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Think of the long trip home 
Should we have stayed at home and thought of here?

— Elizabeth Bishop, “Questions of Travel”




Prologue

I like her immediately. She’s tall and blond and soft-spoken.

She tells me, with a smile, that her name is Brigitte. I like her made-up name and repeat it out loud as many times as I can: Have a seat, Brigitte. What can I get you to drink, Brigitte?

She settles into the chair opposite me and I press record.

“My fantasy is in Paris,” she says.

I smile. Paris is the backdrop for so many people’s fantasy. “Tell me everything.”

She stretches out her legs in front of her and crosses them at the ankle. As she speaks, she pulls at the stack of brightly beaded bracelets on her wrist. “I grew up in a tiny nothing town. A town so nothing they stopped posting the population because it was dropping too fast. You pass it on a road trip and think, ‘Does anyone actually live here?’ So naturally, I fell in love with anywhere else. But really, Paris. Anything French. I wanted to go to Paris for my honeymoon ever since I was twelve. It was the setting of an Audrey Hepburn movie I saw at my grandma’s in Seguin. As we watched, she sprayed us both with French perfume to heighten the sensation that we were actually there. When I went to college, the city was a poster on my dorm room wall. My roommates had bands or movie stars smiling down on them, but I was dreaming of the Champs-Elysées. I was fascinated by the bright lights and slick rain. Paris felt like my destiny. I wondered, as I fell asleep each night, if French rain was the same texture as Texas rain.

“But then I got married, and I knew I was doomed as soon as my new husband took me to Texas Typhoon to ride waterslides instead of honeymooning in France. I guess I really knew I was doomed before that. How I chose someone so totally lacking in flavor is not something I can really explain. Even his name filled me with a quiet dread. I would be Mrs. Smith, one of millions. But we were young and he played football and liked me, so I thought I was meant to like him back. The wedding was pretty. My mama did my hair like she had done hers when she was a Rangerette. But there were all these relatives of my husband’s and friends of his relatives. I’d never met half of them and I felt, from the moment I arrived at my own wedding, inspected. There’s no other word for it. I walked down the aisle wearing this delicate blue-gray veil as my ‘something blue.’ I wanted to do something at least a little different from f rilly and small-town expectations—one tiny homage to Parisian elegance so that my grandma in heaven could smile down on us.

“When I met him at the altar, his expression was flat, like I’d rolled his face with my baker’s pin. He leaned in close and I thought he was going to say You look beautiful, but instead, in front of all those guests, he hissed, ‘That’s what you’re wearing?’ I looked out at this sea of strangers and felt the humiliation wash over me, like a wave pulling me under, as they all stared at me. Even the wedding pictures came out wrong. My husband posed me in strange, uncomfortable positions. The same was true in bed. It was all about trying to keep him hard, and that usually meant I had to hold still, or not speak, or say things I didn’t want to say, words that made me feel ugly and used. The town was shocked when he left me for a younger model he met on a weekend trip to Port Aransas. I was relieved, to be honest. I really was. I wanted to see and taste and feel and never be bland or taste anything bland ever again.

“So, in my fantasy I take up a French pen pal. Something I’d seen in my grandma’s old movies. Me and this guy, we write pages and pages to each other about our lives, where we live, what we dream about. Then we start writing about what turns us on, even sharing naked pictures that I print and seal inside the envelope. And by our fifth letter, we discover a shared kink. He tells me the thing that had drawn him to BDSM is the communication. He’d recently gone through a divorce because the communication had fallen apart. They couldn’t talk to each other. ‘If you get into BDSM you have to say what you want, when, what your boundaries are, your “no” list, and you can’t transgress or you’re out of this community.’ His next letter has a round-trip ticket to Paris inside and he wants nothing in return except to be disciplined. By me.

“I rush to the airport the next morning and it feels like I am making a getaway from my life. The flight is long but the second I am on it, I practice being a different person. The man at French passport control smiles at me like he knows where I’m headed and what I’ve agreed to do. I land to rain. Perfect, since I was already feeling myself get wet.

“In my hotel room, I impatiently watch the art deco clock, like the one Audrey Hepburn had in the old movie—only she wasn’t about to meet a stranger she had agreed to treat as a submissive.

“The car arrives exactly on time, with my pen pal in it. He is even better looking in person, like an exact cross between Bond and a Bond villain. I’m glad it is so cold in Paris. It makes my nipples stand even firmer under the green satin teddy he’d had waiting for me. The black heels are higher than I’d ever worn, and when we exit for the club I almost fall on the Paris cobblestones. In my hair, I wear the most important thing, which I’d carried with me on my lap for the whole flight.

