

[image: Cover image: Dirty Diana by Jen Besser and Shana Feste]




DIRTY DIANA

Jen Besser and Shana Feste

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: Harper Collins Publishers Logo]




Copyright

HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street,

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published by The Dial Press, an imprint of Penguin Random House LLC 2024

This edition published by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2024

Copyright © Jen Besser and Quiet Girl Productions 2024

Cover design by Donna Cheng

Cover illustration © Rocío Montoya

Jen Besser and Shana Feste assert the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008478162

eBook Edition © November, 2024 ISBN: 9780008478186

Version: 2024-10-17




Dedication

For Brian and Ben




Epigraph

The armored cars of dreams, contrived to let us do so many a dangerous thing.

—ELIZABETH BISHOP, “Sleeping Standing Up”
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Prologue
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Outside our tent, the night is dark, deep, and absolutely clear. Inside, I close my eyes and try to sleep.

But the ground is cold and so hard beneath my back. I press my lips together to keep my teeth from chattering.

It must be warmer in your sleeping bag.

I shift onto my side so I can see you. It’s a new moon and only the stars give off light. They paint you in a dreamy tint—your skin is smooth except where the stubble of three days in the desert has grown in. Your eyes are closed, your face turned up toward the tent’s mesh opening and your lips, full and perfect, are arranged in a relaxed smile, as if you’re stargazing in your sleep. You must not be cold because your arms are outside your sleeping bag, resting triumphantly by your sides. Your chest, naked and muscular, rises and falls in a steady rhythm.

We haven’t had sex in hours, but it feels like years.

I was prepared for the desert days to be hot and the nights to be cold—or at least, I listened and nodded as you warned me, which I know now is different from being prepared. I underestimated the weather the same way that, earlier today, we had both underestimated the craggy hills surrounding us. “The peak isn’t so high,” we’d said. “Let’s hike to the top.” You climbed like the sun didn’t bother you, and if I hadn’t been with you, you would have moved much faster.

Near the top, we passed the entrance to a cave. I wondered aloud what lived inside. “Maybe a bobcat,” you said and shrugged. So I shrugged, too, said, “Cool,” and backed away.

I burrow deeper into my sleeping bag and wish for another layer of clothing. It has to feel different in your sleeping bag. I imagine crawling inside. But I’m not sure if you want to be woken up. Our relationship is so new that every choice feels weighted, like it could be gravely misinterpreted—waking you up might signal that I don’t understand boundaries and the importance of a little space to balance out the intensity of our physical closeness. The infancy of this is intoxicating, but also slippery and uncertain.

It’s been this exhilarating for the last three days, both of us set off by the smallest thing—a slow puff of weed, a bra strap that slips off my shoulder. We look up constantly from our work to catch the other one staring.

I pull my arms into the sleeves of my T-shirt for extra warmth and stare through the tent’s mesh roof at the stars. I think of the steep, rocky trail, of the entrance to the cave. And the bobcat.

I remember the wool hat I left so cavalierly by the campfire. It’s suddenly the solution to my sleeplessness. It will make me warm. I have to have it.

I slip out of my sleeping bag, careful not to wake you, and unzip the tent to sneak quietly into the night.

The air is so cold it’s sharp. There’s an owl close by; I can hear her, loud and watchful, as I grope for my hat near the dying campfire. The trees at the edge of our campsite have a bluish glow, and near my feet, some kind of lizard skitters by. I startle so easily I make myself laugh.

I take a deep breath and find consolation in the fire’s last red embers, holding my hands out to warm them. As my shoulders relax, I drink in the stillness.

“Diana!” The sound of your voice makes me jump. You grab my shoulders and scoop me to your side. The beam of your flashlight illuminates the trees, dancing across them, until it settles on a set of eyes—shiny and bright and glowering right at us. “Get back in the tent.”

I gasp, then step away slowly. She’s watching.

Inside, we shine the light through the tent’s window until her long, feline body skulks into the night, toward the hills.

“Do you think she’ll come back?”

“We’re fine,” you say, but your heart still hammers against your chest and so does mine. In the quiet, we study each other—our eyes big and vigilant, our bodies frozen. My laugh breaks the tension first, then yours.

“That was terrifying,” you say.

“Truly.”

The tent is small but the distance between us is suddenly too far. Your eyes flit from my eyes to my mouth. I study your throat, the thick muscles of your arms, your face.

