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Chapter 1: The Black Folder

The black folder sat on the salon counter while I drew my own face, and I kept thinking: someone is going to grade this.

Not Candy. Candy graded everything on a curve that started at “babes” and went up. Not a client in a suite, where the lighting was forgiving and the protocol was a guardrail. Tonight my face would be read across a private dinner table by a man who had known Margaux longer than I had been alive, who collected real estate and ex-wives and, according to Sienna, never smiled in the archive. The folder had his name on the tab in a typeface someone had paid to design. Atticus Pierce. It had been on my nightstand for two days. I had read the single page inside it eleven times and it still said nothing I could use.

So I drew. Foundation, then concealer under the eyes where the nerves lived, then the slow geometry of contour up the cheekbone Candy swore I’d been hiding under a hoodie my whole life. My hand did the wrist-turn with the highlighter brush without me telling it to. Twelve minutes, start to finish, where it used to take an hour and produce a clown.

“Okay, stop staring at the folder, babes.” Candy appeared behind me in the mirror, all platinum and pink, F-cups doing their gravity-defying thing under scrubs cut low enough to qualify as a public service. She set a cashmere wrap dress over the chair, oatmeal-colored, soft as an apology. “We’re going expensive-girlfriend, not elegant-bimbo. Atticus is old money. Old money thinks shine is for people who just got theirs.”

“How do you know what old money thinks?”

“I dated a guy with a trust fund for like three weeks. He had a boat and a personality disorder.” She fluffed my hair, frowned at it with professional displeasure, and reached for the flat iron. “We want sleek but not lacquered. Muted gloss. You’re a woman who reads, babes. You’re a woman who has a favorite museum.”

“Do I have a favorite museum?”

“You will if he asks.”

That was the brief, then. Be a woman with an inner life that didn’t include a cage or a contract.

Piper had come by my room that morning, before the salon, before any of it, and sat on the edge of my bed with her tea and walked me through dinner pacing in her soft, measured way, saying almost nothing until the thing she said mattered. Let the silences be his to fill, she’d told me. Expensive men test you with silence the way other men test you with questions. Answer in fewer words than feel comfortable. Eat slowly. Never reach for your water before he reaches for his. And when he tries to find the bottom of you, and he will, give him a real thing that costs you nothing, so he stops digging for the real thing that would.

I’d written none of it down. I didn’t need to anymore. The brownstone had a curriculum for everything, and I had stopped resisting the curriculum somewhere around the time I stopped flinching at my own reflection, and that was a sentence I let pass through without examining too closely.

I let Candy work. The flat iron hissed close to my ear, and the smell of warm hair and salon product and Candy’s vanilla everything settled over me like the room always settled over me, this aggressively pink box where I had been disassembled and put back together over and over until the reassembly stopped feeling like an assault and started feeling like a routine.

I am good at this now, I thought, watching her smooth my hair into something glossy and adult. That’s all this is. I am a professional getting ready for a job.

The thought landed clean and held for almost a full minute before I noticed I was using it to keep my hands from shaking.

Candy clipped the last section, stepped back, and clasped her hands under her chin. “Okay. Tell me you don’t look like you summer somewhere.”

I looked. The woman in the mirror had her dark-honey hair swept smooth past the jaw, a face contoured into soft confidence, lips in a muted rose that read as natural and probably cost forty dollars. She looked like she had opinions about wine she’d be wrong about charmingly. She looked, I thought, expensive in the way that pretends not to be.

“Her,” I said, before I’d decided to say anything. The word landed in the room and I let it. The woman in the glass. It took a handful of seconds, the lag still long in those early weeks, before the rest of my brain caught up and filed her under me.

Candy’s smile did something soft. She didn’t comment. She’d stopped commenting on the mirror words weeks ago. You stop pointing out a sunrise to someone who lives where you do.

“Dress,” she said instead.



She zipped me into the cashmere and the dress did what good clothing does, which is make a decision for you. It hugged the new shape of my hips, the rounding Candy charted on a clinical record and never read aloud, and it draped over the bra that filled out the front of the dress more than it used to, the filler doing the work the hormones had only just started, enough to make the front of the dress a suggestion that read like a statement. Kitten heels, because Atticus’s car would have a driver and the venue would have no stairs and there was no reason to wobble.

Then Candy reached into her pocket and the tone changed, as it always changed when the bubbles drained out of her and the clinician surfaced.

“Out-Call phone.” She set the black device in my palm. Small, unbranded, lighter than it looked. “Stays on your person. Purse, not the table. One button gets you the driver, two gets you Margaux. If anything goes sideways, you text the word ‘powder’ and the booking’s over, no discussion, and Theo comes up to get you. You memorize this?”

“One driver, two Margaux, powder ends it.”

“Good girl.” It slipped out clinical, instructional, but it still went where it always went, somewhere under my sternum, and I hated and didn’t hate that two syllables from a woman with duck lips could do that. “You won’t need it, babes. Atticus is, like, genuinely scary, but he’s scary the other way. He’s scary because he’s patient. He’s not gonna grab you in a stairwell. He’s gonna make you want to be grabbed and then make you wait six months.” She tucked a strand behind my ear, an inch of warmth, and then she was bubbly again, the whiplash fast enough to give me motion sickness. “Okay! Go be a woman with a museum!”



Margaux was at the door of the brownstone when I came down, because of course she was.

She did not announce herself with words. She announced herself as she always did, by being assembled into a column of black tailoring and silver-streaked dark hair and standing so still that the rest of the hallway seemed to be fidgeting. The blazer fit as her blazers always did, like the fabric had been talked into it. Reading glasses on the thin chain. She looked at me once, top to bottom, an appraisal so quick and total that I felt inventoried.

“Adequate,” she said, and something loosened warm and low in my belly, the same as it had since the very first day, the thing I had given up pretending was about professional validation.

Then she stepped close enough that I caught the sandalwood, and she lowered her voice, and the lowering was the dangerous register, the one that meant listen.

“He will try to learn what you cost,” she said. “Tonight, at the table, between courses, wrapped in something charming. He will ask in a way you will not recognize as asking. Do not tell him.”

“I don’t know what I cost.”

“I know,” Margaux said. “That is precisely why you cannot tell him. A woman who does not know her own price cannot be bought at a discount. Stay that way as long as you can.” A pause, the kind she rationed out. “The car is here. Go.”

She did not wish me luck. Margaux did not believe in luck. She believed in preparation and leverage and how a system performed under load, and I was, tonight, a system going out under load for the first time without her hand on the controls.



The agency car was black and quiet and smelled of leather and the cold mint the drivers kept in the cupholders. Theo drove. I’d ridden with Theo before; he was a wall of a man who said maybe nine words a night and treated the rearview mirror like it didn’t exist, which was its own kind of professionalism. The city slid past, lit up and indifferent, and I watched it and ran my persona drills as Piper had taught me, building the woman who would sit across from Atticus, and somewhere around the fourth block I realized the dinner was real and my hands had gone cold and the cage, which had no opinions about logistics, had begun answering the fear anyway.

I pressed my thighs together once, professionally, to settle it, and looked out the window.

The dining club had no sign. That was the first thing. A townhouse on a quiet block, the kind of door that money hides behind, glossy and dark, and when Theo pulled to the curb a man in a coat opened my door before the car had fully stopped and said “Miss” with the practiced blandness of someone trained not to look. Inside: wood paneling the color of old whiskey, low lamps, the murmur of a room where everyone could afford silence. The staff greeted Atticus by not greeting him, which I understood was the highest form of greeting this place performed. He was already standing when I reached the table.

Silver hair, swept back, thick for a man in his late sixties. A charcoal suit that fit like a second opinion. Steel-gray eyes that did to me what Margaux’s eyes did, except where hers read a file, his appraised a property. He took my hand, and he did not shake it. He held it, turned it slightly, tilting it to read the surface of it in the low lamplight.

“Nataly,” he said, in a low baritone with all its corners sanded smooth. “Margaux mentioned you would be lovely. Margaux understates. Sit, darling.”

I sat. The chair received me like it had been waiting.

What followed was four courses and a conversation that was an interview pretending to be charm.

He ordered for me without asking and got it right. Not approximately right, exactly right, the dish I would have chosen if I’d had the nerve to want it, as if he had read a file on my palate, the same files Margaux kept on everything else. He corrected the sommelier’s pour with one lifted finger, no words, and the wine came an inch lower in the glass and tasted, even to my one-semester education, like something with a memory. The whole room seemed to run on that economy of gesture: nothing announced, everything understood, a language of small movements that I was, I realized, fluent enough in to be afraid of.

He asked about art school, and I built the woman who had finished it, the studio she kept, the watercolors she still did on weekends because the loans hadn’t killed the love. I built her well. Piper had taught me that the lie a client buys is never the big one; it’s the small true thing wrapped around it, the detail you don’t have to invent. So I gave him my mother’s medium, watercolor, landscapes, said it was mine, and watched him receive it.

He let me build her for two sentences. Then he said, mildly, into the gap between the first course and the second: “You didn’t finish, though. One semester. The loans.”

He said it as you’d correct a child’s arithmetic, gently, to be helpful, no triumph anywhere in it. And I understood that he had asked a question he already knew the answer to so that I would understand he knew the answer. The understanding was the point. He wasn’t catching me in a lie. He was showing me the depth of the water.

“One semester,” I agreed, and did not flinch, because flinching was a price and Margaux had told me not to pay prices tonight. “The watercolors are still real, though.”

The steel eyes held on me a half-second past where they needed to. Approval, maybe, that I’d kept the true thing and let the false one go without a fight. “Of course they are,” he said. “The loans take the diploma. They never take the eye.” And he moved on, but I’d felt it, the small click of having handed him exactly the right amount of myself.

The second course came and went. He talked about a Rothko he’d loaned to a museum and watched me to see if I knew what a Rothko was, and I did, barely, from the one semester, the big silent fields of color that were supposed to make you cry if you stood in front of them long enough. I said the part about crying. He said, “Have you?” and I said, “Not yet,” and he smiled for the first time all evening, a small thing, gone almost before it formed, and I thought of Sienna saying never smiling in the archive and understood she just hadn’t been at the right dinner.

He talked about other things too, and the talking was the test continuing, every subject a small door he opened to see whether I’d walk through it badly. A sailing trip, to see if I’d pretend to know sailing. I didn’t; I said I’d never been on anything bigger than a delivery truck, and he liked that, the not-pretending, the refusal to invent a yacht. A book he was reading, to see if I’d lie about having read it. I hadn’t; I said so; I asked what it was about; and the asking, the genuine curiosity, was apparently the right move, because he told me, at length, and watched me actually listen, and something in him settled, the settle of a man who suspected a thing might be cheap and found instead it had been made well. I understood I was passing a test whose questions kept changing, and that the only way to keep passing was to stop trying to pass, to just be the woman with the eye and the dead mother’s medium and the one honest semester, and let him find the floor of me and discover the floor was real.

The third course came. He asked about my father, lightly, a door I did not walk through, and he noticed I didn’t, and noticed I didn’t flinch either, just let the question sit unanswered with a small smile, and he released it as he’d released the price, unforced, and I understood I’d passed that one by declining to play it.

Between the third course and the fourth, he did the thing Margaux had warned me about. He asked, wrapped in a story about a horse he’d once bought at auction, what I thought I was worth. Not in those words. He never used those words. He talked about the horse, about how the price was meaningless until two men wanted the same animal, about how value was a conversation and not a number, and then he looked at me over the rim of the wine and said, “And you, darling. What do you imagine Margaux has decided you’re worth?”

“I haven’t asked her,” I said. “And she hasn’t told me.”

“Because she doesn’t know, or because she won’t say?”

“Because I don’t know yet.” It was the truest thing I’d said all night and I gave it to him precisely because it was the one thing he couldn’t use. A woman who doesn’t know her own price cannot be bought at a discount. I had walked in repeating Margaux’s sentence like a charm, and now I felt it work, felt his recalculation, the small respect of a man who had reached for a handle and found the door had no handle.

“Good,” Atticus said. Just that. And he let the subject go like a fish too small to keep.

And underneath all of it, the cage stirred.

Not because he was beautiful, though he was, in the weathered way of a man who had never once worried about money. Because of the attention. Because I was being assessed at a level of seriousness no one outside Margaux had ever applied to me, and my body had learned, somewhere in months of training, to read serious attention as the prelude to being handled. I sat in cashmere with my thighs pressed and felt myself respond to being valued at whatever this dinner cost, and I labeled the response professional and knew, even as I labeled it, that the label wouldn’t hold.

At the end, over a coffee I didn’t need and a small plate of something I didn’t eat, he turned my hand over on the white tablecloth. Palm up. And he pressed his thumb into the center of it, slow, deliberate, the way you’d press a hallmark into soft metal to prove the metal was yours, and held it there.

“I look forward to seeing what Margaux makes of you,” he said. “Or what you make of her, darling.”

Clients did not talk about Margaux. Clients did not know there was a her to make anything of. The line went into me like a splinter and stayed, as Sienna’s warning had stayed, as everything that mattered stayed, lodged just under the skin where I’d find it later and worry at it.

He paid. The driver was called. He walked me to the door himself, a hand at the small of my back for exactly the length of the hallway, no more, deliberately just short of a line, and I felt the warmth of his palm through the cashmere and catalogued the cage’s answer to it and got into the car shaking very slightly in a way that had nothing to do with cold.



The city ran backward past the window, smeared into stripes of gold and red, and I sat in the back of the black car with my palm still warm where his thumb had been and let myself, for the length of one bridge, stop performing.

I replayed it. The thumb. The slow press into the center of my hand, the hallmark, the yours. The cage answered the memory as it had answered the reception months ago, in another life, except this time I didn’t startle. This time I observed it, the swell against the bars, the metal taking up the slack as my locked cock tried to do the thing it could no longer do, and I named the response clinically. A professional response to status, I told myself. Anyone’s body would respond to being valued at that price.