“ ‘Do you want me to carry you the rest of the way, Mistress?’

“ ‘You may.’

“He scoops me into his arms and I rest my head against his chest.

“Once we’re beyond the velvet rope, he carries me down a blue staircase—down and down and down, me still in his arms. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness of the club, but all the way, I can smell a heady mix of incense and Bulgarian roses, and the lower down we go, the higher I feel.

“By the time he lays me down, I feel we must be deep in the belly of the club. I am on my back on a lush chaise lounge, the ceiling glass reflecting me back to myself. I look beautiful, more beautiful than I ever have.

“He comes toward me on his hands and knees, supplicant, worshipful, and hands me a black leather suitcase. It opens with a click. Out of all the instruments on offer to me, I choose a pearl-embossed choker and put it around his thick neck. There is something so hot about gently fixing it to his masculine lines.

“ ‘What a pretty little bitch you are,’ I tell him.

“ ‘Thank you, Mistress.’

“He kneels, his head inches from mine as I attach a long, heavy chain to his choker. He is already panting, looking up at me, a man in his forties, but with hopeful puppy dog eyes. ‘Do what I tell you,’ I say. ‘Yes,’ he says, ‘anything.’ He had taken the lead at first, but now he has handed it to me, like a baton.

“His dick is the baton, protruding rock-hard. As my eyes get used to the darkness, I see I am not the only one admiring him. Now there is a crowd around us. Well heeled, beautiful bodies, and masked.

“ ‘You turn me on so much,’ he tells me.

“The people around us start to touch themselves. They are aware they are watching a performance. Women with legs spread, dipping their fingers into themselves. Men, eyes half closed, slowly rubbing their growing erections.

“ ‘Do I please you?’

“I think about it. Does he? Am I into this? I scan my body. I look around and into the eyes of strangers who stare straight back at me. I’m swollen, thumping with desire. Yes. I tug on my pretty little bitch’s hair. ‘Yes?’ he says.

“ ‘Tell them to take off their masks,’ I say.

“ ‘But they need anonymity.’

“ ‘Tell them.’ My voice is harsh.

“He turns around and speaks to them. They look at one another, then remove their masks. Good. Now I can see in their faces, not just their hands rubbing themselves, not just the sound of rapid breathing, how into it they all are.

“I look up at my reflection on the ceiling. Somewhere in the distance, way up on the pavement, I can hear the rain.

“ ‘Tell me I’m different.’

“ ‘You’re different,’ he answers.

“ ‘Tell me I’m special.’

“ ‘You’re so fucking special,’ he says, crawling meekly toward my legs and spreading them. He looks into my eyes for approval, and I nod, like I am a cult leader and he is my devotee.

“ ‘You’re so special, I can taste it on you.’

“The guests move their palms faster up and down their cocks.

“Then I slap his face.

“ ‘Can I make you come, Mistress?’ “ ‘You don’t deserve to.’

“ ‘I’m begging you!’

“I pull the chain at his pearl collar until he is pressed again into my neck and I whisper: ‘Tell me I’m never going back to that town.’

“ ‘You are never going back to that town,’ he answers.

“ ‘Now do it!’ I order, and he puts his dick in me.

“We move with the thrill of finally being bound together. We move hungrily and he begins to explore different rhythms and speeds, until I am lost in the motion with him, pulling his chain to go harder and deeper.

“ ‘Fuck that town,’ he says, and our audience claps and cheers. I’m getting closer to my edge—an edge I’d never crossed with any man before.

“ ‘Do I have to go back?’ I hear myself say.

“ ‘Never!’ He almost shouts as he fucks me so purposefully his reflection in the mirror is now a blur. ‘You’re free!’

“I come so hard I see stars. I see stars, like on the Champs-Elysées poster.

“I drop the chain, my limbs limp.

“I let my body shudder with orgasmic aftershocks, and he gently lifts my blue-gray bridal veil so I can study my blissed-out face in the ceiling mirror.

“I whisper something in his ear and he smiles and repeats it to me exactly as I’d told him to: ‘Mistress? Do you love me?’

“ ‘No,’ I answer, ‘and I never did.’ ”




PART ONE

Dallas, Texa




Chapter One

L’Wren pulls up to the valet outside the Hunt Gallery and we take in the chic crowd. “Who is this guy again?”