When our lips touch, I realize I’m shivering. Your mouth is warm and briny, and we kiss until we can both feel the heat radiating from my body. I pull off my T-shirt. You sit back so you can take in the curves of my breasts, soft and wanting in the pale light.

You unzip your sleeping bag and smooth it out as a blanket for us. We lie down on our backs, both of us naked from the waist up, only our hands delicately touching. We try to slow the ecstasy of this moment.

“I don’t want to go back to the city tomorrow,” I say. When we do, I think, everything will evaporate, including us.

I watch the night sky, but you’re too distracting. When I turn to face you, you’ve already shifted to meet my gaze. We turn on our sides and you pull me into you. Your skin is warm, as if you’ve just been lying in the sun.

I pull the waist of your pants down over your hips then brush the bare skin of my stomach against you, feeling you grow harder.

I take you in my hand and you groan. “Where am I?” you ask.

I smile and hold you tighter.

“And what are we doing?”

I laugh. “With our lives or in the moment?”

You kiss me, biting gently on my bottom lip. “Both.”

“We’re camping.” Then I add, “And we’re also out here having sex. Lots of it.”

“Mmm, right,” you murmur, still kissing me.

“And maybe hiding out from the world.” I drape a leg across you, then my whole body. “Or maybe no one’s looking for us.” Maybe it’s only the owl watching over us.

Your hands move down my back, sliding beneath my pants. “We need these off,” you say.

I smile and lift my hips so you can undress me. “And definitely these,” you say, and together we slip off my underwear so we’re both naked.

“Are you still cold?”

I spread my legs in answer, just slightly, so I can brush the warmest, softest part of me against your erection.

You tilt your head back in pleasure and grip my hips. “I like hiding out with you.”

“Me too.” I kiss the stubble along your cheek. You pull me even closer and your guttural moans fill the tent. We’re also falling in love, I add, but not out loud.

I hook my legs around yours, then skim my body along yours. I need you inside me. It’s no longer a desire, but a need. I inch my body up higher and I tilt my pelvis forward so the tip of your penis enters me. “Wait.” You hold me by the hips. “Let me touch you first.”

You gently ease on top of me, your forearms pressing into the ground beside us. I spread my legs wider. But you shake your head no. “Don’t move.” You pin my wrists above my head. A wave of heat rolls through me and I shift underneath you, hoping to feel your hardness inside me. You shake your head again. “No moving,” you whisper.

You let go of my wrists and trace your hands down my sides. My hands are free, but I keep them exactly as they are. I close my eyes. We’re both somewhere else now, floating in a kind of feverish dark where the only thing I can concentrate on is following your directions toward the depths of our pleasure.

Kissing the hollow of my throat where it meets my chest, you cup my breasts. Then you kiss my nipples. They’re erect beneath your lips. You slip two fingers inside me and I know you can feel how swollen I am. I can’t help it, my hand grabs for yours. “Please,” I whisper. “I want to fuck you.” But you keep your hand where it is, moving your fingers in slow circles.

“I want you inside me,” I say.

“Trust me.”

At the sound of your voice, deep and hungry, a fullness builds in me, a pressure that only you can release. Or maybe it’s that no one has ever tried like you to become so intimate with the geography of my body.

The fuller I become, the more I want to wriggle away. I fight the urge to pull at your hand and a molecule inside me awakens. Will it evaporate or build, I wonder.

It flits away, and I take the time to catch my breath.

“Stay with it,” you whisper in my ear.

I arch my back and push deeper into you. Your stubble scratches my cheek, leaving a sting. This time the molecule returns, and now it’s multiplying. My mouth opens and I breathe faster and harder.

“Trust me,” you say. “You’re so close.”

My hips move with your hand, urging you to press harder, stay longer, keep going until I can melt against you.

“You’re so close,” you repeat, as if you know my body better than I do. 

I move against you until I’m about to shatter. “I’m going to come.” Declaring it out loud gives my body permission. I let my head fall backward. I scream into the desert sky.

You smile, kissing me hungrily, and I know then that we are not done.

My body trembles. “What was that?” I ask.

You just smile, and in between kissing me, you ask, “Can I fuck you?”

My body is yours. You can do whatever you like with it. I nod and lie back into the warm sleeping bag, spreading my legs for you, my thighs still quivering. You enter me quickly and your thickness is even more pronounced. I tighten around you, as if begging you to stay. Never leave.

You grip my hands and we intertwine our fingers, digging into the hard ground.