And then I pressed my palm flat against the front of the cashmere dress, over the cage, and held it there.

The pressure went through the dress, through the dusty-rose lace, through the bars, and down to the place behind them where the real pleasure lived now, the spot that had nothing to do with the useless caged thing in front and everything to do with the throb that woke up when something pressed the perineum. My breath fogged the cold window. I watched the fog bloom and shrink and bloom. The driver’s eyes flicked to the mirror once, just once, a flat professional check, and I went still and then, when the city took his eyes again, I did not stop.

Slow circles. The heel of my palm grinding the cage back into me, the cage grinding the spot, the spot blooming heat up into my belly. Pre-cum beaded at the trapped tip and ran into the lace, a damp warmth spreading where no one would ever see it, where I had chosen dusty rose precisely so that the secret would be soft. My thighs pressed and released around my own hand. I rode the cold leather seat in increments, hips rocking the half-inch the dress and the dignity allowed, breathing through my mouth, the want building with nowhere to go because the cage made sure it had nowhere to go, building toward a top step I knew I wouldn’t reach in the back of a car with Theo three feet away.

The memory ran on a loop under the rocking. The thumb pressed into the center of my palm, slow, deliberate, the hallmark stamped into soft metal, yours. The four courses of being read, the dish ordered right, the finger lifted at the sommelier, the whole economy of small gestures I’d been fluent enough in to fear. And the line, the splinter, I look forward to seeing what Margaux makes of you, or what you make of her, darling. I ground the cage into the spot on the memory of his voice saying it and felt the heat climb and knew exactly what I was doing, which was getting off, quietly, in the back of an agency car, on the experience of having been appraised at a level of seriousness no one but Margaux had ever applied to me. Not on him. On the appraisal. On being worth a four-course interview, on being a thing two powerful people might make something of, on the yours pressed into my palm by a man who collected things and had just, gently, started collecting me.

It didn’t matter. The not-reaching was almost the point now. I rode the long denied incline of it, the cage leaking steadily into the set I’d chosen for myself, until the heat plateaued into a low electric hum that I could carry up the stairs, and I took my hand off the cage and folded both hands in my lap like a woman with a museum, and looked at the lit-up city, and reached for the line again:

Any body, valued like that, would have something to say about it.

It came out thinner than it had an hour ago, and I noticed the thinning, and set the noticing aside with the rest of it. None of it closed. It all stayed open on the seat beside me the whole way home, and I did not look at any of it, practiced already at not looking at a thing I’d decided not to deal with.



My room at eleven-forty. The dress hung up, the lace peeled off and folded, the cage wiped clean of its own evidence with a tissue I didn’t meet my own eyes over. The face came off in seven minutes, oil cleanser and micellar water and moisturizer, the routine Candy had built and I now performed without thought, the woman with the museum dissolving down the drain in foundation-colored swirls until the bare face underneath looked back at me from the bathroom mirror.

The bare face was not Nathan’s face anymore. It hadn’t been for a while. The brows had been shaped into permanent arches; the lips sat fuller without gloss; the jaw had softened where the hormones had been quietly redrawing me. It was my face without armor, which was a different thing than Nathan’s face, and I’d stopped expecting Nathan in the mirror so completely that his absence didn’t even register as absence.

The nightstand held the inventory of who I’d become: the happy pills, the lip gloss, the cherry lip balm nearly gone, the photo of myself I rarely turned over anymore, a loose print I’d never gotten around to framing, and the black folder, which was Atticus’s now and which I should put away.

The phone buzzed instead.

The unlisted number. Margaux’s private line, the one she used for things that weren’t the agency.

I read it standing in the cold of the fourth floor with my hair still smelling of the dinner I’d survived, and the cage stirred at her name as it had at his thumb, except deeper, because his attention was new and hers was the gravity I’d been falling toward for months.

My office. Tomorrow, 9:00. We will have the talk I promised. M.

The talk. The one she’d deferred weeks ago with that uncrackable not-readiness, the conversation about what I was choosing that she hadn’t been ready to have. Soon, she’d said. Soon was tomorrow at nine.

I set the phone face-down on the nightstand, beside the photo I rarely turned over anymore, and got into bed in the camisole that was just what I slept in now, and lay there with the cage humming its low denied hum between my thighs. The palm of my hand still remembered the shape of a stranger’s thumb. Nine o’clock. I did not sleep for a long time.


Chapter 2: What You Are Choosing

I expected the talk to be a wall. I’d spent the night building defenses against it, rehearsing the speech where Margaux told me I’d gone too far with the program and ordered me to stop, and the speech where I had to decide whether I wanted her to be right. So when I walked into her office at nine sharp and found her with Candy’s program chart already open on the mahogany desk, glasses on, pen poised, I braced for the wall.

There was no wall. That was the first thing I got wrong that morning, and not the last.

“Sit,” she said.

I sat. The office smelled of sandalwood and the candle that always burned to an irregular shape, and the curtains were half-drawn against the gray morning, and Margaux occupied her chair as she occupied everything, like furniture had been invented to hold her specifically. The chart between us was Candy’s, I recognized the laminate and the pink handwriting in the margins, a flowchart of the bimbo program’s stages with little arrows and the occasional heart dotting an i. It looked absurd on Margaux’s desk, a child’s drawing on a coroner’s table. She did not seem to find it absurd. She found nothing absurd. She found things accurate or inaccurate, and she was reading this one for accuracy.

“Candy’s chart,” she said, and turned it so I could see, though she clearly didn’t need it. “I want to walk you through it. Not to warn you. To make sure you are reading the same document I am.”

She went down it without editorializing, and that was the part I hadn’t braced for, the flat clinical recitation of what I was doing to myself delivered with the same weather-report calm she used on debt balances. The happy pills: reversible for a window, then not, the pleasure associations embedding after a few weeks so that stopping leaves the body trained even after the chemistry clears. The lip filler: reversible within a year. The breast filler: reversible within a year, for now, until the hormones did enough of the work themselves that there was nothing left to reverse. The wardrobe, the nails, the cadence; those she called “habit, which is the only modification with no consent form, because it asks for none.”

“In twenty years,” she said, setting the chart flat, “I have watched perhaps forty women walk some distance down this chart. Some of them got happier. Genuinely. Candy is happier than anyone I have ever employed, and she is not pretending, and she is not stupid, whatever she lets people think.” A pause. “Some of them got quieter. The way Piper is quiet. They did not get sad. They got smaller, in a way that is very hard to describe and very easy to feel in a room. Both outcomes are real. The chart does not tell you which one you will be. Nothing tells you that. You find out by going.”

This was not the speech I’d built defenses against. I sat with my hands in my lap, in the dusty-rose set under the cashmere I’d worn down out of some instinct I didn’t examine, and felt all my arguments become irrelevant.

Then she took off the glasses.

I had learned to read the glasses by now. On meant professional. Off meant she was about to look at the actual person and say something she’d weighed. She folded them, set them on the blotter beside the single pen, and looked at me with the bare dark eyes, and the office got very quiet, the candle the only thing moving.

“I am not going to stop you,” Margaux said. “I want to be clear about that, because I think you came in here hoping I would, so that the choosing could be mine instead of yours. It will not be mine. I am going to make sure that every step you take down this chart, you take with your eyes open. That is the only thing I will give you. Not permission. Not prohibition. Sight.” She let that sit. “You are too valuable to sleepwalk into your own life.”

Valuable.

The word went into me deeper than the thumb in my palm had gone the night before, past any client’s beautiful, past the room’s clean professional approval, down to somewhere none of them had reached. Atticus had spent four courses trying to find out what I cost. Margaux, who knew exactly, had just told me without a number, and the number was too much to lose carelessly, and my whole chest went warm and stupid and I had to look at the candle so she wouldn’t see my face do whatever it was doing.

“One condition,” she said. “Every escalation goes through Candy’s full consent protocol, signed, on file. Anything you don’t like, any effect you didn’t expect, the brain too soft on a morning when you needed it sharp, the laugh that arrives wrong, you report it to me. Plainly. Not bravely. You will not perform wellness for me, Nataly. If you start performing wellness for me I will know, and I will be disappointed, and you have learned by now what my disappointment is worth.” The corner of her mouth moved its one allotted millimeter. “Adequate?”

“Adequate,” I said, and her face gave me nothing back, the same closed flat she gave everyone, the eyes dark and level and entirely unreadable, and somehow the nothing pressed hot behind my own eyes worse than any warmth would have, and I tried not to let it turn into something embarrassing.

She wasn’t finished. She picked the glasses back up but did not put them on, just held them, which in the grammar of Margaux meant the next sentence was load-bearing.

“There is a sentence you tell yourself,” she said, “to make all of this sound responsible. You have it ready. It makes the work easier. It is the sentence you gave Candy weeks ago, and it was true, and it was not the whole truth, and I let you keep it because you were not ready to put it down.” The candle threw a long shadow off her hand. “I am going to watch you keep editing that sentence, Nataly. Everyone in this building has, in one register or another. There is no version of me that gets to judge you for it. But I will not pretend with you that the sentence is whole. When you are ready to put it down, you will not need my permission for that either.”

It was about as close to candor as Margaux came, which was to say barely candor at all, a fact about the work delivered flat and operational, gone before it fully registered, and then she put the glasses on and became the agency again.

I didn’t reach for it. You didn’t, with Margaux, any more than you did with Piper, except that with Piper the silence was permission and with Margaux the silence was a wall, and I’d learned the difference. She had offered the sentence as she offered everything useful, peer to peer, as a thing that was true about the work and not an opening onto herself, and treating it as an opening would have been a category error, the kind she did not forgive twice. So I took it the way it was given, and let it go, and pushing against a decision of Margaux’s was the one thing the brownstone had no curriculum for, because nobody had ever successfully done it.

“Dismissed.”

I carried the whole thing out of the office like contraband, the valuable and the everyone in this building has and the almost-smile, and I held it close and unexamined the whole way up the stairs, a sealed thing I was in no hurry to open and read.



Candy introduced the pills properly that afternoon, which meant she introduced them three times because the first two times she got distracted.

“Okay so these,” she said, holding up a small bottle, frosted plastic with a white cap, her own pink handwriting on the label, “are session pills. Or, like, technically the compound name is on here but nobody can say it so we call them thinky-stop pills, because that’s what they do, babes, they stop the thinky.” She shook the bottle like a maraca. “You take one an hour before a booking. By your own hand, I have to say that part, Margaux makes me say that part, by your own hand. And then for like four hours your brain just gets really nice and narrow. You stop second-guessing. You stop doing the thing where you’re having sex and also writing a book report about it in your head.”

“That obvious, huh.”

“Babes, I can see you doing it from across a room. You get this little line right here.” She touched the space between my brows with one acrylic nail. “The pill makes the line go away. It doesn’t make you do anything you don’t wanna do. You can still say red, you can still say no, you can still call the driver. It just turns down the part of you that’s been narrating your whole life like a sad documentary.” She set the bottle in my hand and folded my fingers over it, the same gesture she’d used with the phone, the same gesture Margaux used, a whole agency of women teaching my hand to close around the next inevitable thing. “Session only. Not every day. Daily’s a different program and you’re not on it. Cool?”

“Cool.”

“And it’s reversible at this dose. Four weeks, fully. After that the nice gets a little sticky. I’ll keep checking your sleep and your eyes, that’s protocol, I’m not just looking at you because you’re pretty, although.” She winked, which with the lash extensions was an event.

I took the bottle. I did not take a pill. I put it in the small clutch I carried to bookings, beside the black Out-Call phone, and it sat there like a second key, two permissions in a bag the size of a paperback, and I closed the clasp on both of them and did not think about how naturally they’d come to live together.



Morning meeting the next day. The room off reception, the long table, the coffee, the six chairs, Margaux at the head reading numbers like the price of grain.

“Nataly. Fifty-seven thousand.”

The Atticus dinner had posted in full, the twelve hundred dropping clean off the top, and the number that had been eighty thousand the day I signed was fifty-seven now and falling, and I felt the dark little satisfaction I’d stopped pretending I didn’t feel, the private payout of watching my line drop faster than anyone’s. I wrote it into the part of me that kept score.

“Piper. Nine hundred.”

The room went half a beat quiet. Nine hundred. Two bookings, maybe one, from zero. Piper’s calm held, the practiced calm, but there was an edge under it now, the contract review no longer abstract, the exit close enough to throw a shadow across her tea. She kept her eyes on the middle distance and said nothing, because Piper administrated her fear, she didn’t display it.

Margaux did not read Aria’s number. Aria sat at the far end, spine perfect, ice-blue eyes forward, and the absence of her number was its own announcement: still under review, the suspension’s tail, everyone in the room knowing it and no one saying it, the silence doing the work that cruelty would have done in a lesser agency. Aria’s smile was a held breath. I felt the wince of sympathy and disliked myself for it and filed that too.

The meeting broke. Candy fell into step beside me on the way to the kitchen, already three sentences into a story.

“So this guy on the app, right, he sends me a photo of a BOAT.” She said boat like a verdict. “And I’m like, oh, okay, nautical, fine, I can do nautical. And then I zoom in, babes. I zoom in.” She stopped walking for dramatic purpose. “There’s a COMPANY STICKER. On the hull. It’s a RENTAL. He rented a boat to take a photo on a boat he doesn’t own, to send to me, and he thought I wouldn’t zoom in.” She resumed walking, betrayed. “Used to be the cars, babes. Used to be some guy’d send me his sad little Civic like it was a diamond ring, and I’d be a Porsche-or-above situation about it. Now they’ve upgraded to boats, so I’ve upgraded too. I’m a yacht-or-honesty situation now. One or the other. He can rent the boat, fine, but he has to TELL me it’s a rental, and then we can rent the boat together and have a nice time. It’s the lying about the boat, babes. It’s never the boat.”