Well-dressed partygoers have spilled out onto the sidewalk. They don’t look the way I had imagined they would—they’re older, and if not dripping with wealth, definitely sturdy with it. “Thanks for being here.”

“Of course. What are best friends for? But really, who is this guy?”

“An old friend from New Mexico,” I say. “He wasn’t quite this popular when we knew each other.”

I fix my lipstick one last time in the mirror, my pulse quickening at the idea of seeing Jasper again. I think about all the ways I’ll play it cool—Inhale: This was a good idea. Exhale: This was a terrible idea.

. . .

Jasper, the first love of my life, whom I had not seen in almost fifteen years, got in touch last week. He was in town. We met for a coffee. And it’s had me rattled all week. I wasn’t prepared to see him, for one thing. I thought I was meeting a business contact, a sort of blind setup arranged by my friend Alicia. When I looked up and saw Jasper, I felt like I couldn’t breathe.

He was taller than I remembered, with longer legs and broader shoulders. When he sat across from me, the table and everything on it seemed to shrink. My mind raced, trying to figure out how and why he was there, right in front of me—but all my brain could conjure in that moment was a memory, from over a decade ago: the two of us lying in bed, Jasper asking if I liked the way the afternoon light fell across our naked bodies.

“Diana.” Jasper’s smile was warm and unhurried. “Thanks for taking the meeting.” He rested his elbows on the table, his face in his hands. “Alicia and I thought it would be a fun surprise. And it seemed like a really clever idea until about a minute ago when I was standing outside and saw you through the window.”

At the thought of him watching me, the tips of my ears burned. I wished I had brushed my hair this morning instead of pulling it into a messy topknot. I wished I was wearing something sexier than an old blue T-shirt of Oliver’s.

“Well.” I smiled. I could only laugh. There he was: deep brown eyes, dark hair, rosy lips. “It is a surprise.”

I’d pictured Jasper so many times over the years, but always resisted the urge to look him up. Now that he was in front of me, I realized how uninspired my imagination had been—I’d left out all his familiar dimensions and I’d forgotten how exciting it is, the feeling, exactly, of being near a body that holds all its energy right at the surface. Mr. Art Throb. Those playful eyes. The smooth skin and rugged good looks.

He tipped back in his chair and crossed his arms behind his head, charisma fully intact. “I tried to call you, you know. When I got back from that first London trip. But your number was disconnected.”

That was so long ago that, sitting across from him, I honestly couldn’t remember if I had purposefully—while in the throes of a broken heart—changed my number when I moved from Santa Fe to Dallas, or if I was just so young and broke that I couldn’t pay the bill and went without a phone for a while.

“I figured you had moved on,” he said.

I noticed people noticing Jasper. A few lingering glances from other diners. He’s so attractive it’s comic. Sad-comic, he likes to remind you, with those sometimes-doleful eyes. “It was a million years ago.”

“Fourteen. Fifteen?” he asked.

But I didn’t want to go back in time. I was too excited to be with him here. Now. “How long will you be in Dallas?”

“A week, probably. I don’t know.” He looked up from his hands and then found my eyes. My pulse quickened. “It’s nice here.”

Watching him across the table, I remembered one freezing night we’d camped out in West Texas and it rained for hours. We didn’t sleep at all. In the morning, groggy and shivering, I expected him to be more than ready to pack up. But he just looked at me in our cold, leaking tent and smiled. “One more night?” He could always make a terrible idea sound good. He was looking at me like that now.

We stayed like that—watching each other across the table—for what felt like several minutes, blood rushing to my cheeks, a familiar stir between my legs. The heat between us had not cooled after all these years.

“When I asked Alicia what you’ve been up to, she forwarded a link to the site you’ve been working on. Diana, as soon as I saw all your new paintings and heard your voice on those recordings, I had this swell of pride—” He stopped himself, suddenly embarrassed. “Not that I had anything to do with it, I just—”

“It’s pretty wild, right?” I let him off the hook. “Sex positive. Sex obsessed? I don’t know what it is yet.”

“It’s all that. Incredibly sexy. Beautiful, raw paintings.” Jasper’s phone rang then, and he excused himself. He took the call outside, pacing in tight circles, while I watched through the window, wondering if he would return anytime soon. It was a familiar feeling, waiting for Jasper. Finally, back at the table, he apologized for having to run.

“Would you come to my show’s opening? It’s Thursday. Here in Dallas.”