“God, you feel good,” you whisper.

I roll on top of you so that my legs are wrapped around your waist. You sit up, too, your hands on the small of my back. You take my breast in your mouth, biting my nipple and then sucking on it, as if to apologize. I raise and lower my hips as you push more deeply inside me. We move together, faster and faster.

I lean back and feel a strange tickle at my neck. It’s warm. Too warm. I swipe at the sensation with my hand.

I sit up straighter and focus on you. I focus on our bodies, your skin against mine, the feeling of fucking you.

Now there is a tickle at my cheek. More like a cloying wind. I brush it away. I move against you, but the pressure of our bodies against each other has gone. I can feel the hard earth beneath me—but I’m on top of you, I should feel you, not the ground. The strange, annoying breeze returns to my cheek, distracting me from you.

I look down, but you turn away. I can’t see your face.

I press my eyes shut and will myself back into my body, into its rolling waves of pleasure. I desperately want to get back to the heat between us.

But I’m somewhere else now.

My eyes fly open. I’m staring directly into the face of my husband, sleeping beside me. I’m not in a tent or beneath the stars. I’m in my bedroom, between crisp pin-striped sheets.

The heat I feel is not my own desire but my husband’s breath, warm and stale, against my face. Each time he exhales, he makes a noise like a tiny bicycle pump working hard to inflate an enormous life raft.

I sink my face into the pillow, willing myself back into the dream, to the tent, to the cold, starry night.

It’s no use. I’m awake now.




Dallas, 
Texas
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NOW




Chapter 1
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There’s a room in our house that we rarely set foot in. It’s the third of three bedrooms, small and perfectly square, the room no one sleeps in. It’s also the only room that still has carpet—thick, creamy white pile laid down by the previous owners.

Oliver and I have come here searching for wrapping paper, just enough to wrap the small plastic mermaid he and our daughter, Emmy, bought for her best friend’s birthday. “They would have wrapped it for you at the store,” I say. I can’t help it. “For free.”

He glances toward the overstuffed closet. “We had to hightail it out of there, before Emmy swiped anything.”

“Oliver.” I laugh. “That was one time. Almost a year ago.” When she was five, our daughter stole a pack of Juicy Fruit from the grocery store checkout line, then feigned innocence in the car while trying to blow a bubble.

“She’s a thief, Diana. A stone-cold klepto.” Oliver smiles and backs out of the room, leaving me to hunt for the paper.

In the beginning, Oliver and I dreamed this room could be a work space for us both. It’s too tight for him to set up a proper workshop, but it gets great afternoon light and could fit the kind of drafting table he’s always wanted. And I’d have room for an easel and paints.

When we first met, I was twenty-six and living in Dallas with seven roommates in a run-down house we all tried to pretend was an artist commune. We called it “The Co-op” but it was more like a party house that no one ever cleaned. I once determinedly taped up a chore chart with a sign-up column, thinking this would fix things. Instead of marking down their own initials, my roommates penciled in Matthew McConaughey for toilets and The Ghost of Sir Alec Guinness for kitchen duty.

In the hottest part of summer, someone left raw meat in the broken garbage disposal and we got maggots, so I started stashing my food in my room. Some afternoons, I amused myself by sketching the house and my roommates, embellished and a little grotesque. I sent a handful of the drawings to my friend Barry, back in Santa Fe, and others to my best friend, Alicia, away at film school in New York. I signed them “Dirty Diana” because exaggerated stories of my filthy Co-op adventures horrified Barry and made Alicia laugh. They both sent back long, sweet letters, and once Alicia just sent a note that read, “Blink twice if I should send help,” glued to a clean kitchen sponge.

Then one night I got food poisoning, probably from the family meal at my waitressing job, and had to hole up in the Co-op’s downstairs bathroom. My housemates were having a party, and while I lay on the cold tiled floor, my long, dark-blond hair matted to my sweaty face, I prayed for the vomiting to end as partygoers stepped over me to use the toilet. Curled up near the bathtub, I noticed its edges had been graffitied in Sharpie. Someone had drawn a pretty good Bart Simpson on a skateboard, and someone else had composed a limerick: Now I sit, my buns a-flexin’ / I just gave birth to something the size of a Texan. My head was split open with a headache and in that moment I thought, Nice rhyme. But the meter is off. The next day I started looking for a new place to live.

