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I WINCE AS I LOOK DOWN at my paisley outfit. It’s supposed to be a geisha-style kimono, but no real geisha would be caught dead in something so tacky and skimpy. I turn my eyes to the ceiling and offer a silent apology to my ancestors.

When the auctioneers showed the kimono to me half an hour ago, I wanted to shout, Are you freaking serious?! But I took the outfit and went into the dressing room to change without saying a word. Desperate people can’t afford to be choosy, and I am really freaking desperate.

Not for the first time, I curse my father. If it weren’t for his gambling addiction, I wouldn’t be standing in this shady club, getting ready to sell my virginity to the highest bidder. I close my eyes, holding back tears. The auctioneers would be pissed off if I ruined my makeup.

After the urge to cry passes, I peek behind the curtain and see all the men in suits sitting at tables. I’m going to have sex with one of them tonight. A wave of nausea comes over me when a balding man picks his nose and licks his finger. I hope my first time won’t be with him.

Bridget, one of the club’s staff members and a thin lady with a nasal voice and too much orange eyeshadow, grabs my hand and pulls me toward the center of the stage. “Come on, Asami,” she says. Seeing my face, she then adds, “Try to smile, darling. No man wants a terrified virgin.” She frowns. “Well, some do, but you probably wouldn’t want those men bidding on you.”

She kind of has a point, so I force myself to curve up the corners of my mouth.

When she pushes me through the curtain, I have to will myself not to vomit. Come on, Asami, I tell myself. Sex isn’t a big deal, so selling your virginity shouldn’t be a big deal. Nonetheless, when the nose picker gives me a lecherous look, it takes a tremendous amount of willpower to not shout, Actually, I changed my mind! and run the hell out of this club. I keep the smile on my face, thinking of Mom. If Dad’s stupidity just affected him, I wouldn’t be doing this. But if I don’t pay off Dad’s debts, both of my parents will be homeless because he used their house as collateral. My sweet mother doesn’t deserve to pay for my father’s mistakes.

The auctioneer looks like a cheesy magician with his red sequined jacket and black top hat. “Hello, gentlemen,” he says into his microphone. “Would anybody here like to get their hands on this Oriental beauty?”

Oh my God. I glance at the ceiling, offering silent apologies to my ancestors and every single Asian woman.

The auctioneer continues, “Asami here comes from Gion in Kyoto, Japan.”

I was actually born in Ohio, but I doubt he would appreciate my correction.

“Like an untouched cherry blossom, she is pure, gorgeous, and ripe for the picking.”

Christ, I want to gag.

“The opening bid for one night with this exotic 19-year-old beauty is $1,000. Do I have $1,000?”

Another wave of nausea comes over me when the nose picker lifts his paddle.

“Fantastic!” the auctioneer says. “But Asami here is worth much more than that. Let me remind you, gentlemen, she is untouched. Do I have $1,500?”

I struggle to keep the smile on my face as a guy who’s old enough to be my grandfather raises his paddle.

The bidding continues. To my dismay, the nose picker is willing to pay $2,000, then $3,500, then $9,000 for me. My eyes widen slightly when a bored-looking blond guy lifts his paddle for $15,000. Relief mixed with dread fills me when the elderly man bids $35,000. $35,000 — that’s enough to pay off my father’s debts.

As I’m wondering what it would be like to lose my virginity to an 80-something-year-old man, the nose picker shouts, “$75,000!”

The color leaves my face. I try to tell myself that losing my v-card to him won’t be that bad. I’ll just have him wash his hands and brush his teeth before we do the deed.

A man who looks a little too much like my dad raises his paddle. “$125,000!”

On the bright side, I can now get something nice for Mom. She always wanted a Coach bag.

Red-faced, the nose picker practically screams, “$500,000!”

I almost faint. Half a million dollars?!

The auctioneer whistles. “We have half a million dollars for Asami. Can I get $510,000? Going once, going twice and — !”

“Two million dollars.”

My mouth falls open when Guy Walton marches into the room. My heart races. Though he’s scowling, he still looks handsome with his fashionably messy dark brown hair, blue eyes, and five o’clock shadow on his defined jawline.

“Well, this is a surprising development,” the auctioneer says.

Understatement of the year. This is the last place where I would expect to run into my best friend’s dad.