“It’s never the boat,” I agreed, and Piper, two steps behind us, made a small sound into her tea that might have been a laugh.

“You’re LAUGHING,” Candy said, wheeling on Piper, delighted, because Piper laughing was rarer than a comet. “Piper thinks it’s funny. Piper, what would YOU do. Boat man. Rental boat. Company sticker. Lies about it. Go.”

Piper considered it as she considered everything, with the small pause where she edited herself, and then said, level: “I’d ask him why he thought I needed to be lied to. And I’d watch his face while he tried to answer. The answer wouldn’t matter. The face would tell me everything.”

Candy stared at her. “Babes. That’s so dark. That’s so SMART and so dark. I just zoom in on the sticker, you do, like, forensic psychology on the man’s SOUL.” She turned to me, scandalized and impressed. “This is why Piper’s Tier Four and I do hair. She’d have known the boat was rented before he sent it. She’d have known he OWNED a boat-renting personality.” She shook her head, the platinum extensions swinging. “I’m gonna start doing the face thing. Watch. Next man who lies to me, I’m gonna do the Piper face thing.”

“You won’t,” Piper said.

“I won’t,” Candy agreed cheerfully. “I’ll zoom in on the sticker. It’s faster and it’s more fun. But I’ll THINK about doing the face thing, and that’s growth.”



My room that night. Door locked. The warmth still in my blood from the evening, a low pleasant glow, and Margaux’s valuable sitting in the warm place where the warmth could reach it.

I took out the larger plug, the one Candy had cleared, and the lube, and I told myself what I was doing while I did it, which was the whole editing habit compressed into a single sentence: a professional maintains her instrument. The clients deserve a professional. That’s all this is. I narrated it in exactly those words, calm and clinical, while my hips were already rocking against nothing and the cage was already leaking into the lace, the narration and the body running on two completely separate tracks and only one of them telling the truth.

I worked the plug in slow, the resistance and then the give, the fullness blooming from the inside, the cage straining uselessly in front while everything that mattered woke up behind it. And then I did the thing I’d started doing lately. I knelt up, upright, in front of the small mirror, and I rode it.

The woman in the mirror knelt with her thighs apart and the rose-pink cage swinging and leaking between them, dark-honey hair past her jaw, fuller lips parted, breasts hormone-tender and lifting with each breath, and she rode the plug in slow grinding circles and watched herself do it. And the word came.

Her.

Third person. The woman in the mirror was riding a plug and I was watching her do it, and for a long suspended moment I did not connect the woman to myself at all, and that split, that gap between the her in the glass and the me behind my own eyes, was the hottest part. I watched her chase it. I watched her face go soft and stupid with the pressure building behind the cage, watched the cage drool a long thread onto the floor, watched her hand come up and brace flat against the mirror, fingers spread on the cool glass, watched her own reflection take herself apart from the inside.

I rode harder, the slow circles tightening into a rock that drove the plug against the spot on every downstroke, and the cage swung and slapped wet against the inside of my own thigh, leaking faster, a steady thread now instead of beads, the lace I hadn’t fully taken off shoved aside and useless. The woman in the mirror had her mouth open. I watched her mouth open. I watched her brace her other hand on her own thigh and grind down onto the plug with no grace left in it, no professional anything left in it, just a feminized body kneeling in a locked room chasing a pleasure that came from a place sex used to not happen, and I thought, in the last coherent second before the editing stopped: this is the part no client pays for, this is the part I do for free, and I don’t do it for the clients at all.

The pressure crested. The narration stopped. Wherever the sardonic voice lived, it went dark, and the silence was the content, and the prostate sissygasm rolled up through me in a long full-body clench, the cage pulsing out a weak useless dribble while the real thing detonated deep behind it, my forehead dropping to the glass, my breath fogging it, my whole body wringing itself out around the plug while the woman in the mirror did the exact same thing a half-inch away and I couldn’t tell, for several seconds, which one of us was real. My thighs shook. A sound came out of me, high and broken in the middle, the sound I never made on purpose, and the woman in the mirror made it too, and the glass held both of us up.

Then the editor came back online, late, like a clerk returning from break to find the work already done.

Maintenance, it offered. The clients deserve a professional.

I wiped the cum off the mirror with a tissue. And I did it without meeting my own eyes, deliberately, keeping my gaze off the glass, the avoidance automatic now, and I noticed I’d done it, and then I noticed that I’d noticed, the noticing stacking up like that lately, layers of awareness I couldn’t edit my way out of.

The plug went back in the nightstand drawer, under the folded stockings, where it lived.



The file slid under the door near midnight.

Sienna’s delivery; I knew her knock by now, two soft taps and then the paper. I didn’t get up right away. When I did, it was an Out-Call form, a new client, and a name I didn’t know.

Quentin. Hotel booking. And in the note field, in the agency’s clean type, one line that made me sit down on the edge of the bed and read it twice:

Books an evening, not an hour. Bring a name you can answer to.

I looked at the bottle of session pills in the open clutch, and the black phone beside it, and the new file in my hand, and the photo on the nightstand, face-up the way it was now, and I lay back against the pillow with all of it in arm’s reach and thought, very clearly and very calmly, that I had no idea what name Quentin meant.

And then I thought that I knew exactly one name I could answer to, and that I’d been answering to it for months without once having to think about it.


Chapter 3: The Girlfriend Experience

The problem with Quentin’s booking was that I had to be someone, and the someone wasn’t on any of Candy’s charts.

“Real-girlfriend casual-expensive,” Candy said, pulling pieces off the rack like she was casting a movie. A silk blouse the color of weak tea, high-waisted trousers that did flattering things to the hips I’d grown, low heels, a thin gold chain, hair down and a little undone on purpose. “Not booking clothes, babes. Not the cocktail-dress, here-is-your-fantasy thing. You’re his girlfriend. His girlfriend wouldn’t dress up for a Tuesday. She’d just look good because she always looks good. There’s a difference and Quentin pays four figures for the difference.”

She read me the brief off the file while she worked. Quentin, late forties, divorced two years, books quarterly, never the same escort twice if he can help it, no kink in the menu sense; his kink was the whole evening. A complete date with a woman who had a life, opinions, a favorite drink she ordered without consulting him, a story about her week. The persona was the service. The sex at the end was almost incidental, as it is in a real relationship, which was, Candy said, exactly the point.

“He’s not lonely for a body, babes,” she said, smudging a soft brown into my crease. “He’s got money, he could rent a body off a website. He’s lonely for the part where somebody knows his coffee order. So you give him a girlfriend for an evening, and you do it so well he forgets to remember it’s an evening.” She stepped back. “You’re gonna be great at this. You’re already a little bit good at being two people at once.”

I let that one go past too.



I built her in the car.

It came easier than it should have, which was the first thing I noticed and the wrong thing to notice. I gave her a finished art degree instead of one wrecked semester. I gave her a studio apartment with northern light and a cat named after a painter, a gray cat, because the gray cat felt true. I gave her a favorite drink, a Negroni, because Piper said order something with a story and a Negroni has a story. I gave her a week: a gallery she’d gone to alone, a deadline she’d hit, a friend she was a little annoyed at.

And somewhere around the third red light I realized the woman I was inventing was just me with the agency surgically removed. Same eye. Same dry little observations. Same favorite color, the dusty rose I’d chosen at the boutique. Same face, the one I wasn’t editing tonight because Candy had built it to look like it hadn’t been built. I’d taken my own life and erased the contract and the cage and the debt and the brownstone, and what was left underneath was a woman who’d finished what she started and kept a cat, and I liked her, and I caught myself liking her, and I filed it.

Good improv stays close to the truth, I told myself. That’s just craft.

It was a clean edit. It held for almost the whole ride. The part it didn’t cover was why inventing the finished version of myself felt less like lying and more like remembering something that hadn’t happened yet.



The hotel was the kind with a lobby bar that cost money just to sit in, low gold light and a pianist no one was listening to and the particular hush of people who never checked a price. Quentin was already there, on a velvet bench by the window, and when he saw me cross the room his whole face changed, and that was the first thing he bought, the change in his face, the relief of being arrived-for.

“Hey, gorgeous. I was watching the door.” He stood, hands finding my waist, a kiss to the cheek that landed soft and warm and just beside my mouth, and a hand sliding to the small of my back to steer me to the bench like he’d steered me a hundred times. He was handsome in the unremarkable way of men who’d been handsome at thirty and maintained it, graying at the temples, good jaw, a watch that didn’t shout. He smelled clean. “I ordered you a Negroni. I hope I remembered right.”

“You remembered right,” I said, and sat, and crossed my legs without thinking about it, and became her.

Two hours. That was the booking before the booking, two hours of being a couple in public, and here is the part I’d spend days editing: I had a good time. We talked about the gallery I’d invented and a real one he’d actually seen, and the cat got a personality, and his week got a personality, a deal that almost died and didn’t, a daughter at college who didn’t call enough. His hand stayed near mine on the bench, occasionally on it. The pianist played. The Negroni had a story and I told it wrong on purpose and he corrected me fondly and I let him.

He asked me about the gallery I’d invented and I described a show I’d half-invented and half-remembered, a real one I’d seen alone once, free admission day, the only kind I could afford then, and I gave it to the girlfriend as a thing she’d gone to on a Tuesday because she had a life with Tuesdays in it. He listened as men listen when they’re paying for the listening to be received, leaning in, his Negroni forgotten, and somewhere in the describing I forgot I was performing and just talked about a painting I’d loved, the way the light fell in it, the thing my mother’s eye had taught me to see, and something in his face eased and he said “you really look at things, don’t you,” and I said “it’s the only thing I’m good at,” which was the girlfriend’s line and also just true, and he covered my hand with his and we sat in it for a second, two people in a gold-lit bar, one of them paying and both of them, somehow, present.

A couple at the next table, our age more or less, leaned over between their own courses with the easy nosiness of people two drinks in. “Sorry, we have to ask,” the woman said, “how long have you two been together? You have such a thing.”

“Eight months,” I said, before Quentin could answer, and his hand tightened over mine with a delight so real it startled me, the squeeze of a man who’d just been handed his own fantasy by a stranger he was paying for it, and I felt the squeeze go all the way through the persona and land on the actual me underneath, which was not supposed to happen, which I noted and could not stop.

The couple cooed. Eight months. The woman said they were coming up on two years and you have to work at it, and I said you do, you really do, and meant it as the woman with the cat, and Quentin looked at me like I’d hung the moon for him in a hotel bar.

We moved to the restaurant for the second hour. He pulled my chair out and the waiter called me “miss” without a flicker and the whole machinery of the evening kept running smooth. Over the meal Quentin told me, unprompted, the actual shape of his loneliness, as clients sometimes did when the persona made it safe: the divorce that had been nobody’s fault and therefore worse, the house too big for one person, how he’d started narrating his own days out loud to nobody just to hear a voice in the rooms. He wasn’t asking me to fix it. He was telling his girlfriend about his week, and his week was sad, and the girlfriend’s job was to receive it without flinching and put her hand over his and say the small true thing.

“You narrate your days,” I said. “I narrate mine too. I’ve done it for years.” Which was, for once, the plain truth, dressed as the most invented woman at the table, and he didn’t know how true it was, and his face softened anyway.

He asked about my mother, because I’d let the watercolors slip in, and I gave him the real one, the landscapes, the backyard, how she painted right up until the treatments stopped working, and I gave it to him as the girlfriend’s history and it was mine and I felt the old grief move through the persona like weather through a house with the windows open. He held my hand across the white cloth. He didn’t say anything stupid. He just held it, and the gray cat watched from the imaginary studio, and for the length of one course I forgot to keep the file.

That was the part I’d edit hardest. Not the sex. The course where I forgot to keep the file.

Nobody in the room saw an escort. That was the layer under the layer. They saw a younger woman with an older man, a story so common it was invisible, a girlfriend, a date, nothing to verify, nothing to wonder about. Not one person in that bar added up the pieces that would have unraveled me. I passed so completely that passing stopped being the event; the event was that I’d had a nice evening, an actually nice one, and I called that performance too, and stacked it on top of all the other files, the tower of them getting tall enough now that I could see it from across the room of my own head.

When he said, “Should we go up?”, he said it like a boyfriend says it, low, into my hair, and the persona didn’t drop.

It deepened. The girlfriend went upstairs.



The suite was warm and dim and the bed had too many pillows, and Quentin closed the door and the click of expensive hardware sealing us in changed the air, and he turned me to face him in the half-light and the date became its body.

“Let me,” he said, when my hand went to my own zipper, and that was the grammar of the whole hour, let me, a man undressing something he believed he owned, unhurried, proprietary, in no danger of being interrupted. He unzipped the trousers slow, down the back, his knuckles dragging the length of my spine, and eased them off my hips, and he made a low approving sound at the rose lace and the soft new shape of me, and then he found the cage through the panties and his hand stilled on it. He knew. The file told him. He cupped it through the lace with a tenderness that had no surprise in it, no cruelty, just inclusion, like the cage was part of the girlfriend and the girlfriend was the whole point.

“All of you,” he said, to all of me, and walked me backward toward the couch.

He sat and pulled me astride his lap, and I straddled him over his still-clothed thighs, the cage pressing to the warm cotton of his stomach where his shirt had come open, and we kissed like the couple at the next table had imagined we kissed, slow and known, his hands learning the new architecture of my hips and dragging me down against him in a slow rock. The cage ground against his belly through the lace, the pressure rolling back into the spot behind it, and I felt the first leak start, warm, into the rose I’d chosen for exactly this, soaking through where it would press to his skin and he would feel it and not care, because the girlfriend leaked, the girlfriend was wet for her boyfriend, that was just what the girlfriend did.