I saw five studio apartments, all with leaks and strange smells, and then I walked up to the last place on my list, in a squat gray stucco building on a quiet street, with a cheerful row of pink rosebushes along the entrance.

A guy sat out front, calmly slapping at mosquitoes. “Ms. Reece?” He folded the paper he’d been reading into a perfect square and stood, tucking it into his pants pocket. He was dressed like someone much older, in pleated khakis and a mint-colored button-down shirt, so it was only when I got near him that I realized we must be close in age. He had thick brown hair, broad shoulders, and blue-green eyes that look the way I imagined a midwestern lake does at the peak of summer—no choppy waves, just warm, glistening water.

I apologized for keeping him waiting. “I got the wrong bus. Twice, actually. I got off the wrong bus to catch the right one and got back on the wrong one.” I searched his expression, those kind eyes, and imagined how I’d sketch him: perfectly straight nose down, looking up at me from under furrowed brows, a thought bubble over his head: Jesus, who sent this one?

But in real life, there was no judgment on his face, not even a ripple in his calm eyes. I pushed my bangs from my forehead, wishing I’d washed my hair instead of twisting it into the messy bun at my neck. “And then the AC on the third bus wasn’t working, so even though I was on the right bus, it definitely felt like—” There it was, a small but perceptive crinkle between his brows. “It was the right bus,” I wrapped up. “But it felt like the wrong bus.”

He paused, as if to let me catch my breath. “I’m Oliver Wood. You’re here to see 4B?”

“That’s right. I’m Diana.”

We shook hands and I followed him to the elevator. The space was so tight that standing side by side my shoulder grazed his biceps and I could smell his aftershave, light and clean. When the doors shut, he leaned forward and pushed the fourth-floor button three times. Nothing happened. We waited in silence and he tried again. Still nothing. This seemed to fluster him, so I jumped up and down and the elevator jerked awake.

“Thanks.” He cleared his throat. “Have you lived in Dallas long?”

“Not really, no. About a year.”

“Are you in school?”

“No. I paint.” The elevator was hot and silent so I added, “I just published a book.”

“Really?” His eyebrows rose, like he was genuinely happy for me. “I’ll have to buy a copy.”

“It’s kind of hard to find. It was published by a tiny local press.”

“Oh.” His disappointment surprised me.

“I could send you a copy?”

The book was the whole reason I’d landed in Texas, after an editor had been so encouraging of my work and even found me a room at the Co-op. I pictured what might happen if I did pull out a copy in the tiny elevator, and together this polite stranger and I leafed through my paintings, some of them of women in various states of sexual longing, framed by interviews I’d compiled about their desires.

“My aunt paints,” Oliver piped in.

“Oh yeah?”

“Mostly portraits. Of her dog.” He lowered his voice as if she were near. “They’re a little frightening. But come to think of it, her dogs are pretty frightening so maybe she’s more talented than I think?”

“Maybe.” I smiled and felt his shoulders relax beside me.

Oliver showed me to the apartment door, then pulled a gigantic ring of keys from his satchel and tried one after another, the tips of his ears going pink. Finally there was a click and he sighed. “High security, right? Even the tenant can’t get into their own apartment.”

The apartment wasn’t much: a square room with two small windows, one overlooking the parking lot and the other overlooking the roses. A small kitchenette with a half-size refrigerator, an electric oven, and a sink. Oliver consulted his sheet of paper and said, “All new appliances!” And then he opened the refrigerator and found a half-empty bottle of ketchup, a jar of mayonnaise, and a Coors Light. “And look at the amenities!”

When I laughed, he looked relieved. “I’d give you more of a tour but you really just have to spin around,” he said. “Not that that’s a bad thing. Less to clean?”

I remembered the Co-op’s Sharpie poetry and sticky bathroom floor. “I like it.”

“Water and trash are included. Do you like baths?”

“I do.”

“Good. I like baths too.” He swung open a door just opposite us, and then paled when he saw the size of the bathroom, which barely fit a toilet much less a tub. “I really am horrible at this.”

“It’s actually the nicest apartment I’ve seen today.”

“Yeah, but you deserve a bath.” The intimacy of this took us both off guard and Oliver blushed.

“The kitchen is definitely the best I’ve seen today.”

“Do you cook?”

“Not at all.” Then, because I got the impression neither of us wanted the house tour to end, I opened the fridge and reached for the Coors Light. “I do appreciate the amenities.”