My heart sank at the word Thursday. I wanted to see him that night. The next night. And the next. For what exactly, I didn’t know. So I promised I would come to the show, and at the same time I thought, This is not a good move. Not now. Terrible timing. He shattered your heart, remember?

We parted minutes later, agreeing how great it was to be back in touch. We were both very polite, as if niceties could cover up any of the gaping holes we were digging with all our unsaid feelings. What do you say to a near stranger who at one point you loved more than anyone? Then we embraced and the scent of him almost made my legs give out.

Of course I spent the entire week thinking about whether or not to go to Jasper’s show. What would it be like to see him now that the surprise was out of the way? And why wouldn’t I go to see his work? Here it was, right in Dallas. I convinced L’Wren to come with me, but I haven’t really told her much. And as we squeeze into the line of people waiting to enter the gallery, she falls uncharacteristically quiet.

“L’Wren?” I let her name hang like a fully formed question. I squint into the late-afternoon sun looming just over her shoulder, then add, “Tell me.”

“It’s nothing. Honestly.” Her eyes dart from me to her sandals and back to me. “I was just thinking … Kevin told me he heard that Oliver wasn’t seeing that lady from the food court anymore.”

I’ve spoken to Oliver very little since he moved out and seen him even less. The last time he dropped off our daughter, Emmy, at my house, a woman was sitting in the front seat of his car. She sat the way I imagine a new girlfriend would—smiling politely, sunglasses still on, a gentle wave in my direction, but nothing to make too big a show of her presence. She had a wide smile with lots of white teeth and pulled off a pixie cut in a way that makes other women believe they, too, could pull off a pixie cut. And while she could very well be an astrophysicist or an Olympic swimmer, because L’Wren had heard a rumor that Oliver met her at the mall, and in allegiance to our friendship, L’Wren refers to her exclusively as “that lady from the food court.”

“And so I just wanted to make sure you had all the facts,” L’Wren insists. “About Oliver being single.”

I study her expression, her mouth turned down in a slight frown. Does she think it’s a good thing or bad thing that Oliver is single? Before I can decide, she changes the subject entirely. “I’ve always wanted to come here.” The line moves forward and she loops her arm in mine, smiling. “Trish’s husband claims he bought a Seok here for over a hundred K. Your mystery guy must be fairly well known.”

“He’s not my guy.”

“Can I make him my guy?” A picture of Jasper in the gallery’s window welcomes partygoers. He looks just like he did at the café—all dimples and easy charm.

As soon as we enter, L’Wren runs into a couple she knows from her club and I slip away, steadily working my way through the gallery, staying alert in case Jasper should suddenly appear. I glance around the room. He should be quick enough to spot, a crowd of admirers buzzing around him.

When he’s nowhere to be seen, I decide to make a slow lap and take in the show. It’s easy to get sucked in. Jasper’s photographs are commanding, making you want to hold their unflinching gaze. A woman alone on what looks like desert sand newly soaked in rain; a young boy’s narrow face in the window of a crumbling villa. The show is more varied than the last one I’d seen, especially with the mix of landscapes and portraits.

When I don’t see Jasper in the crowd, I pull out my phone and send him a text.

Walking through your show right now. It’s gorgeous.

I don’t expect a response—maybe he’s being feted before he arrives fashionably late—but I keep my phone in my hand anyway just in case. I move through the crowd, where it’s deepest near the bar, and there is something comforting about being swallowed up by it. I slip into its stream and we move like a school of fish from one photo to the next—until, near the window, a black-and-white photo catches me by surprise. It’s me, a younger me, sitting at Jasper’s kitchen table, my face angled away from the camera. I’m naked, except for a pair of white socks, holding up a treat for the dog who is leaping into the air.

My feet feel stuck, even as the floor beneath me drops. My heart races and I close my eyes so the room will stop spinning. I pull myself here, back to this gallery and this crowd, and far away from that kitchen. As if on cue, Jasper texts back.

Don’t be mad. No one will know.

I turn, expecting to see him behind me, watching me.

But he’s not here. I scan the crowd again. A short brunette dressed head to toe in cream-colored Chanel and her bored-looking partner. A man with orange-tinted glasses whispering into his cell phone, his hand cupped over his mouth. Three women with matching cocktails chatting, barely looking at the photographs. I keep searching. I look for Jasper’s familiar posture when he’s in conversation, the way he always leans into the person speaking or crosses his arms when he laughs politely. When I don’t see him anywhere, I quickly text: Are you here?

His reply is instant.

Sadly, no. I was needed last minute in Berlin.