He worked the blouse open one button at a time, in no rush, kissing each new inch of skin he uncovered, the swell of the breasts I’d grown, the hollow of the collarbone, the hormone-bright nipples that had gone tender and dark and that he closed his mouth over until I arched and made a sound and felt the cage leak harder for it. No client had spent time there before. The clients went for function. Quentin had bought the whole girlfriend and the girlfriend had a body that responded to being adored slowly, and he was getting his money’s worth and so, traitorously, was I.

He took his time at my chest, the unhurried attention of a man who believes he’ll be back. He cupped the new weight of me in his palm, thumbed the nipple slow, watched my face while he did it, learning what made me arch, and when he’d found it he lingered there, in no hurry at all, his mouth working one side while his hand worked the other, and the tenderness of it, the sustained adoring attention to a part of my body the clients treated as scenery, lit the hormone-sensitized nerves all the way down to the cage. I rocked against his stomach without meaning to, the cage dragging through the lace, leaking, and he felt it, felt the wet warmth of me against him, and he murmured “my girl” into my skin and didn’t stop, didn’t speed up, just kept adoring me slow while my whole feminized body went liquid under a kind of attention it had never been paid.

“You’re so warm,” he murmured into my throat, and his mouth went down, and he laid me back along the couch and put his mouth on my thighs.

This was where another client would have gone for the cage like a curiosity, or skipped it like a defect. Quentin worshipped around it like it was the most natural geography in the world. His mouth on the smooth waxed inside of my thigh, a slow drag upward, his stubble a faint burn that lit every nerve the hormones had been sensitizing for months. His tongue at the crease where thigh met body. And then, slow and deliberate, his mouth over the cage itself through the lace, his breath hot through the bars, his tongue pressing the metal back against the trapped tip and lower, against the perineum, the spot, and I heard myself make the high sound and pressed the back of my hand to my mouth and he reached up and pulled it gently away.

“Don’t,” he said. “I want to hear my girlfriend.”

The word did it. My girlfriend. The cage flooded.

He moved us to the bed. He undressed the rest of the way, and he was average and warm and human and it didn’t matter, none of the measurements mattered, the booking wasn’t about his body, it was about the closeness, and he gathered me up and arranged me with a boyfriend’s leisurely ease: on my back, and instead of folding my legs up over his shoulders as every other man had, he hooked his arms under my knees and drew my legs around his waist, and came down over me face to face, close, our noses almost touching, and pushed slow into my hole with the lube he’d warmed in his hands first.

The breach, and then the fullness, and then his weight settling onto me chest to chest, the cage trapped flat between our bellies, and my ankles crossing behind the small of his back without my deciding to. No client had used this. They’d all kept the distance, the angle, the professional geometry. Quentin closed the distance on purpose. He stayed face to face, forehead nearly to mine, and rocked into me in long slow strokes that found the spot from inside and held there, and the closeness was the kink, the closeness was the whole four-figure service, and I wrapped my legs tighter and pulled him deeper and stopped being able to tell the persona from the body from the want.

He kissed me through it. That was the part no file could have warned me about, the part that unmade the geometry entirely: he kept his mouth on mine while he moved, slow open kisses between the long strokes, breathing into me, our foreheads touching, and it was nothing like being fucked and everything like being made love to, which was the service, which was exactly the thing he’d paid four figures to feel and I’d been hired to provide, and the providing of it and the feeling of it had no seam between them I could find. His hand stayed in my hair. His weight pinned the cage between us, leaking, useless, the cock so far beside the point it might as well not have been there, all the pleasure coming from the slow press inside and the mouth on mine and the warmth of a whole man held close, the prostate lit up gold and steady under his unhurried rhythm. I made small sounds into his kiss and he swallowed them and gave them back, and I lost, somewhere in there, the thread that connected me to the woman who’d invented a gray cat in a car an hour ago, and there was just this, just close, just him moving in me slow and the boyfriend grammar made flesh.

“Color?” he asked, against my mouth, one hand smoothing my hair off my forehead.

“Green,” I breathed, in persona, and meant it out of persona, meant it down to the floor.

“Say your name for me,” he said, still moving, slow, patient, finding the spot and pressing it and pulling back and finding it again. “I want to hear it.”

“Nataly,” I said, against his lips.

And he said it back to me. “Nataly,” low, while he was inside me, and then again, “Nataly,” on the next stroke, his mouth brushing mine, and the working name I’d been assigned with a pen stroke months ago and the act happening in my body and the girlfriend I’d invented in the car all collapsed into one single thing, one referent, one woman with one name being said into her mouth by a man who believed it was hers and wasn’t wrong, and I came from exactly that, from the name as much as the angle, the prostate orgasm rolling up through me with my legs locked around him and his hand in my hair and my own name in my ears.

The cage pulsed its useless wet pulse between us. My whole body clenched around him, and the sardonic voice was nowhere, gone, silent through all of it, and I heard myself sob his name and the couple at the next table would have understood it as love and I could not, just then, prove they were wrong.

“That’s it, sweetheart,” he said, gentling me through it, watching my face come apart from six inches away. “Right there.”

He finished a few strokes later, inside me, holding still and deep with my ankles still crossed behind him, his breath ragged into my neck, and I felt the warmth of it fill me and held him there with my legs because that was what the girlfriend would do, hold her boyfriend through it, keep him close after, and I did it and the doing of it was indistinguishable from wanting to.

Aftercare was a contracted half hour and he spent it as the persona demanded. He ordered room-service tea, two cups, and a small plate of shortbread he didn’t touch and I ate one square of, and we lay tangled under the too-many pillows and he stroked my hair while it cooled, his fingers tracing slow lines from my temple down. He talked, low, the after-talk of a man who’d gotten what he came for and found it had a person attached. He told me about a vacation he hadn’t taken because there was no one to take it with, a cabin he kept paying for and never visiting, and he wasn’t fishing, wasn’t asking me to come, was just narrating his life to the warm body that had agreed for one evening to be the audience it didn’t have. And we didn’t talk much beyond that, and the tea went cold, and at some point I realized my eyes had closed and my breathing had slowed and I was a single soft inch from actually falling asleep on the chest of a man I’d met three hours ago, lulled by fingers in my hair and the warmth of being held by someone who didn’t, in this moment, want anything else from me.

I caught myself on the edge of it. Pulled back. Opened my eyes.

His fingers kept moving in my hair. The half hour wasn’t up. He’d paid for it. It was, all of it, a service tier.

That was the edit I’d work hardest, and it was the thinnest one I’d built yet, because the persona had been me, and I knew exactly which parts of the evening I hadn’t invented.



He dressed first, and kissed me at the door, a boyfriend’s kiss, and said he’d ask for me next quarter, and was gone, and the suite was just a suite, and I went into the bathroom to fix the face the evening had wrecked.

The mirror caught me first.

Her, I thought, looking at the woman with the soft ruined eye makeup and the kiss-bitten mouth and the well-fucked stillness in her face. Her.

And then I counted. I actually counted, watching the second hand of the bathroom’s little clock, because I’d started noticing the delay and I wanted the number. One. Two. Three. Four. Four full seconds before the rest of my brain reached across the gap and connected the woman in the glass to the me standing in front of it. Four seconds where she was just a woman, a pretty tired woman who’d had a good date, before she became me.

I wasn’t upset about it. That was the new data point, the one I carried down to the car and didn’t edit: not the delay, but the calm. Four seconds, and no alarm at all.


Chapter 4: The Referral

I came down the main stairs at eleven and there was a ghost in the reception, except the ghost was the only ordinary thing in the room and that was what made her a ghost.

Casey. Casey Whitmore, in a fast-fashion blazer trying to look like money, brunette hair shoulder-length and unremarkable, the recruiter’s bright calculating smile already loaded and aimed at the door, holding a clipboard because recruiters always held a clipboard. She was the last person from Nathan’s world who had ever chosen him for anything, even if what she’d chosen him for was a commission. She’d buzzed me into her decorated apartment and poured me wine I couldn’t afford and described a former companion who cleared ninety thousand dollars in seven months, and I had signed because the alternative was Horizon Solutions and ramen, and here she was, returned to the scene, clipboard up, smile loaded.

Then she saw me on the stairs, and the smile stayed but the sentence she’d been about to say to the receptionist died in the middle of her mouth.

I watched it die. I watched her recalibrate in real time, the recruiter mouth still trying to run its program while her eyes ran a completely different one. She knew, abstractly, what the agency did. She sold it for a living. She’d told me, in her apartment, in the gentlest possible terms, that there would be “a transformation component.” She had a file on me somewhere with words like companion and Tier in it. None of that had prepared her for the woman coming down the stairs in a silk camisole and a pencil skirt with her hair past her jaw and her face soft and finished, because the file was words and I was a person, and the gap between the words and the person was the thing that had stopped her sentence.

“Nathan,” she said, and then heard herself, and the recruiter program crashed entirely.

“Nataly,” the receptionist corrected, pleasant, automatic.

“Nataly,” Casey said. “God. Sorry. Of course. Nataly.”

“Hi, Casey.” I came the rest of the way down. I watched her watch me move, the trained walk, the weight on one hip when I stopped, and I saw her trying to find Nathan in any of it and failing, scanning the woman in front of her for the kid who’d shown up to her apartment in his one holeless gray shirt, fifteen minutes late on purpose so it would look like he still had options. He’d had no options. We’d both known it. She’d poured him wine and described the ninety thousand dollars and he’d signed because the math of his life had run out, and now here was the result of that math, walking down a staircase in a brownstone that smelled of sandalwood and money, and she could not reconcile the kid with the woman, and her face was a small ongoing accident about it.

It did something to me too, and I was getting worse at pretending it didn’t. Casey was the last warm thing from the old life. Not a friend, exactly; a connection, an acquaintance with an angle. But she’d known the apartment with the water stain shaped like a running dog, she’d known the version of me that ate ramen and dodged collections, and standing in front of her I felt the distance I’d traveled as an actual physical thing, a width, like looking back down a road at a town you can barely see anymore.

“You look,” she started, and then her hand came up, “your color, the work on your color is so good, can I,” and she was touching my hair before she finished asking, the excuse coming a half-second after the hand, fingers sliding through the dark-honey length Candy maintained. “It’s so soft. Did they, this is all you? This grew?”

“Most of it. There’s a wig for galas.”

Her hand stayed in my hair. That was the part. The professional excuse was checking the color work, and the color work took maybe a second to check, and her fingers stayed a full breath past the excuse, resting against my jaw now, her eyes doing the thing eyes do when the mouth has run out of cover. She was the woman who had built the door I’d walked through, and she could not stop touching what came out the other side, and I understood, standing very still under her hand, that I was watching the most flustered person in the building, and that the most flustered person in the building was the recruiter.

She took her hand back like it had touched a stove.

“You look happy,” she said. It came out wrong, too fast, more accusation than compliment, like happy was a thing I’d stolen from her or a thing she hadn’t expected the contract to include, and she heard the wrongness and her ears went pink.

“I look booked,” I said.

She laughed too hard. Way too hard, the laugh of someone covering, and the receptionist glanced up and back down, and Casey gathered her clipboard against her chest like a shield.

“I’m just here to update the referral file,” she said, recovering the program, snapping it back into place. “Six-month check-in. Standard. I get a small, it’s a small thing, when a referral’s still active and in good standing. You’re very in good standing, apparently. The numbers are.” She stopped. “You’re doing really well.”

“I am.”

She nodded too many times. At the door, clipboard still up, she turned, and the program dropped one last time, and what came out underneath it was not a recruiter sentence at all.

“Maybe we could catch up sometime,” she said. “Properly. Off the clock. Just, coffee or. I’d like to actually.” She didn’t finish. There was no agency category for the request. There was no file for the woman who recruited you wants to see what she made over coffee, and we both knew it, and she stood there in the door having asked for a thing that didn’t have a form.

“Maybe,” I said.

She went. The glossy black door closed behind her, and the reception was just the reception again, the peonies on the credenza, the architecture magazine, the hold music, and I stood there noting that the strangest thing in the room had been the most normal person in it, and that something had happened to her on those stairs that she’d be replaying for a while, the way I replayed things, like everybody in this building seemed to.



Candy was vibrating before I made it to the kitchen.

“Babes. BABES. Was that the recruiter? The one who got you? She was VIBRATING. I came down for creamer and she was standing there like a struck tuning fork. Oh my god. She could not handle you. She could NOT.” Candy stirred her coffee with an acrylic nail, spoons being in the wash, delighted beyond measure. “That is the best thing I’ve seen all week and Lord Pennywhistle rebooked a Regency picnic this week.”

“She touched my hair.”

“Of COURSE she touched your hair. She built you and now she can’t afford you. That’s gotta be, like, psychologically devastating.” Candy sipped, beaming. “Did she ask you out? Tell me she asked you out.”

“She asked for coffee. Off the clock.”

Candy made a noise like a kettle. She put both hands flat on the counter and leaned in, conspiratorial, lash extensions at full mast. “Okay so here’s what you do. You do NOT do coffee. Coffee is a trap. Coffee is daytime and well-lit and she’ll sit there and try to find the boy she sold and not find him and feel WEIRD about it and then she’ll get weird at YOU.” She straightened, satisfied with her own analysis. “If she comes back a third time, THEN it’s interesting. Two times is a recruiter. Three times is a girl with a feeling she can’t afford. Three-time-Casey is a whole different show and I want courtside seats.”

“You’ve thought about this a concerning amount.”

“Babes, I think about everything a concerning amount, that’s the secret of me, everyone thinks I’m not thinking and I’m thinking about ALL of it.” She tapped her temple with a long acrylic. “I just don’t let it ruin my mood. That’s the difference between me and a sad person. Same amount of thinking. Better attitude.”