He smiled again and took the bottle from my hands, opening it with one of the many keys on his ring. The beer was cold and delicious and I handed it back, offering to share. “I’d get you a glass, but …” I gestured around the empty kitchen. “We could sit on my imaginary couch?”

He considered the invitation, or considered me, and while he did I pictured the Manga-style sound effect for deafening silence appearing over our heads. Oliver rolled the beer bottle in his hand. Then he waved toward the wall where a couch should be. “I didn’t expect you to go for the cherry-red leather, but it looks nice in here.”

I laughed. “Matches the coasters you macraméd for me.”

We sat on the floor and passed the beer back and forth. The last of the orange sunlight dipped below the west-facing window, but neither of us moved to turn on a light and the room grew dim.

I ran my fingers along the neatly vacuumed rug. “You can tell the carpet was just cleaned. Thank you.”

His expression was earnest. “I have to tell you. I’m not really the broker. This building belongs to my parents. Connie, the woman who usually shows the place, had to pick up her kid, so I said I would do it.”

I was relieved that we both had something to confess. “To tell the truth, I can’t really afford this apartment. I have enough for the first month’s rent and the security deposit. But I can’t afford the last month’s rent up front.” I leaned my head against the wall. “Also, my credit is terrible.”

As I talked, his gaze flitted between my eyes and my lips. “Do you have a job? I mean, aside from painting?”

“I’m a waitress. At Momo’s.”

“That thirties-gangster-themed place? The place where they make the waitresses say ‘fuhgeddaboudit’ every time a customer says ‘thank you’?”

“That’s me.” I put up my hands, like it was a stickup. “You’ve been there?”

He shook his head. “I saw it on the news. The owner’s a sex offender, isn’t he?”

“Mmm.” I considered this. “That would make sense.”

“Well.” Oliver looked down at his lap. “I will now be dedicating my free time to finding you a new job.”

“Thank you.”

He leaned close, gently nudging my shoulder with his own. “Fuhgeddaboudit.”

Eight years later, when we moved into this three-bedroom house in our Dallas neighborhood, I was already pregnant with Emmy. We spent the next few months getting ready for the baby, deciding on paint colors and puzzling over IKEA instructions for her furniture. Oliver, who could make beautiful wood furniture from scratch, was as confused as I was by the assembly instructions. “That can’t be right,” he said, turning the pages upside down and back again. “Are we missing a piece?”

Then Emmy arrived, and so did sleepless nights and bouts of crushing anxiety, sandwiched between pure joy and unending loads of laundry.

Now Emmy’s six, and this room is full of plastic storage bins jammed with toddler toys she’s too big for, clothes she’s grown out of, and an enormous collection of Madame Alexander dolls that Oliver’s too afraid to tell his mother give Emmy nightmares. We’ve labeled the bins “DONATION” and we promise ourselves, again and again, that next weekend, we’ll clean them out. It’s now a running joke. At night, when we fall into bed and one of us is thirsty but too lazy to move, we’ll say, “If you get me a glass of water, I swear I’ll donate the bins. Tomorrow.”

What these bins don’t have in them is a single scrap of wrapping paper. I wind through two plastic towers to get to the closet at the back of the room. I turn on the overhead light and survey the shelves. I find extra blankets, a deflated air mattress wadded into a ball, and an old tackle box that holds spare paintbrushes. A few old canvases are stacked against the wall—an oil painting of bluebonnets, and a beach scene, both of which I painted in a night class years ago.

I make my way deeper into the closet. Behind the tackle box, I spot a battered red shoebox. I had forgotten it was in here. It’s sealed with painter’s tape, so I find a scraper and slice it open. Inside is an old minicassette recorder and two rows of minicassettes. Each cassette is labeled with a first name: “Jess,” “Claudia,” “Brynn,” “Theresa,” and so on. A familiar feeling returns—like I’m getting away with something. Underneath the shoebox is an old portfolio crammed with sketches, all portraits of the women on the tapes, intended to be paintings in a second book one day. They had been sketched hastily in thick charcoal pencil—the profile of a woman staring out the window, another reclining in her chair, her hand pulling at the back of her neck.

When I moved to Dallas, the editor I worked with on my first book liked to take me out to shoot pool and get drunk on light beer. Through heavy eyelids she’d pitch my own book to me, as if I’d never heard of it. “The perfect intersection of chronicle and art,” she’d say and I’d nod along, unsure what to add.