Eliciting shocked murmurs and protests from the audience, Mr. Walton climbs onto the stage and wraps an oversized trench coat around me.

He glares at me. “You’re coming with me, Asami,” he hisses before picking me up and carrying me off the stage.

“Sir, I’m afraid we need to verify your identity and ability to pay first,” the auctioneer says.

The look Mr. Walton gives him could make an army piss in their pants. “I’m Guy Walton. I’m fucking good for it.

The auctioneer’s jaw drops. In addition to being the father of my best friend Olivia, Mr. Walton is a billionaire thanks to his development of a shopping app that could rival Amazon.

Leaving the stunned auctioneer and bidders, Mr. Walton carries me out of the room.

“Uh, hi, Mr. Walton,” I say awkwardly, blushing. He just bought my virginity for two million dollars, though as the father of my best friend, I doubt that he’s actually intending to, er, acquire his purchase. “You can put me down.”

When he glowers at me, I add in a hurry, “I mean, if you want to.”

He hisses, “What the hell possessed you to auction off your virginity?”

My blush deepens. In a quiet voice, I say, “I needed a way to pay off my dad’s debts.”

“If you needed help, you should’ve come to me.”

I lift my eyebrows. Mr. Walton has always been nice to me, but we’ve never been particularly close (though I’ve sometimes had dreams where we were, ahem, intimate). And since when do people go to their friends’ parents for financial help?

When we’re outside, he walks toward a limo and puts me in it. “Stay here,” he orders as if I were his dog. “I’m going to settle things inside.”

Once he goes back into the club, I exhale. I’m relieved that I don’t have to lose my virginity to a stranger now. But how am I going to repay Mr. Walton? And how did he find me here anyway? Does he frequently go to shady clubs with less-than-legal sex auctions? To my surprise, my chest tightens at the thought of him bidding on other women.

Before I can further examine that weird emotional clusterfuck, Mr. Walton climbs into the car. “The money should show up in your bank account sometime tomorrow,” he says gruffly.

My brain threatens to short-circuit. Two million dollars in my bank account. Well, two million dollars minus the club’s transaction fees, which is still more than enough to take care of my father’s debts and way more money than I’ve ever seen in my life.

“Thank you,” I say. Then before I can think better of it, I give him a hug. He stiffens. My eyes turn big when I realize that a certain body part of his is very stiff. Quickly, I drop my arms and put a good two feet of distance between us. This has to be one of the most awkward moments of my life.

He clears his throat. “You’re welcome.”

Trying to forget the fact that I just felt my best friend’s dad’s boner, I ask, “How did you know to find me here?”

“Olivia told me.”

Blabbermouth. She promised me that she wouldn’t tell anyone about my plan to get rid of my dad’s debts.

As if sensing my thoughts, he says, “Don’t get mad at her. She was worried about you.”

I say honestly, “I’m not mad at her.”

When I told Olivia that I was planning to auction off my maidenhood, she exclaimed, “You’re going to sell your virginity?! Are you out of your mind?”

“Aren’t you always talking about how sex work should be legalized?” I replied.

“It should be,” she said. “But do you really want your first time to be with some rich pervert?”

“No, but what choice do I have?” I asked. Even if I could save up every penny from my paychecks, it would take me years to pay off all the debt since my crappy retail job only pays minimum wage.

She bit her lip, then exhaled. “I’m sorry, Asami. I know I have no right to criticize your decision.”

“It’s okay. But promise me that you won’t tell anyone.” As desperate as my parents are, they wouldn’t want their only daughter turning to prostitution.

“Fine,” Olivia said.

Though she broke her promise, I can’t get angry about her indiscretion. If she didn’t tell her dad where I would be tonight, I would be lying under some sweaty millionaire right now. Good friends keep your secrets; the best friends divulge them when it’s for your best interest.

I ask Mr. Walton, “How should I repay you?”

“You don’t need to repay me.”

“Come on, Mr. Walton, this isn’t some charitable donation you can write off on your taxes.”

He caresses my cheek. “I’m just glad I got to the club before you were sold off to some rich asshole.”

My pulse quickens at his touch. Jesus, he’s good-looking. He was my first-ever crush. While Olivia was covering her walls with posters of K-pop stars, I was dreaming about her daddy. My secret crush was born when I was
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