I feel the adrenaline leave my body, relieved he can’t see me, blushing in front of my own photo. But after the relief, a wave of disappointment. My phone chimes again:

It’s my favorite in the entire collection. It reminds me of you.

Because it IS me? And so he doesn’t think I’m upset by the photo, I add: Naked in a gallery full of strangers… ?

Well. Yes. I suppose I could take another one of you in a turtleneck and slacks? But it won’t be as good.

A heat returns to my cheeks and doesn’t stop there. It travels into my throat and down the length of my body. I feel an overwhelming desire to be in Jasper’s presence, for his arms to wrap around me from behind and for him to hold me like he used to, my head resting against his chest.

I have to know. I’m guessing Dallas isn’t your next stop after Berlin?

London. Then Paris. Back to Berlin. Then maybe?

After a pause he adds: A nice kitchen table somewhere?

I smile. Trying to figure out what to write. Overwhelmed that I’m standing in the middle of his work. It makes me miss him so much.

Germany is cold, he types. I could use your warmth.

I stand in the shadow of his photograph, looking up at the girl in her socks and remembering the boy who broke her heart. The way he left town, left us, just when we were getting started. Sobered by the memory, I reply, It’s a beautiful show, Jasper.

Before I can decide if I should add more, L’Wren is at my side. “Is that you?”

I take in her eyes, growing wider. “We can get going.”

“I knew it was you! You look insane. Look at your legs.”

“We should go.” I swallow but I can’t seem to catch my breath. The room is suddenly small and way too warm.

“Hey. It’s okay.” L’Wren takes my sweaty palm. “Let’s get you some fresh air.”

She leads me up to the roof where it’s mostly empty, except for a bar with no line and a group of men in tidy suits, deep in conversation. L’Wren offers me water and squeezes my shoulder. “You okay?”

“Jasper’s my ex.”

“I put that together, hon,” she replies with a laugh.

When I get home, I listen to a message from Oliver. He’s canceling on me for dinner tomorrow night, a dinner we’ve already rescheduled three times in the weeks since he moved out. I’m just not feeling up to it after all.

I take a shower and get into bed, and then I do what I’ve done every night since Oliver moved out—I lie awake for hours, unable to fall asleep. I replay the exchange with Jasper in my mind, while trying to convince myself that not seeing him tonight was fine. Of course he’s busy, he’s got a full life and so do I. So much time has passed since Santa Fe. We don’t really know each other anymore. Maybe I’ll see him again, maybe not.

I do see him again. When I finally drift off, Jasper appears in my dream. We’re in a room with blindingly bright light and I’m asking him if we can close the drapes.

As soon as he does, the room comes into sharp focus. The walls are painted a pale blue and I don’t recognize anything about the place. There’s a bed and a chair and a rug that’s too small for the room, and I hear myself say out loud, “Don’t get too caught up in the details,” even though I meant only to think it, silently, to myself.

Jasper laughs and pulls me close. He’s not wearing a shirt, just jeans, and his bare chest is warm against mine. Otherwise, he looks exactly as he did at the café. And the flush that washed over me when I saw him there returns—this time with a crushing intensity.

I’m not wearing a top, only a black skirt and a bra that’s lacy and pink and unfamiliar. When Jasper unclasps it, I’m relieved to feel it slip from my shoulders and fall onto the floor. I want to feel his hands on my naked breasts.

“Jasper.” I mean it to be a warning, for both of us—we shouldn’t be here, something is telling me it isn’t allowed. But instead, it sounds like exactly what it is: a plea. Asking him to touch me everywhere, all at once.

“Why did you come up to my hotel room?” he asks.

This is his hotel room? There’s nothing on the walls, no paintings, no photographs, even the bed has only one blanket and no pillow.

“Why are you here?” he asks again, this time whispering in my ear.

He runs his fingers down my arms and I shudder. “I don’t know. Maybe it was a mistake?”

“Then why are you still here? Why not leave?”

When I don’t answer, Jasper traces the waist of my skirt until he finds the zipper. His hand stops there, but he steps closer, only inches from me. “You still…” He looks into my eyes. “You still have this hold over me.” He unzips my skirt and it drops to my ankles. I’m completely naked now. He takes a step back and takes me in, sucking in his breath. The floor bends under my feet, a familiar unsteadiness, like the ground may buckle. Then a voice in my head: Keep him here. Hold on to him. I reach for his belt loop and pull him toward me.

“I really should go. I’m so late.” I breathe in the space between us and let it warm my entire body.