A few weeks after the book was published, she moved to Michigan and never returned to work. Her assistant, a young guy with a quiet voice, took her place, but he was shy and awkward and not up for meeting in person. I sent him some rough ideas for a second book and he told me the sketches were nice but too soft. “Try to find the grit. Really mine for it, you know?” The day Oliver showed me the apartment, I’d been mining, very slowly, for months.

Now I take the box of tapes out of the closet and sit on the floor between two storage bins, a space big enough to stretch my legs out in front of me, but small enough to feel hidden. I flip through the tapes, one by one. All these interviews I’d packed away and never returned to.

I pull out a tape labeled “Jess” and put it in the recorder. I hit play and hear her voice:

He was tall. And, like, that’s all it took for him to have confidence. That’s it. He was tall. Can you imagine? Women have to have their shit so buttoned-up to feel even a little bit good and I swear all it took for him was some height. Tall, good shoulders, and all of us girls were like “okay, yeah, I’d sleep with him.”

But really, honestly, I didn’t actually think I would. Have sex with the bartender. I’d never had a one-night stand. But then like, here I was, newly single—okay, recently dumped—cocktail waitressing in a strange city, and acting like I was so cocky. It was easy to be confident at work because the place was always packed and everyone there was desperate to order drinks so even though you were technically waiting on them you had a kind of power. If a customer was shitty, you just ignored them all night, and you got the other girls to ignore them too. Anyway, this guy was a decent bartender and he flirted with every single waitress in the place. He could have sex with any of us, even the hostess and she had a boyfriend. All night as I was working, carrying tray after tray of drinks, I kept thinking, yeah, I want to sleep with someone I don’t know. Someone whose body will be a total surprise. And when he touches me, I won’t know what it’s going to feel like or what’s coming next.

And so, when I handed him my tables’ orders I’d write, like, Vodka soda. Scotch rocks. Let’s get out of here.

It was a joke between us all night. And my notes got bolder each time. Martini up, twist. What’s your place like? Want to show me?

Then, like, Two Stellas. Margarita, rocks. Sex on the Beach—oh, that one’s too easy. Stupid, silly stuff, you know? But it made us both laugh.

And then it was 2 A.M. and our shift was over and the music stopped. They flipped on the bright overhead lights and I thought for sure the mood was gone. But as I was cleaning up, I could feel him still watching me. He had these bright blue eyes and they were playful even with the lights on. And as soon as I finished cashing out my tips I felt his hand on the small of my back and it sent a kind of charge through me, like, I’m really going to do this.

When I turned to face him, he took me by the hand and pulled me out onto the street. It was raining but somehow we got a cab so maybe it was meant to be. And we jumped in the back, so fast, and in the dark, my hands were down his pants and he was up my shirt … I don’t remember his name—I honestly don’t—but I remember how his hands felt under my bra. They were cold, but it felt good, like my whole body was waking up. I wanted to take off all my clothes right there so I could show him. So he could touch me everywhere. So I could see how he felt. I wanted him to touch every part of my body—

“Diana?” Oliver calls from the hallway and I jump. I hit stop and shove the recorder in my pocket. Then I shut the lid on the shoebox of tapes and bury it deep inside a bin of Emmy’s baby clothes.

Oliver appears in the doorway. “Any luck with the wrapping paper?”

“Nothing.” I shake my head. “I’ll pick some up while I’m out.”

He hands me a travel mug of coffee and wraps his arm around my waist.

“Thank you.”

“Of course.”

He nuzzles my neck. “You smell good.”

I feel my body tighten when it should relax.

He pulls me closer and eyes the door. “Emmy is still sound asleep.”

I scan every part of my own body and wish for the right feeling—but any longing to return his affection feels just out of reach. I pull away and smile.

“What?” he asks.

“What do you mean, ‘what’?”

“You’re looking at me funny. Staring.”

“No, I’m not.” Yes, I am. I’m staring specifically at the hair curling out of his left nostril. Don’t focus on the hair. Focus on the kind eyes. The coffee mug, those hands, the steam.

Oliver wipes at his chin like maybe there’s food on his face.

“You just have … this hair.” I point. “There.”

“Shit.” He laughs. “I’m turning into my father. I’ll use that trimmer you gave me, I promise.” He swipes his nose with one finger, trying to push the hair back into place. “Better?”

L’Wren is honking outside. Three quick blasts.

“I wish I didn’t have to go.” I slip from his arms with a kiss on the cheek.

