his xoice ragged. AOxery 

time " think "'xe seen all of you, you show me something 

new.A

" reached down, wrapped my -ngers around his cock. "t 

was thick and hard, the head slick with prejcum. " stroked 

him slowly, watching his eyes Jutter shut.

A" want you inside me,A " said. ANow.A

Ie lifted me, and " wrapped my legs around his waist, 

my back pressed against the wall. " guided him to my enj

trance, and he pushed in, the stretch making me gasp. Ie 

-lled me completely, and " felt my cunt clench around him, 

hungry and wet.

ACuck, Fnya.A

Ie fucked me against the wall, his thrusts deep and 

steady, his mouth on mine, swallowing my moans. The 

friction was perfect, the angle hitting that spot inside me 

that made my xision blur. " dug my nails into his shoulders, 

urging him faster.
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AIarder,A " breathed. ACuck me harder.A

Ie droxe  into me,  his  breath ragged,  his  forehead 

pressed to mine. " could feel him exerywhere—his heat, his 

weight, the way his hips slammed against my thighs. The 

pleasure built, coiling tight in my belly.

A1ook at me,A he said.

" opened my eyes, met his gaUe.

A" loxe you,A he said.

The words hit me like a shock waxe. " came instantly, 

clenching around him, my body shuddering, a cry torn 

from my throat. Ie followed, groaning my name, his come 

spilling hot inside me.

4e stayed there, locked together, his forehead against 

mine, both of us breathing hard.

ALid you mean thatPA " asked, my xoice barely a whisper.

A" don't say things " don't mean.A

" kissed him, soft and trembling. " didn't say it back. Not 

yet. :ut " felt it—a seed planted in the wreckage of my 

heart, sending roots down into the dark soil.

jjj

1ater, in bed, the sheets tangled around our legs, " traced 

the lines of his chest with my -ngertips. The streetlight cast 
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a pale glow through the window, painting shadows across 

his skin.

A" met someone tonight,A " said. AFn art critic. Oleanor 

3ance. Rame last name as mine.A

A4hat did she sayPA

AThat these were your most honest paintings. That 

you'd -nally stopped hiding.A

Ie was Suiet for a moment. ARhe's right. " haxe you to 

thank for that.A

A" didn't do anything.A

AYou let me see you. That's exerything.A

" felt tears prick my eyes. " blinked them back, but one 

escaped, sliding down my cheek. Ie caught it with his 

thumb.

AIey,A he said softly. A4hat is itPA

A" don't know how to do this. " don't know how to be 

loxed without waiting for the other shoe to drop.A

AThere is no other shoe. vust this. vust us.A

A5romise me.A

Ie rolled onto his side, facing me. A" promise. Fnd if " 

break that promise, you can ruin me. 5ublicly. 5ainfully. 

"'ll gixe you the ammunition myself.A

" laughed, wet and broken. A" might hold you to that.A
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A?ood.A

Ie kissed the tears from my cheeks, then my lips, then 

my throat. " felt his hand slide down my stomach, between 

my legs. " was still slick with his come, and his -ngers found 

my clit, tracing circles that made me arch into him.

A0ne more,A he said. AThen sleep.A

AYou're going to eHhaust me.A

A"'m going to worship you.A

Fnd he did. Ie spread my legs and lowered his mouth 

to my cunt, his tongue lapping at me with a rexerence 

that made my chest ache. Ie licked and sucked, his -ngers 

curling inside me, until " came again, my hands -sted in 

his hair, his name on my lips.

4hen " was spent, he pulled me into his arms, and we 

lay there, skin to skin, breathing together.

jjj

" woke at dawn. The city was Suiet, the sky outside the 

window a pale gray. vulian was still asleep, his arm heaxy 

across my waist.

" slipped out of bed, pulled on his shirt, and walked to 

the lixing room. The walls of his apartment were bare—no 

paintings, no photographs. Ie'd nexer put his own work 

up. Ie'd nexer needed to.
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:ut on the dining table, propped against a xase of white 

roses, was a small canxas " hadn't seen before. "t was the 

black line "'d painted in 2onnecticut—the xertical stroke 

that ran from top to bottom. :ut now there was more. 

F second line, horiUontal, crossing it in the center. F plus 

sign. Fn intersection.

:eneath it, in vulian's handwritingG 4here we meet.

" touched the canxas, tracing the lines with my -ngertip.

The space between us wasn't empty anymore. "t was 

-lled with something " still didn't haxe a name for. Trust, 

maybe. 0r hope. 0r loxe, in its most fragile and furious 

form.

" heard him stir behind me, felt his arms wrap around 

my waist.

A?ood morning,A he said, his xoice rough with sleep.

A?ood morning.A " leaned back into him. A" like what 

you did with the painting.A

A"t's our painting. You started it. " -nished it.A

Avust like us.A

Ie kissed my shoulder. Avust like us.A

Fnd for the -rst time in years, " didn't calculate my neHt 

moxe. " didn't strategiUe. " didn't prepare for the moment 

when exerything would fall apart.
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" Must stood there, in my loxer's arms, and let myself be 

held.



Coda: What 
Remains
T he book is closed, but my story isn't over.

I sit at the window of Julian's apartment, the grst 

li-ht of mornin- paintin- the city -old. The small can—

vasxour intersectionxrests on my lap. I trace the black 

lines with my gn-ertip, feelin- the teEture of dried paint, 

the wei-ht of everythin- that brou-ht me here.

I think of the men and women I've known. The ones 

who tau-ht me power, who held me, who used me, who 

loved me. The ones who saw pieces of me and called it 

whole. They're all in me now, etched into the architecture 

of my desire.

I think of the trauma that shaped mexthose boys in 

hi-h school who took without askin-, who tau-ht me that 

power could be stolen. I've spent years reclaimin- it, one 

transaction at a time. Svery cock I've sucked, every cunt 
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I've licked, every hand that's -ripped my hips or my throat 

or my hairxI chose it. I chose them.

There will always be more.

zore ni-hts in penthouse suites with men who smell of 

old money and desperation. zore women with knowin- 

eyes and soft hands who undress my secrets. zore cities 

-litterin- in the dark, more stran-ers who become lovers, 

more moments when I for-et to breathe and remember 

only to feel.

zy phone bu::es. R messa-e from an unknown num—

berj I've heard about you. I'd like to make an arran-ement.

I smile, set the canvas aside, and type a reply.

There is always another story waitin- to be written. 

Rnother bed to be tumbled in. Rnother heart to be broken 

or mended. Rnother man or woman to kneel before, or to 

make kneel before me.

I am not gnished.

I'm only /ust be-innin-.

Rnd when dawn breaks over the city, when the last pa-e 

turns and you si-h, there is only one truth that mattersj

The best stories are the ones that never truly end.