“Stay a little longer …”

“No,” I whisper. But I’m still not moving. I can’t.

Jasper tilts my chin up and kisses me, slowly, his lips warm against mine. The floor beneath my feet is carpeted now, soft and plush. “Stay with me,” he whispers. “Don’t go. Please.”

The sound of his pleading sends waves of pleasure through me. I take a small step away so I can unbutton his jeans. He moans with anticipation as I pull them down, then slowly take him in my hand. He grows in my palm. And I feel more alive than I have in months.

“Get down,” I say, pushing him onto the floor.

“Diana,” he moans and does as I say. I watch him lie down, but I stay just out of his reach. “Please,” he says again. I don’t let him touch me. Instead, I circle him, taking in his body while he takes in mine. The room grows even darker, but it feels welcome—it’s just the two of us, alone, and the dimmer the room gets, the smaller it feels, bringing us closer and closer together.

I sit on the edge of the bed and open my legs. He moans again, and I watch as he strokes himself.

“Don’t touch,” I tell him. “Just watch.” He obeys, pulling his hand from his erection. “Good.”

I spread my legs wider so he can see how swollen I am, how much I ache to be touched. He reaches for me again, but I bat his hand away. “Only me.” His hand falls back to the floor beside him. When he settles, I slip two fingers inside me, then close my eyes, pleasure coursing through me. I lie back on the bed, moving my fingers deeper and faster, lifting my hips slightly off the bed, tightening my thighs against my hand. When I open my eyes, Jasper is standing over me. I take his hand and a current passes through us. We both smile at the familiar electricity of our touch.

“I missed you,” he says.

“I’m here.”

“Can I touch you now?” I take both of his hands and pull his body onto mine. “Diana,” he whispers into my mouth, and I respond by kissing him deeply, then pushing him onto his back.

As I straddle his waist, the room spins. All I want to do is fall into him and steady myself. But I’m afraid if I do, he’ll disappear. I stay sitting up and I let him touch me. First I give him permission to squeeze my hips, then my ass. Then I move his hands to my breasts. He props himself on his elbows so he can take my nipple in his mouth. His lips are warm and full and I don’t want him to ever stop kissing me.

I throw my head back and cry, “Oliver.” Fuck. The wrong name hangs heavy and loud in the room. I can’t take it back.

Jasper looks up, surprised, then smiles. “Is that who you want me to be?”

The room grows darker still, so dark that he can’t read my distress. “No. I just want it to be us.” I close my eyes and will the room to remain the same, for us to stay just like we are.

In answer, he lifts me by the hips and glides himself inside of me. I’m flooded with heat and desire and the feeling of him deep inside of me. We move against each other, something building that neither of us wants to end. The closer we get to climax, the lighter the room gets, until we come together, the sun bright and hot.

I open my eyes. I recognize the room I’m in. Every detail is overwhelmingly familiar. The walls are painted the exact shade of white that Oliver and I debated for weeks; the shutters are the same ones we hung four years ago, when we had enough extra money saved; the sun streaming through them is at the exact angle of every late-spring sunrise, and the pieces of sky I can see wear their usual wash of yellow and orange.

But most familiar is the sensation, an old one that comes rushing back—the feeling of waking up content and satiated after sex with Jasper.




Chapter Two

Two days later, I squeeze myself into the back seat of L’Wren’s Range Rover, wedged between Halston’s empty booster seat and an impressive basket of kid snacks—animal crackers, fruit tape, and several tiny, neglected boxes of raisins. L’Wren sits in the passenger seat up front while her husband, Kevin, drives. I sit behind him, his seat pushed so far back that I have to angle my knees diagonally to fit.

Late last night, on impulse, I texted Jasper. I told him again how much I enjoyed his show. It was one sentence, which I typed and retyped four times.

Then I spent an embarrassing amount of time trying to decide whether to add an xx. In the end, I left it off and hit send. I slipped my phone onto the nightstand and told myself it would be tomorrow before I heard back.

But his reply was instantaneous:

I guess because we missed seeing more of each other in Dallas, you’ll have to come visit me in London.

Then a pause—three dots appearing, then disappearing, while my heart pounded—before he added:

Must be late for you there.

I will my fingers to move quickly, as if my typing could somehow convey the kind of nonchalance I can’t actually muster. Couldn’t sleep. Lots of insomnia these days.

Uh-oh. I’ve rubbed off on you.

It read like an invitation to be dirty.

Didn’t it? I don’t overthink it, just
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