He gazes around the room at all the cleaning out that needs to be done.

“Next weekend?” I smile.

“Sure.” His eyes aren’t on me, but on all the mountains of discarded stuff.




Chapter 2
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“I don’t know which is more depressing, a fifty-seven-year-old man trying to be twentysomething, or a twenty-four-year-old who still lives at home.” L’Wren sighs and swerves into the highway’s carpool lane. She’s terrible at talking while driving. I grip the side of the beige leather seat.

“This is my family but they’re like roommates,” L’Wren says. “Plus Halston. My baby girl is six-going-on-sixteen. She keeps asking me to google ‘Harry Styles, no shirt.’”

“L’Wren! Don’t make me laugh!” Jenna shouts from the back seat. “My filler will mess up.” She presses her hands into her cheeks as if to hold them in place.

L’Wren peers at Jenna in the rearview mirror. They have been friends since high school, and now we all have daughters the same age. “You’re allowed to laugh after you get Botox.”

“It’s not Botox, it’s filler. The derm said don’t exercise or move your face too much for twenty-four hours or the filler could shift.”

“Jesus. Are you getting your filler in the H.E.B. parking lot?”

“No. Stop it.” Jenna almost snorts. “Dr. Laredo. She did Raleigh’s lips that you loved so much.”

At the mention of Raleigh’s name, the three of us go quiet. We sit in the hum of the air-conditioning as L’Wren speeds down the highway. We’re on our annual trip to Roundtop, a massive antiques show south of Dallas. Our first trip was five years ago when we were all in the same Saturday morning Mommy and Me class. L’Wren surprised Jenna and me with a babysitter. She suggested we ditch class and take a mini road trip instead.

Jenna clears her throat. She pokes her head between us, blond curls bouncing. “You could have worse roommates. At least Liam’s like a live-in babysitter, right? He must help y’all out.” Liam is L’Wren’s stepson and is usually too stoned to be of any real help. He’s more of an affable presence. “And at least your husband still has all his hair.”

“Oh, that’s so cute, do you really believe that?” L’Wren asks. “That Kev hasn’t lost hair? Do I need to remind you about last summer? The hair plugs?”

I stifle a laugh.

“Diana, do not feel bad for laughing.” L’Wren turns to me, fully taking her eyes off the road. “True, he can’t help that he’s losing his hair. But. Nobody made him wear that beret.”

“Ohh,” says Jenna. Things often occur to her a few beats late. “I forgot about the beret. Huh. I thought he was going through like a European midlife crisis.”

“What the fuck is a ‘European midlife crisis’?” L’Wren asks.

Last summer, L’Wren’s husband, Kevin, wore a hat for every occasion. Oliver and I even spotted him wearing a hunting cap while taking an outdoor shower at their Memorial Day pool party.

“He did kind of made it work,” L’Wren says, tenderly. “But, poor thing, he had to change the bandages on all the little follicles all the time.”

I flip my mirror down and look at my face in the morning sun, studying the skin beneath my jaw, something I’ve never paid much attention to. There are circles under my amber eyes, but at least my hair is cooperating in long, tamed waves. I pull my skin tight to my ears like a homemade facelift and imagine painting a smoother version of myself with a shiny strip of forehead and a pair of newly puffed apple cheeks. I crinkle my nose, smiling at my own ridiculous expression, then drop my hands, but not before Jenna catches me. I pretend to check my lipstick, dabbing a finger across my mouth.

“And now good luck getting Liam to cut his,” L’Wren says.

I flip up the mirror. “Who cares how long Liam’s hair is?”

“I think it’s why he got fired.”

“Who got fired?” Jenna asks.

“Liam,” says L’Wren. “Honestly, I didn’t even know you could get fired from an internship. Don’t they have to pay you something before they can fire you?”

I happen to know Liam wasn’t fired. He just stopped showing up. But I don’t say this. I shift in my seat and feel the recorder still in my pocket. I quietly slip it into my purse as L’Wren continues to vent.

“I thought, it’s an ad firm, it’s creative, maybe he’ll like it? He was miserable. But, lord, we all hated our jobs at some point, right? That’s why they call it ‘the Sunday Scaries,’ right?”

When Liam moved in with them a year ago, I thought L’Wren’s head might explode. For someone like L’Wren who has a habit of collecting strays—cats, rabbits, lizards—having her stepson move back into the house was remarkably disruptive. But L’Wren quickly formed a deep affection for him. He confuses her, but in a way she seems determined to decode.