Piper, at the table with her tea, who I hadn’t even registered was there because Piper had a way of being in a room before you noticed the room, set her cup down and said, quietly, in her complete unhurried sentences:

“Recruiters always come back to look. Once. Every one of them does it, at the six-month mark, with the clipboard excuse, to see the thing they sold.” She turned the cup a quarter-turn on the table. “The smart ones only come back once. Watch whether she comes back again. If she does, she’s not a recruiter anymore. She’s something you’ll have to decide about.” She picked the tea back up. “But that’s not something you’ve had to decide yet.”

I didn’t know what she meant. I would. Piper was always handing me things I’d understand later, small true sentences that surfaced days after she said them.



Miles came at four to cash in the solo session.

He’d requested it after the group booking, weeks ago, a private one-on-one, and the file had finally surfaced it. Miles: late thirties, lean and watchful, the one from the trio who liked to pour himself a drink and observe before he participated. His lane wasn’t really fucking. His lane was direction. Composition. Edging. He liked to build a thing and watch it strain and not let it finish until he decided, and the file was specific, and Candy had prepped me with the medium plug and a warning to drink water and a “he’s a sweetheart, babes, he’s just got a very particular brain.”

The training room had a chair by the mirror and Miles in it, dressed, drink in hand, while I stood in the rose lace with the plug already worked in per his file’s instruction. He didn’t get up. That was the whole structure of it. He directed from the chair.

“The plug’s seated?” he said.

“Yes.”

“Kneel up. On the mat. Facing the mirror.” He took a slow sip. “I want you to be able to see what I see.”

I knelt up. The woman in the mirror knelt with the cage hanging between her thighs and the plug filling her and a stranger watching her from a chair, fully clothed, in no hurry. Her, I thought, and the delay was shorter now, two seconds, maybe less, and Miles watched me have the thought because Miles watched everything.

“Now ride it,” he said. “Slow. I’ll tell you the pace. And you keep your hands flat on your thighs. You don’t touch the cage. You don’t touch anything. You just move when I say move.”

So I rode the plug on his count, hands flat on my own thighs, while he sat and watched and occasionally edited me. “Slower.” “Roll the hips, don’t bounce, you’re not at a club.” “There. Hold that. Stop.” And I’d freeze with the plug pressed against the spot and the pressure backed up with nowhere to go and the cage leaking a slow thread onto the mat, and he’d let me sit in it, sip his drink, and then, just before the strain became something I could ride down off of, “Again. Slow.”

He edged himself too, through the fabric, a slow press of his palm over his lap, his eyes never leaving the mirror, the two of us building separate strains in the same reflection. He talked while he did it, low, more to himself than to me, the running commentary of a man composing a shot. “The light’s good on you from here. Move your hair off the shoulder. There. Hold.” He treated my body like a frame he was correcting, and the impersonality of it was its own heat, being looked at not as a person but as an arrangement of light and skin and metal that could be made more correct, and the cage answered the looking, helpless and immediate, as it had stopped waiting for my permission to answer anything.

“Chin down a little,” he said. “There. Your eyes go somewhere when the plug hits right. I want to see it go there.” And I held the angle and rode the plug the half-inch he allowed and felt my own eyes do the thing he was watching for, the soft unfocusing, the place they went, and he made a low pleased sound and pressed his palm harder over his lap, edging himself on the sight of my eyes going somewhere, and I understood that the thing he was buying was not my body but the evidence on my face that my body had betrayed me, the proof in the mirror that the woman kneeling there was getting exactly as undone as he wanted her to be and could not hide it.

He stopped me three times. Three times I climbed to the lip of it, the prostate heat gathering low and deep, the cage drooling its slow thread, my breath going ragged and high and my hips rolling on the plug in the small obedient circles he’d allowed me. And three times his flat “Stop” cut the rope and left me frozen and trembling on my own thighs, hands flat, not allowed to touch, while the pleasure leaked back down and pooled and waited. The first stop made me whimper. The second pulled a broken sound out of me before I could decide whether to let it, a high helpless thing that wasn’t a word, and he liked that, I saw him like that, his palm pressing harder over his lap. The third stop I didn’t beg. I just held, shaking, and watched the woman in the mirror hold and shake, and understood that the holding was the gift I was giving him, the strain itself the product, my denial his kink as much as his own. He liked watching me want it and not get it. He liked the held breath of a thing not allowed to finish, the composition of restraint.

“You’ve gotten quiet,” he observed, around the third stop. “The narrating. It’s off. I can see when it’s off.” He set his drink down. “That’s new. Somebody’s been working on you.”

I didn’t answer. There was no answer that wasn’t a confession.

The fourth time, he got up. He came and stood behind me at the mirror, still dressed, and put one hand on my shoulder, the first time he’d touched me all session, and the touch landed enormous after all that deprivation, and he said, into the reflection, “Now. You can finish now. Don’t touch yourself. Just ride it and watch yourself obey.”

I rode it. Hands flat, cage untouched, his hand on my shoulder grounding me to the floor of the world, and I watched the woman in the mirror climb the staircase one more time with permission this time, watched her face go slack, watched the plug do the work and the cage leak and the prostate sissygasm break over her hands-free and obedient, and I came watching myself come, came at the exact moment he’d allotted, and the sound I made was high and broken and his hand tightened on my shoulder once in something like approval.

He finished a moment later, across the curve of my ass at the mirror, composed, barely a sound, the precision of a man who’d been holding it on purpose for exactly this. He cleaned up like he did everything, neatly, and tucked himself away, and looked at the woman kneeling in the wreck of her own composure, and said:

“You’ve gotten better at waiting.”

And the praise went where Margaux’s valuable lived, the same circuit, except this time it landed lower and looser, a warm give down the backs of my thighs where I knelt, and I knelt there cataloguing it as I catalogued everything now. Miles’s better at waiting paid into the account marked competence, the part of me that wanted to be good at this the way I’d once wanted to be good at drawing, the quiet professional pride. Quentin’s my girl paid into a softer account, the one the girlfriend persona had opened, the one that wanted to be somebody’s. Atticus’s darling paid into an account I didn’t have a name for, something to do with being worth acquiring. And Margaux’s valuable paid into all of them at once, the master account, the one the others were just branches of.

I had started keeping the accounts. That was the thing. Months ago I’d taken the booking fee and let the words wash past, armor up, file the praise under client management. Now I tracked it. I knew which praise from which mouth bought what, knew it precisely, the fine distinction a woman draws between the men who tell her she’s pretty and the one whose telling she’d cross a room for. And keeping accounts of which praise landed where was not a thing a professional did. A professional took the booking fee and went home. I was developing a palate. I was learning the difference between a good girl that meant nothing and a good girl that meant everything, sorting them, savoring them, and the word for that wasn’t service.

The word for that was appetite. I knelt in the wreck of the training room with a stranger’s cum cooling on my back and the word sat there, plain, and I didn’t reach for anything to cover it with.



The new Out-Call form was on my bed when I got up to my room, slid under the door in my absence.

I read the client notes as I read all of them now, fast, professional, scanning for limits and lane. And then the first preference line stopped me.

Client requests escort be advised of his measurements in advance.

And then a number.

I read the number. I read it again, standing by the bed in the post-session ache with the plug still warm in the drawer where I’d just returned it. And the third time I read it I sat down, because the number was not a number a body came in, the number was a number a body announced before arriving so that the body it was arriving at could prepare, and I had practiced on training aids and taken real men and lost count of three in one night, and I had never, in any of it, been asked to prepare in advance, and I sat on the edge of the bed holding the page and felt the cage, which had no sense at all, strain shamefully against the bars at the math.


Chapter 5: Twelve

Candy prepped me as you’d prep for a procedure, and Candy had prepped me for actual procedures, so I knew the difference, and the difference scared me before the night did.

“Okay, so.” She had the rolling tray out, which she only brought out when something was clinical. Extended warmup, the largest plug I’d been cleared for seated and worked and reseated until my body had stopped treating it as an intruder. A specific lubricant in an unlabeled bottle, thicker than the usual, “the good stuff, babes, the long-lasting stuff, you do not want to be reapplying with this client.” Breathing drills, actual breathing drills, her hand on my stomach showing me the slow expansion, “in through the nose, out through the mouth, you breathe like this when it’s a lot and it stops being too much.”

And then the safety lecture, which she gave twice, and Candy never gave anything twice because the bubbles usually carried her off mid-sentence.

“He’s vetted, babes. Top of the vetting. He’s actually, like, genuinely super sweet, you’re gonna like him, that’s almost the problem, you’re gonna relax.” She held both my shoulders. “But physics is physics. Yellow means yellow with this one. Not yellow-but-I-can-push-through. Yellow means he stops and you breathe and you go at your pace or you don’t go. He knows the rules better than you do. Let him keep them.” She searched my face. “Say it back.”

“Yellow means yellow.”

“Yellow means yellow.” She squeezed. “Okay. And one more thing.” She nodded at my clutch. “This is a good night for a session pill. Genuinely. Not because you can’t, you can, but because the thinky gets in the way with this one and you want to be all the way in your body. Your call. By your hand.”

By my hand. I took the bottle out and shook one pill into my palm and looked at it, the small permission, and Candy watched me not push it on me, and I put it in my mouth and swallowed it dry while she beamed like I’d done something graduation-worthy.

“Practical,” I said. “For this client specifically.”

“Sure, babes,” Candy said, which was Candy’s version of we both know.

She packed the kit into my clutch, the spray and the candies and the spare lube, narrating as she went, and then paused with the unlabeled bottle of the good lube in her hand and considered it with genuine professional respect. “You know how much this stuff costs? Per ounce? More than my serum. MORE THAN MY SERUM, babes, and my serum has, like, snail in it.” She tucked it in. “Desmond’s the only client I break it out for. Him and one other guy who retired. There was a window where I was ordering it by the case and the vendor thought we ran a, like, a horse operation.” She said it without a flicker, snapping the clutch shut, and I decided not to ask, because you learned not to ask Candy things, because the answer was always either nothing or everything and you couldn’t tell which until it was too late.

“Okay,” she said, holding me by both shoulders, the bubbles draining out, the clinician up. “You’re warmed, you’re lubed, you’re pilled, you’re hydrated. You’re a professional athlete and tonight’s the marathon. Have fun. Tap out if you need to. And babes.” The bubbles came halfway back. “Tell me EVERYTHING tomorrow. Not for the chart. For ME.”



The pill came on in the car, and I want to describe it honestly because the honesty is the consent.

It was not a switch. Nothing was forced. What happened was that the edges of me went soft, the way a photograph goes soft when you breathe a little fog onto the lens, and the anxiety, which usually rode shotgun on every booking narrating disasters, thinned out and turned into something more like curiosity. I still had all my words. I could have told the driver to turn around. I could have said red before the night started. The pill didn’t take the choices away. It took the second-guessing away, the line between my brows, the little clerk in the back of my head writing the running report, and underneath the clerk’s silence was just my body and the task and a pleasant narrowing focus, like a hallway with the right door at the end of it.

I chose everything. I just stopped interrogating the choosing.

That was the part the editor would have flagged, except the editor was off.



Desmond’s loft was at the top of a converted building, all glass and steel and concrete, the city stacked below the floor-to-ceiling windows like something he owned the view of. He answered the door himself in a soft gray henley and bare feet, and the first thing about him was how unhurried he was. Forties, broad through the shoulders and chest, a big easy man with a low voice and the particular calm of someone who had never once in his life needed to prove anything to anybody. He took my coat. He poured me a drink without asking what I drank and got close enough, as Atticus had been close to right, and we sat by the window and talked.

The conversation tightened something in me that silence never could have. He asked about my week and listened to the answer. He told me about the loft, the renovation, a dumb story about a contractor and a misordered window. He was kind, and his kindness was a kind of patience, and the patience was the thing, because I knew what the file said and the file said I’d be preparing for the rest of the night, and he was in no rush to get there, and the no-rush filled the room with a low charge.

When I finally went to undress him, kneeling up to draw the henley over his head and then working the soft drawstring of his pants, I got the full arc in about three seconds.

Disbelief first. Then the recalculation, the math, the oh, the rearranging of every assumption I’d made about what the number on the form meant when it was a number on a body in front of me. And then, under both of those, surfacing shamefully early, before I’d had a single second to decide to feel anything: my mouth watered.

It watered. The conditioning Candy had built answered before I could, the bib of Pavlovian want she’d been wiring into me booking by booking, your body is connecting service with arousal, babes, her voice in my head, cheerful and clinical, and there was no argument available against the evidence pooling under my own tongue. I knelt there with my mouth watering at a cock I hadn’t yet touched, and the pill kept the shame from turning into a paragraph, and it just stayed a clean hot fact: I wanted it. The wanting had skipped the line.



“There’s no clock on this, sweetheart,” Desmond said, settling back, one big hand coming to rest light in my hair. “We go at your speed. All night if we need to.”

I worshipped him as months of training had taught me to worship, and it reached, with everything I had, with both hands wrapped and my mouth working the rest, maybe half of him. Half. The technique that had conquered every silicone aid Candy mounted to a stand, the seven inches of depth I’d built without choking, the throat I’d trained, and it accounted for half of Desmond and the other half stood there patient and enormous and the math of it broke something open in me.

My jaw ached early. I leaned into the ache, took it as content, the pill letting me take everything as content, breathing through my nose as Candy had drilled, both hands stroking what my mouth couldn’t reach, drool slicking him, the wet sounds of it filling the glass room. I worked him as I’d been built to: the slow circle of the tongue, the deep press until my throat met its limit and the gag rose and I breathed through it and held, the hollow of my cheeks, the rhythm. Every technique I owned. And it was like bringing a careful, expert vocabulary to a language with twice the alphabet. I’d take him as deep as the training allowed and my eyes would water and my throat would flutter around him and I’d come up for air gasping, and there would still be inches my hands were managing that my mouth would never reach, and the impossibility of it was its own dark thrill, the proof of scale, the body in front of me too much for the body kneeling.