She sighs loudly. “I want him to be an artist, if that’s what he wants. I just want him to be an artist with ambition, you know?”

A red Maserati cuts us off. L’Wren lays on her horn but doesn’t slow down. “Maybe I’ll just buzz that head of hair in his sleep …”

Out the windows, gentle rolling hills covered in bluebonnets and dotted with grazing horses give way to fields of towering sunflowers and I’m only vaguely aware of my friends talking around me. My mind drifts to the old canvases I’d found in the closet. Those poor bluebonnets I tried to paint. They really looked like something had chewed on them. Then I think of the box of tapes and the sketches I’d found. I can’t remember if I’ve ever shown the drawings to anyone. Even Alicia. For a while, both she and Barry would ask how the new book was coming every time we spoke. But eventually they both seemed to forget about it too.

As if her ears were burning, my phone rings and it’s Alicia. I hit decline and send her a quick text.

Call you tonight!

I wonder if I should play her one of the tapes. Or just mail one to her out of the blue for fun.

“How about you, Diana?” L’Wren asks.

“What’s that?”

“How often do you and Oliver have sex?” L’Wren says this so flatly she might be asking me how often I floss. “My mother called to tell me all about an interview she read with Madonna, who says the key to a healthy marriage is sex three times a week.”

“With your husband?” I ask.

“Diana!” Jenna giggles from the back seat.

“No—” I can feel myself blush. “I just meant, is Madonna even married?”

“Every magazine in my mother’s house is a Good Housekeeping from like twenty years ago. But you get the point,” L’Wren says. “How often?”

“Mmm.” I narrow my eyes, as though I were working it out. A prickly hot sensation spreads down my neck at the memory of the last time Oliver and I had sex. A date night. It was an unseasonably warm evening, so we sat outside at Delmonico’s and then quickly regretted trying to eat pasta in the heat. We pushed around the food on our plates, drank too much white wine, then fumbled with our cash when it came time to pay the babysitter. Upstairs in our bedroom, we peeled off our clothes and had quick, sweaty sex. Oliver felt good inside me, he always did, but still I felt a need to speed things along. “I want you to come,” I whispered in his ear. “Now?” he asked. “Like this?” “Yes, just like this.”

“Jenna …” L’Wren taps my thigh to be sure I catch this. “Tell Diana how often you and Charlie do it.”

Jenna counts off the days on one hand, flashing her lavender-tipped French manicure. “Four times a week, unless one of us or the kids is sick. Every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday is sex, and Sunday is a hand job because I’m totally spent.”

“Wow,” I say. “Four times.”

“You know blue balls isn’t a real thing, right, Jenna? No man in his fifties needs to climax that much!” L’Wren says.

“Well, Charlie is forty. Plus, it’s like exercise,” Jenna says. “You don’t always want to do it, but then you do it, and you’re glad you did. And Charlie is so much easier to be around afterward. It’s like wearing out a puppy.”

“Ha.” L’Wren laughs. “True.”

“Should we stop and pee before Roundtop?” I ask her.

L’Wren looks at me, then presses her turn indicator. “Jenna, feel free to take Mondays off from now on—you’re making the rest of us look bad! Kev and I are every other Friday.”

“We’re about the same,” I lie.

“But you and Oliver don’t have to schedule it in. You’re an artist, it just happens …”

“Spontaneous sex,” Jenna shakes her head. “Can y’all imagine?” Hard to tell if the idea excites her or horrifies her.

“It’s what you do, right?” L’Wren crosses two lanes for the offramp. “What happens if you stop having sex with your husband? Somebody else starts having sex with your husband.”

“Mm-hmm,” Jenna nods her head solemnly. “Like Raleigh. So sad.”

Again, the car goes quiet at the mention of Raleigh’s name and I’m not sure what I’m missing. “I thought Raleigh cheated on her husband, not the other way around?” I say. Why do I want to score a point for Raleigh? I hardly know her, beyond seeing her at school dropoff and birthday parties or making small talk on the sidelines at our kids’ soccer games.

All I can think is no one talks about how mysterious marriage is. The three of us in this car have bonded over every intimate detail of pregnancy and motherhood. “I know you’re not supposed to look at your vagina right away,” Jenna confessed about giving birth, “but I couldn’t resist. I took a mirror into the hospital bathroom and almost passed out. It wasn’t even the
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