He let me. That was the gift of him; he let me find the work at my own pace, his hand never pushing, just resting heavy and warm in my hair, his low voice every so often saying “that’s good” and “look at you” and “no rush, sweetheart, you’re doing perfect.” He didn’t grab my head. He didn’t thrust. He let me serve him exactly as I wanted to, which by now, with the pill keeping the clerk quiet, was without any reservation at all, my whole narrowed focus on the salt-skin weight of him and the ache in my jaw and the want pooling endlessly under my tongue. The cage leaked steadily into the rose lace the whole time, a constant warm seep, my locked cock trying and failing against the bars while my mouth was full and watering and busy, and the more I couldn’t fit him the harder the cage strained, the math of his size feeding directly into the thing behind the bars.

I worked him in passes, learning a thing too big to hold all at once. A pass down with my tongue flat, tracing his length to feel exactly how far it ran, the journey of it absurd, my mouth giving out before he did. A pass with both hands stacked and turning slow, as Candy had shown me on the aids, while my lips worked the head alone, the head alone a mouthful. And with each pass something turned over in me: I stopped fighting his size and started, mortifyingly, courting it, diving for depth I’d already proven I couldn’t reach just to feel my body come up short again, because the coming-up-short had stopped being a frustration and become a thing I chased. The part of me the cage had built wanted the proof more than it wanted the win, and it got louder every time it lost.

“That’s it,” he said, watching me drool and gasp and dive back. “That’s perfect. You don’t have to take it all, sweetheart. Nobody takes it all. Just take what you want of it.” And the take what you want of it went through me, the permission in it, how he’d built the whole booking on my wanting and not his needing, and I wanted more of it than I could fit and kept trying to fit it anyway, my jaw screaming and my throat raw and the want endless, a hunger more honest than any I’d felt, and the pill let me feel the hunger without filing a single word about what it meant.

Then he drew me up. “Come here,” he said. “I want to show you something.” And he stood me at the long mirror beside the window, the city glittering behind our reflections, and he pressed himself alongside the cage.

I watched it in the glass.

Twelve inches of him, flushed and slick from my mouth, laid up against the rose-pink cage that held the thing I used to think of as my cock, and the cage barely registered. It was a small bright detail. It was a charm on a bracelet. Next to him the cage looked like exactly what it was, a pretty little cap over something that had stopped being the point a long time ago, and seeing the scale of it side by side, in a mirror, with my own face watching above the comparison, did something to me that no insult ever had.

“Pretty little thing,” Desmond said. Not about me. About the cage. He said it with genuine affection, the tone you’d use about a small good object, pretty little thing, and the casual diminutive went off in me like a charge, not as humiliation but as the truest description anyone had given the situation, and the cage flooded so hard the lace couldn’t hold it and a thread of pre-cum ran down the inside of my thigh and I made a sound and pressed my thighs together in the mirror and he watched me come apart at his own offhand kindness.

Her, I thought, looking at the woman in the glass with the giant cock against her caged little nothing, and the delay this time was almost nothing. She was me, near enough that the gap barely registered before it closed.



The file specified that the escort controlled depth, which was why we did it cowgirl.

He lay back on the wide bed with the city behind him and I straddled him, slicked and stretched and warmed, and before I lowered myself he said, “Color,” not a question, just the word, and I said “green,” and he kept his hands flat on the bed, not on my hips, letting me own every inch.

The descent happened in stages, and the pill let me feel each one as its own event. The first breach, fullness past every training size I owned. Then the slow give, my body’s resistance arguing and losing, opening for him by degrees while I breathed as Candy drilled, in through the nose, out through the mouth. Then a depth where my body stopped resisting and started, horribly, beautifully, to want, the prostate lighting up as he passed it, the want overruling the plan I’d come in with.

I called yellow once. Near the bottom, when a shift of my own hips drove him deeper than I’d meant and the fullness tipped toward too much. “Yellow,” I said, and he stilled instantly, completely, hands coming off the bed and floating, no weight anywhere, “take your time, sweetheart, I’ve got nowhere to be,” and I breathed, and the protocol worked exactly as Candy promised it would even with the pill in my blood, the yellow honored, the pace mine, and when the too-much settled back into a lot I could ride, I said “green” and sank the rest of the way down with my own weight and heard myself make a sound I’d never made.

I took more than I’d planned to take. The wanting outvoted the plan. I’d come in with a number in my head, a depth I’d negotiated with myself in the car, this far and no further, manage it, stay professional, and the number dissolved the moment my body crossed it and found that past the resistance there was only more want. I rode him slow and then less slow, lifting and sinking, learning the shape of him from the inside, every stroke a new map of how much of me he occupied. The fullness rearranged my insides on every descent, pressed organs I didn’t have names for, and the prostate sat directly in the path of him so that there was no angle that didn’t light it up, no way to ride him that wasn’t riding the spot.

I learned him by inches. Lift and sink, and the sink found a new depth each time, my body giving up another fraction of its resistance, opening another degree, and the descent was a thing I could feel in stages, a passing of thresholds, here is where the training plug stopped, here is where the biggest aid stopped, here is past everything I’ve ever held, and past everything I’d ever held there was just more of him and more of the wanting, the two of them matched, the size and the appetite for it growing together. My thighs burned with the work of it, the controlled descent, the lift, my own weight the only thing governing how much I took, and I took more, and more, my hands braced flat on his broad chest, my head dropping forward, my hair falling around my face, the unprofessional sounds spilling out of me in a steady stream I’d stopped trying to govern. He filled me to a place that had no name and the place wanted to be filled, and I sank onto him again and felt the bottom of myself give one more degree and heard myself say oh in a voice I didn’t recognize, high and wrecked and grateful.

The cage drooled continuously now, not spurting, just leaking in an unbroken thread, because at this stretch there was no gathering and releasing, no staircase, only constant pressure on the spot and constant overflow from the cage, a steady wet line of it running down onto his stomach and pooling in the dip of his navel. I watched it happen. I watched my own caged little nothing weep helplessly while the rest of me stretched around something twice its size, and the comparison from the mirror came back, pretty little thing, and I rode harder on the memory of it. The unprofessional sounds kept coming out of me, high and broken and shameless, a litany of oh and sounds that weren’t words at all. I stopped trying to manage them. The pill let me hear them without writing the report, let me be loud and stretched and leaking with nobody in my head telling me what it meant.

“There you go,” Desmond said, watching me up there, his hands finally coming to my hips not to push but to steady. “That’s all you, sweetheart.”

The prostate sissygasm built differently than any before it, not a staircase but a slow flood, the fullness itself doing the work, pressure with no peak because there was no edge to fall off, just a rising and rising until my whole body locked and shook and the cage poured and I came from being filled, purely from being filled, my hands braced on his chest and my head dropped back and the sound out of me high and broken and endless. It rolled and didn’t stop, as the fullness didn’t stop, and I rode it shaking until he gathered me forward against his chest and held me through the aftershocks.

He finished a few minutes later, lifting me off and turning me, across my back and my ass, a new destination, hot ropes of it striping the small of my back while I knelt forward into the sheets and trembled, and he murmured something kind I didn’t fully hear.

Aftercare was where the night tilted fully into the surreal. He wrapped me in a soft blanket, the actual blanket off the foot of his actual bed, and he went to the kitchen and came back with a plate of orange slices and fed them to me, one at a time, while the city glittered and my body hummed and the cum cooled on my back, and I lay wrapped in a giant’s blanket eating orange slices from his fingers and could not, for the life of me, locate the file this belonged in.

“Citrus,” he said, when I gave him a look, holding up a slice. “Replaces what you lose. Vitamin C, sugar, the water. My grandmother fed it to us after we ran ourselves stupid in the summer. You ran yourself stupid.” He said it kindly, factually, a broad gentle man explaining his grandmother’s wisdom to a sissy he’d dwarfed in a mirror an hour ago, and I took the slice from his fingers and the juice was cold and bright and exactly the thing my body wanted, and the surreality of it kept folding over on itself, the size and the tenderness and the orange slices and the grandmother, none of it fitting in any file I had. He told me a little about the loft while I ate, the renovation, the view, a contractor story that made me laugh with my mouth full, and his ease wrapped around the strangeness until the strangeness became almost ordinary, a Tuesday, a man and a blanket and a plate of oranges and the city in the glass.



The clerk stayed quiet the whole ride home, and only came back online under the shower, late, while I washed the night off.

I’d let myself into the dark fourth floor and gone straight to the bathroom, peeled off the rose set, stepped into the hot water, and that was where the pill finished fading, where the edges of me came back one at a time under the spray. The hot ropes Desmond had left across the small of my back loosened and ran down the drain, and as they went the editor woke and reached for the day’s work to file, and reached for the edit, and the edit would not hold.

A professional adapts to client specifications. That was the edit. It was a good one. It had carried me through Quentin and Miles and four courses with Atticus. I reached for it under the water like a hand closing for a railing, and closed on nothing.

Because there was no professional framing for how much I wanted him to rebook. None. A professional adapts covered taking the booking. It did not cover the thread of want still running through me in the steam at the memory of the comparison in the mirror, the cage as a pretty little thing beside the real thing, the that’s all you, sweetheart, the orange slices. A professional did not stand in her own shower replaying the scale of a client and feel the cage stir at the math.

The word surfaced there, the relabeling kind, the one that turns a feeling into a category you have to live inside. I knew the word. I’d read it somewhere in the part of me that read everything. Size queen. It arrived fully formed and accurate, steam-warm, and I held it at arm’s length and looked at it, and I did not write it into the mental file, and I also did not pretend the word hadn’t come.

I turned my face up into the water and let the word hang there, unsorted, refusing to be put anywhere, and felt the cage leak one more useless time at nothing but a memory before the hot ran out.



Candy read the aftercare note aloud at breakfast the next morning, because Candy read everything aloud, scrolling the agency tablet with one long pink nail while the kitchen filled with coffee and the white mugs and the low instrumental that played everywhere in this building.

“Ooh, you got a note, babes. From the big guy.” She found it. “Okay. He says.” She read it as she read good news, with relish. “Exceptional. Standing monthly request submitted.” She looked up, glowing. “Standing monthly! Babes! He wants you every MONTH. That’s, like, that’s the highest thing a client can do short of going Tier 4 patron. Oh my god, the big sweet giant LOVED you.”

Across the kitchen, at the end of the table, Aria set her cup down.

She set it down hard enough to slosh, a small bright sound of porcelain meeting wood with too much force, coffee jumping the rim onto the table, and she did not say anything, and the not-saying-anything was loud, and I looked at her and she looked at the spill and not at me, and her jaw was tight under the porcelain-perfect surface, and for one second the surface showed what lived under it, the same thing it had shown at the morning meeting, the math of a woman watching her ranking erode in real time over a plate of nobody’s business.

“I’ll get a towel,” Aria said, to the spill, and got up, and left, and Candy watched her go with the bland sunny incomprehension of a woman who had never in twelve years felt threatened by anyone.

“She seems tense,” Candy said, and ate a strawberry.


Chapter 6: Soft Focus

“Nataly. Fifty-four thousand, six hundred.”

The number landed in the morning meeting like the others landed, flat and toneless, Margaux reading it off the balance sheet without inflection, and I did the arithmetic I always did now, the Quentin evening and the Miles solo and the Desmond booking all dropping clean off the top, the eighty thousand of the first day now barely past fifty, the line falling fast enough that I could feel the floor of it somewhere ahead, the place where the debt ran out and the excuse ran out with it. I didn’t look at that floor too directly. I just logged the number into the part of me that kept score and felt that mean private flush I’d given up apologizing for, the small cold pleasure of being the one whose total fell fastest, undiminished.

“Piper. Four hundred.”

The number landed like a diagnosis read aloud. Four hundred dollars. One booking. Less than one. Piper sat with her tea and her practiced calm and the calm had a new thing in it this morning, not fear exactly, fear was too loud for Piper, more like the stillness of a person standing very near an edge and choosing not to look down, and everyone at the table had already added it up, that’s it, that’s the review, that’s the door, and nobody said it, and Piper turned her cup a quarter-turn and let the silence hold her.

“Aria.” Margaux did not read a number. “Your booking review concludes this week. You will have my determination Friday.”

Aria’s smile was lacquered on and holding by force. She’d built it before the meeting, the ice-blue composure, the honey, and she held it through the sentence and past it, and the holding was visible, the effort showing in the corners, the way a thing held too still tells you exactly how much it wants to move. “Thank you, Margaux,” she said, and the honey was thin enough now to see the glass underneath.



Candy logged the Desmond pill in the salon afterward, full protocol, because the pill was a procedure and procedures got logged. She checked my pupils with a little light, peered close enough that I got the full vanilla cloud of her, asked about my sleep, noted it on the chart in pink.

“And how was the soft, babes?” she asked, capping the pen.

“Quiet,” I said.

She lit up. “Right?? Oh my god, that’s it exactly. The quiet. That’s the best part. Everyone always tries to describe it like it’s about the sex and it’s not, it’s the QUIET, it’s like somebody finally turned the radio off in your head.” She tapped my chart fondly. “You named it perfect. Quiet.”

And a small cold thing turned over in me, low and quiet, at how exactly Candy had named it back. Because Candy was supposed to be the ditz with the steady hands, the sunshine with the perfect injection technique, and every so often she’d reach into the cheerful pink fog and pull out a sentence so precise it rearranged the room. Turned the radio off in your head. She knew exactly what the pill did because she’d taken it, years and years of it, the radio off in her own head permanently, and she was happy, genuinely happy, the happiest person in the building, and the flicker in me was the question I kept not finishing: was the radio off the price of the happy, or the cause of it, and did Candy know the difference, and did it matter if she didn’t.

I didn’t finish the question. The pill wasn’t even in me and the question didn’t finish.

“Okay! Lip day,” Candy said, snapping back, and brought out the consent form.

The lip top-up was the second small stage, hyaluronic acid, the same as last time, four marks on the upper lip and three on the lower, the familiar ritual of the marking pen and the cold numbing and the little pressure that wasn’t quite pain. I signed the form. I always signed the form. Margaux’s one condition lived in the signing, every escalation by consent, on file, and I’d come to find the signature soothing, the paperwork making the corruption feel like a transaction I was managing rather than a thing happening to me.

“No kissing bookings for twenty-four hours, you know the rule,” Candy said, dabbing, narrating as she worked, the same as she always did. “And no oral either, the lips need to settle, I’ll move anybody who’s on the books, don’t argue with me. Julian’s tomorrow, he’s fine, that’s day two.” She tilted my chin, assessing the marks, the clinician fully up. “God, your mouth takes filler SO well, babes. Some girls puff up weird, you just get more mouth. It’s not fair. I worked HARD for this mouth and you just get handed one.” She said it without an ounce of envy, pure professional admiration, the artist appreciating good material. “Okay. That’s the upper. Three on the bottom and we’re done and you’re gonna look like you woke up like this in like three days.”

When the swelling settled enough to see, I looked in the mirrored wall, and the change was the kind that was deniable to a stranger and undeniable to me. A stranger would think full lips and move on. I knew exactly which fullness was new. The mouth in the mirror was a fraction more of a mouth than it had been yesterday, and it sat differently, and when I reached for the gloss to test it my hand moved on its own.

A small practiced wrist-turn, the gloss wand twisting up and out and the press to the center of the lower lip and the roll outward, a whole choreographed gesture I had no memory of learning, the kind of motion a woman makes who has been glossing her lips since she was fourteen.

Candy caught it in the mirror and her face went soft. “That’s a girl gesture, babes,” she said, gently, not teasing. “The wrist thing. Nobody teaches you that one. Those just arrive. You wake up one day and your hands know stuff your head never learned.” She watched me watch my own hand. “It’s my favorite part of the job, honestly. The arriving.”

I put the gloss down. The wrist had done it without me. I’d noticed after, which was the only way I noticed anything anymore, the gesture finished and put away before the part of me that narrated had even picked up the pen.



Dinner in the staff kitchen that night was pink.

Aggressively pink. Candy had been threatening pink risotto for weeks, the beet-powder agenda, the secret ingredient of the bimbo kitchen, babes, and tonight she’d delivered, a whole pot of it, a magenta so alarming it looked radioactive under the pendant lamp. She set it on the table beaming, ladle aloft, and dared us with her face to say anything.

“It’s beet powder,” she said. “It’s actually really good for you, beets are, like, a superfood, and also it’s PRETTY. Food should be pretty. Why is all food brown and beige? It’s depressing.” She served it out into the white bowls and the magenta sat there looking like something from a fairy tale where you shouldn’t eat the fairy-tale food.

It was, against all odds, genuinely good. Earthy and creamy and rich, the parmesan grounding the sweetness of the beet, and Piper, who never ate much, had two helpings, actually got up and ladled herself a second bowl, and Candy watched her do it and got so visibly moved I thought she might cry into the risotto.

“You’re having SECONDS,” Candy whispered, reverent.

“It’s good, Candy,” Piper said, in her quiet complete sentences. “It’s really good.”

“I made a thing and a person had SECONDS.” Candy pressed both hands to her chest. “This is the best night of my entire week.”

“It’s Tuesday,” I said.

“It’s the best night of the FUTURE, then. I’m putting it in the rotation. Pink risotto is a Wednesday thing now. We’re a household with a pink risotto night.” She ladled herself a third bowl she didn’t need, on principle, to honor the dish. “Next I’m doing a pink mac and cheese. Beet powder in the cheese sauce. It’s gonna look UNHINGED and taste like a hug.”

“That sounds like a war crime,” I said.

“Every good food sounds like a war crime before you try it, babes. Sushi is raw fish wrapped in a plant. Cheese is spoiled milk you let get worse on PURPOSE. I’m an INNOVATOR.” She pointed her ladle at me with the gravity of a woman defending her life’s work. “In ten years everyone’s gonna be doing pink risotto and they’re gonna forget it was me. That’s the curse of being early.”

And then Aria came in for tea, and the table braced as it always braced when Aria entered, and Aria, who was waiting on a Friday determination that could send her back to a maid uniform, sat down at the end with her cup and her perfect posture and her January-distilled-into-Chanel perfume, and somebody, I think Candy, asked about Lord Pennywhistle, and the table changed.

Because Lord Pennywhistle had rebooked. The top-hat-and-monocle regular, the one with the prescription monocle because he was farsighted and the Centurion card and the unbreakable character, had rebooked, and this time he wanted a Regency picnic. In the courtyard. With a hamper. And Aria, telling it, telling it dry and precise as she did everything, cracked. Just for a second. A real laugh, an actual unguarded laugh at the absurdity of a grown man in a top hat requesting a Regency picnic among the stone pavers and the single sad courtyard tree, and the laugh was so unexpected and so genuine that the whole table laughed with it, even me, even Piper, and for the length of one magenta dinner the rivalry was simply not in the room. It had stepped out. There was just a table of feminized people eating pink risotto and laughing about a man in a monocle, and Aria was one of them, briefly, before she remembered she wasn’t, and gathered her tea, and went.

It didn’t last. It never lasted with Aria. But it happened: I’d laughed with her and not enjoyed her humiliation for one whole dinner. I let myself notice that, and left it where it lay.



The Velvet Room, the next evening. Julian.

Julian was the standing weekly, the gentle one, the very first sexual booking I’d survived back when the sexual bookings started and edited so hard afterward that the editing had been most of what I remembered. Late forties, gray at the temples, clean linen and cedar, attentive and kind, a man who liked oral and slow anal and prostate service and gave a steady stream of soft praise, and the first time I’d done him I’d spent the whole booking writing the report, narrating, surviving, and walked out and rebuilt the memory into something I could live in.

This time I took the pill an hour before, by my hand, practical for the lane, and went in with the radio off, and instead of surviving it I just had it.

That was the entire difference and it changed everything.

The oral I did with my eyes closed. I’d never done that. Eyes closed, no mirror, no narration, just the taste and the weight and the rhythm of him, cataloguing him with my mouth alone, by taste and weight and the small sounds he made, the salt of his skin and the give of him, and the sardonic track that usually ran underneath every act, the dry running commentary that had been my armor since before the agency, was off, completely off, and the silence where it used to be was the content. There was nothing in my head but his cock and my mouth and the slow warm pleasure of being good at this. No report. No edit. No witty observation I was saving up to deploy later as proof I’d been above it the whole time. Just the doing.

He laid me back and took me slow, missionary, my legs not folded up and away but loose around him, and he held my gaze the entire time, his hands framing my face, his thumbs at my cheekbones, and he watched me like someone trying to read a page in low light, and what he read made him smile.

The first time, months ago, I’d spent this exact position counting ceiling tiles in my head, narrating, building the report I’d file later as proof I’d been somewhere above it. There were no ceiling tiles in my head now. There was nothing in my head. The pill had emptied it and the emptiness held, and so when he entered me slow and settled his weight and found the spot with the first unhurried stroke, I felt the whole of it with nothing in the way, the fullness and the prostate heat and the warmth of being looked at, and I had no commentary to put between me and it. His thumbs stroked my cheekbones. His eyes stayed on mine. The slow rhythm rolled the heat up through me in waves I didn’t measure, didn’t manage, didn’t convert into anything, just had, and the having of it with no report running underneath was a nakedness deeper than the nakedness of my body.

“You’re here,” Julian said softly, mid-stroke, his eyes on mine. “I can see you. Hi.”

He could see it. He could see the quiet, the soft, the radio off, the woman who wasn’t managing the encounter as technique anymore but was simply inside it, and being seen entering that softness, being watched cross over into it by a man who recognized the crossing, added a layer that stayed with me long after I’d left his bed. He named the arriving the way Candy named it. As if I’d been somewhere else and had finally come into the room.

And I came before he did. Unplanned, unperformed, no staircase, no managing, the prostate orgasm just rising up out of the slow steady fullness and the eye contact and the I can see you, surprising both of us, my back arching and the cage leaking its useless wet pulse and a sound coming out of me that I hadn’t decided to make. He gentled me through it, smiling, and then he pulled out and came up over me and finished in my mouth, and I swallowed.

I swallowed without the deliberateness. That was the part. The first time, back when I started, swallowing had been a decision, a small heroic editing choice, spitting feels like failure so I’ll swallow and file it under professionalism. This time it just happened, automatic, a body completing a motion it knew, and there was no decision anywhere in it, and that absence was louder than any choice.



I expected the editor on the ride home and the editor didn’t come. It waited until I was up on the pink sheets in the dark, the pill fully faded, the day’s edges back, before it stirred at all, and when it stirred it wasn’t the clerk reaching for the day’s work this time. It was a night watchman walking the building after hours, trying each door so he could lock down whatever needed locking, and finding every door already bolted from the inside, the work done, nothing left to secure.

There was nothing to edit. That was the scariest outcome yet. The Julian booking had required no lies. I hadn’t survived it and rebuilt it into something livable, as I’d had to rebuild the first one. I’d simply had it, eyes closed, radio off, I can see you, came before he did, swallowed without deciding to, and there was no memory to launder because the memory was clean, because I’d wanted all of it while it was happening and there was no after-the-fact story I needed to tell myself to make it okay.

And I lay there with that, and it frightened me more than the worst booking would have, because a booking I had to edit was a booking I was still above. A booking that needed no editing was a booking I was simply in.

I tried to manufacture an edit anyway, lying in the dark, worrying at it like a splinter I couldn’t get a nail under. The pill did it. The pill made it clean. Without the pill I’d have narrated it and survived it and rebuilt it like always. But that was the wrong way around, and I knew it was the wrong way around: the pill hadn’t manufactured the wanting, it had only turned down the voice that argued with it, and the wanting underneath the quieted voice had been all mine, had come before the pill, would be there after it, the pill just a way of hearing it without the static. The booking required no lies because there were no lies left to require. I’d wanted it. That was the whole file. I’d wanted it, and the editor had nothing to file because wanting it was not a crime the editor knew how to charge.



Margaux was at the salon door the next morning with a sheet of paper.

Not a folder. A sheet, agency letterhead, an errand. She held it as she held things she’d decided about.

“Supply pickup,” she said. “A vendor downtown. Specialty cosmetics, medical-grade, the kind Candy orders by the case. The vendor does not know the nature of this agency, and there is no reason for the vendor to learn it.” She set the sheet on the counter. “The order is paid. You collect it and sign the receipt. The receipt requires the name on the account.”

I looked at the sheet. There was a line on it, a signature line, and above the line, typed, the name on the account.

Nathan Grant.

My legal name. The name on the contract and the loans and the DUI and the lease for the apartment with the water stain shaped like a running dog. The name I hadn’t worn in months. The name that existed now only as paperwork, a costume hanging in a closet I never opened.

“Tomorrow, ten a.m.,” Margaux said. “Dress accordingly.”

She left. I stood with the sheet in my hand and Nathan Grant typed above the line, and the cold of the thing came up slowly, surfacing late through whatever floor it had been sitting under: I would have to be Nathan. Tomorrow. In daylight. In men’s clothes, with the makeup gone and the voice dropped, in front of a stranger who would read the receipt and the name and expect a man to match it.

And the second thing came after the first, and it was almost funny, and it was not funny at all.

I didn’t own anything to dress accordingly in.


Chapter 7: The Costume

The staff storage was a closet on the fourth floor full of clothes that belonged to no one, and that was where I went to find Nathan.

It was the intake closet, where the girls’ arrival clothes went, the things they’d worn through the glossy black door on their first day and never asked for again. Hoodies. Sneakers. A man’s winter coat. Jeans in a dozen waists, button-downs gone soft from being washed and never worn, the cast-off wardrobes of people who had walked in as one thing and walked out, eventually, as another, and had not, on the way out, wanted their old skins back. It smelled of cardboard and disuse. I stood in it under a bare bulb and assembled a man out of dead clothes.

Jeans first. I found a pair close to my old size and pulled them on and they would not close.

They came up over the thighs, snug, and reached the hips, and stopped, because the hips were not the hips that had bought these jeans. The hormones had done their quiet redistribution, the rounding Candy charted and never read aloud, and the denim that would have hung off Nathan’s flat frame now caught on the new curve of me and refused the button by a full inch. I stood there with the fly gaping and the button an inch from its hole and understood that I would be wearing these open, hidden under an untucked shirt, a man whose jeans wouldn’t close because his body had stopped being a man’s body underneath them.

The shirt pulled across the chest. Not dramatically. A flannel, generously cut, and still the small swell I’d grown, hormone tissue and filler doing more of the work than they used to, enough to fill out a bra in a way they hadn’t a few months ago, pushed against the plackets and the fabric strained at the two buttons over them, and I had to leave it loose and rounded and read as soft rather than built, and there was no version of this shirt that hung as it would have on Nathan.

The sneakers were the worst, somehow. Men’s sneakers, a size I used to wear, and I put them on over the men’s socks and stood up and they were boats. Boats. After months of heels, of the trained arch and the forward weight and the careful confident placement, the flat wide clown-shoe sprawl of men’s sneakers made my feet feel like they belonged to someone else, like I was a child wearing her father’s shoes, and I stood in the bare-bulb closet in unclosing jeans and a straining flannel and boat shoes and looked at the absence of a mirror with something like relief.

I scrubbed the face in the staff bathroom.

Oil cleanser, micellar water, the routine in reverse, taking the day’s light makeup off, and that was the part I thought would give me Nathan back and didn’t. The face that emerged from under the foundation was not Nathan’s face. It had been months. The brows had been shaped into permanent thin arches that no man wore. The lips sat full from the filler, fuller than yesterday from the top-up, a mouth no scrubbing could plain down. The jaw had softened where the hormones had been redrawing it, the whole bone structure subtly reorganized, and what looked back at me from the bathroom mirror was not the kid from the apartment with the water stain. It was me without armor. Which was a different thing than Nathan, an entirely different thing, the way a house with the furniture removed is not the same as an empty lot.

I practiced the voice.

I’d trained it up, months of the wall-mounted recorder and the waveform on the screen, trained the tenor into something higher that held through full conversations and only cracked under stress. Now I tried to drop it back down, to find Nathan’s register, and it came out wrong, and when I pushed it lower it cracked, broke downward in the middle of a word like a teenager’s voice breaking, except backward, a voice that had learned to live up high lurching down into a register it had abandoned, and the crack was so absurd and so total that I stopped trying and just resolved to talk as little as possible.

I looked at the man in the mirror. Unclosing jeans, straining flannel, soft full-lipped face, boat shoes. He was a bad costume. He was a costume worn by a woman who’d run out of better options, and I understood, standing there, that this was the truth the errand was going to make me feel all the way to the floor.



The walk to the vendor was twelve blocks, and the city did the rest.

My hips fought the jeans the whole way. The trained walk wanted to come out, the weight on one hip, the placed steps, and the jeans and the boat shoes wouldn’t let it, so I moved wrong, hitched, a body trying to walk like a woman in a man’s clothes that didn’t fit it, and I caught myself in a shop window at the corner and stopped.

The window showed a woman in bad men’s clothes.

That was what it showed. Not a man. Not even an ambiguous person you’d glance at twice. A woman, soft-faced and full-lipped and curved at the hip, wearing a flannel that strained and jeans that gaped and shoes that swallowed her feet, dressed, for some reason, as a man, badly, the way a woman dresses as a man for a costume party and fools no one. I stood in front of the glass and looked at her and could not make her into Nathan no matter how I tried. The clothes were Nathan’s. The person in them was not.

I kept walking. And then a stranger held a door.

It was nothing, a man coming out of a coffee shop, holding the door behind him out of ordinary courtesy, and he glanced at me and said “Miss,” and held it, and waited for me to take it.

Miss.

At this. At the flannel and the gaping jeans and the boat shoes and the bare scrubbed face. He looked at all of it, the whole bad costume, and his eyes found the woman underneath it so instantly and so completely that the word came out automatic, Miss, hold the door, and something in my shoulders unclenched so violently I had to stop walking. I took the door, I think. I said something. And then I stood on the sidewalk a few feet past it with my hand against the cold brick of the building and breathed, because the relief that had just gone through me was enormous and physical and I hadn’t been ready for it.

He’d seen her. Through the costume. Through the worst, most deliberate erasure I could assemble, a stranger had looked for half a second and seen a woman, and the seeing had landed in my body like cool water on a burn I didn’t know I had, and I stood against the brick understanding that the costume wasn’t hiding anything because there was nothing left underneath it to hide. Nathan wasn’t being concealed by the dress, the makeup, the heels. Nathan was just gone, and the clothes were the only thing left of him, and they didn’t fit, and a stranger could see straight through them on a sidewalk.

I stood there longer than I needed to. The brick was cold under my palm and my heart was tripping fast and light, something it didn’t usually do, and I made myself examine it as I examined everything now, doubling back to a feeling that had already landed and cooled before I caught up to name it. It wasn’t panic. I’d braced for panic, the whole way out the door I’d braced for the wrongness of being seen as Nathan in daylight, the exposure, the shame of the costume failing in front of strangers. And the costume had failed, instantly, completely, the first stranger on the block, and the feeling that came wasn’t shame at all. It was relief. The relief of a thing you’ve been holding being taken out of your hands. I’d dressed as carefully as I could in the wreckage of a dead man’s wardrobe and a stranger had refused to accept the disguise, had looked at the strain and the gape and the bare face and said miss without thinking, and the refusal was a kindness so total I had to lean on a building to take it. They wouldn’t let me be Nathan. The world wouldn’t. It had stopped accepting the application.



The vendor was a warehouse with a counter, fluorescent and indifferent, and the clerk behind it was a bored kid who looked up when I came in and said, “Help you, miss?”

Miss. Again. In here too, under the fluorescents, no door-holding courtesy to explain it, just a kid reading the person in front of him and reaching for the word that fit. I gave him the order number. He found the boxes, slid the receipt across the counter, a pen on a little chain.

“Just need a signature for the account holder,” he said.

The account holder was Nathan Grant. I picked up the pen.

And my hand betrayed me one more time, as it had betrayed me with the gloss, as it betrayed me with everything now, arriving at a decision before the rest of me had been told there was one to make. I went to sign Nathan Grant and what came out was wrong. The letters slanted. The hand had learned a new way to write, somewhere, without telling me, and the capital N came out looped and angular, a flourish on it I recognized because I’d seen it a hundred times on agendas and contracts and the single line through Nathan with Nataly written above it, Margaux’s angular slightly-French hand, absorbed into my own fingers through sheer proximity, as the wrist-turn had arrived, all of it landing below the level of decision. The signature on the receipt did not match the signature on the contract. It didn’t match anything Nathan had ever signed. It was the signature of a woman who’d been signing consent forms in a pink salon for months, writing a dead man’s name in her own new hand.

I looked at what my hand had written. Nathan Grant, in a hand Nathan had never used. I’d seen Nathan’s real signature a thousand times, cramped and small and apologetic, the signature of a person trying to take up no room. This wasn’t that. This was confident. This took up room. This had a flourish on the N that said the person signing it had decided, somewhere, that she was allowed to be seen. The dead man’s name, written in the living woman’s hand, and the two of them didn’t match, would never match again, and the not-matching was a small quiet death certificate I’d just signed without meaning to.

The clerk looked at it. Took the receipt. Didn’t check it against anything, didn’t care, slid the boxes across.

“Have a good one, miss.”

And that was the part that stayed, that I’d be turning over for days after: nobody was guarding Nathan’s identity. Nobody was checking. There was no system anywhere in the world that cared whether the signature matched, whether the person matched the name, whether Nathan Grant was a man or a costume or gone entirely. The kid didn’t check because nobody wanted Nathan’s identity, least of all me, and the only person who had ever guarded it was Nathan, and Nathan wasn’t here. There was just a woman in a bad flannel signing his name in handwriting he’d never owned, and the world receiving it without a second glance.



The walk back was worse and then it was better.

It was worse for two blocks, the dread thick, the wrongness of the boat shoes and the gaping jeans, the exposure of being out in daylight as the worst version of myself. And then I stopped performing. I stopped trying to walk like Nathan, stopped dropping my shoulders into the male hunch, stopped managing the costume, because the costume wasn’t passing anyway, the costume had never passed, every stranger on the block had already clocked the woman in it. So I let the trained walk come back, weight on one hip, placed steps, a woman walking home carrying boxes in unfortunate clothes, and the dread converted, as shame always converted in me now, into something almost funny.

The edit tried to form. Clothes are clothes, it offered. It’s fabric. It doesn’t mean anything. You wore men’s clothes for an hour to sign for some boxes, it’s not a referendum on your soul.

And I laughed at it. Out loud, on the sidewalk, a short laugh, because the edit was so thin, because clothes are clothes was the exact opposite of true, because the whole point of the last hour was that the clothes had meant everything and changed nothing, that I could put Nathan’s entire wardrobe on and not become him because there was no him to become. Clothes are clothes. I laughed at it walking home, and a woman passing gave me a small smile, the smile strangers give each other, woman to woman, and I smiled back, and carried the boxes, and let the edit lie there dead on the pavement behind me.



I changed in the staff bathroom the second I was through the door.

I peeled off the flannel and the gaping jeans and the boat shoes and shoved them in a bag for the closet, and I put on the pinkest thing I owned, deliberately, the satin slip dress in pale rose Candy had left me with a heart-dotted note, the most aggressively feminine thing in my closet, and the relief was total. Physical. My hands had been shaking, I realized, a low tremor I hadn’t registered, and the second the rose satin slid down over me the shaking stopped, just stopped, like a frequency resolving, like a body returning to the shape it had decided to be.

I looked in the mirror.

Her.

Instantly. No delay. No count of seconds, no gap, no woman-in-the-glass-becoming-me lag at all. Her, immediately, the woman in rose satin with the soft finished face and the full mouth and the dark-honey hair, her, and I knew her on contact, knew her before I’d even fully focused, because she was the default now and the man in the flannel had been the costume and the delay, the lag, the gap I’d been timing for months, only existed for Nathan now. It took four seconds to recognize the girlfriend in a hotel mirror. It took zero seconds to recognize her. And it would take, I understood, longer and longer to recognize Nathan, until one day I wouldn’t recognize him at all, and that day was close, and I was not upset about it, and the not-being-upset was the part that should have alarmed me and didn’t.

And then, with the relief, came the heat.

A whole day of denim and coarse cotton and boat shoes, a whole day of fabric that didn’t care about my skin, and now the rose satin slid cool against me and every nerve the hormones had been sensitizing for months woke up at once. The slip whispered over the breasts gone tender from the filler, over the smooth waxed length of me, over the cage, and the cage woke, the locked thing behind the bars swelling stupidly against the metal at the difference between denim and silk. I put my palm flat on the cold edge of the sink and breathed. The satin moved when I breathed. The cage leaked a single warm bead into the rose panties, just from the relief of being dressed as myself, just from silk after a day of armor.

I didn’t need to finish. That was the strange lesson of it, palm flat on the cold sink, the want pitched low and even and asking for nothing. The relief of the satin had already done the work an orgasm usually did. Putting myself back on, after a whole day of proving Nathan was a costume, was its own kind of coming home, and the arousal that came with the homecoming didn’t want resolving, it wanted only to be felt, the body’s plain evidence of which clothes it belonged in. I straightened, smoothed the rose down over the cage, and left the heat where it was, unspent, a quiet proof riding under the rest of the night.



I brought the boxes to the salon and the receipt to Margaux.

She was at her desk, glasses on, and she took the receipt and looked at it, and I watched her find the signature, and I watched her see what I’d done to Nathan’s name without meaning to, the looped angular N, her own hand living in mine.

She looked at it for a moment. Then she looked up at me, over the glasses, and held the look. Three full seconds. Margaux did not give three full seconds of unbroken eye contact to receipts. She gave it to the thing the receipt meant, the woman who’d gone out as a man and come back unable to sign his name in his own hand, and whatever she saw she did not say.

“Thank you, Nataly,” she said.

That was all. Thank you, Nataly. And I left the office, and I was halfway down the sandalwood hallway before I understood, as I understood everything now, late, after, the meaning catching up to me in the corridor instead of in the room: the errand had never been about the supplies. Candy ordered supplies by the case; a driver could have collected them; there was no reason on earth to send me, in Nathan’s clothes, to sign Nathan’s name across the city. Margaux had sent me to find out. She’d sent me to put the costume on and walk twelve blocks in it and discover for myself, in daylight, in front of strangers, exactly how little of Nathan was left.

You are too valuable to sleepwalk, she’d said.

She’d just woken me up on purpose, and signed for it with a thank-you, and let me walk out before I could decide how I felt about being known that well.


Chapter 8: Heels

Candy called it “Out-Call wardrobe needs,” which was the official reason, on the form, approved by Margaux. The actual reason was that Candy wanted to take me shoe shopping the way other people want to take you to Paris.

“You have BOOKING shoes,” she said in the car, vibrating. “You don’t have YOUR shoes. There’s a difference, babes. Booking shoes are what the client paid for. Your shoes are what YOU want. Every girl needs a pair of shoes nobody told her to buy. It’s, like, foundational.” She’d dressed up for it. Off-duty Candy, pink bodycon and platforms, full production, because shopping was an occasion and Candy did not waste occasions.

“I had a pair,” she went on, settling into the seat with the satisfaction of a woman beginning a sermon. “Years ago. Right after I committed, like, fully committed, six months in, when Calvin was finally, you know.” She waved a hand, the lash extensions doing their thing, the whole twelve-years-ago of it folded into a wave. “I bought these clear platforms. Stupid. Stripper-stupid. Nobody made me. Margaux didn’t put them on a chart. I just walked into a store and bought the dumbest shoes in the building because I wanted them, and babes, I wore them straight out the door.” She said it sunny, no weight on it at all, the same as she said everything. “Did a whole wobbly lap of the parking lot in them. Because they were the first thing that was MINE and not the program’s.” She patted my knee with the back of her hand. “That’s what today is. We’re getting your clear platforms. Except not clear, because you’re a rose girl, you’d never. But the feeling. We’re getting the feeling.”

I looked out the window at the city going by and didn’t have an edit for it, which was happening more and more.

“Also,” Candy added, brightening further, “the boat man texted again.”

“No.”

“He sent a photo of a DIFFERENT boat.”

“Candy.”

“It’s a nicer boat, babes, I’ll give him that, but it’s got the same company sticker, he rented from the SAME PLACE, he’s just renting a tier up to impress me, which, honestly, the math of it.” She shook her head, scandalized and delighted. “He upgraded the lie. Most men just lie. This man is INVESTING in the lie. I almost respect it. I do not respect it. But I almost do.”

The store was a real department store, a vast bright shoe floor on the second level, display singles on lit pedestals, low ankle-height mirrors angled to show your feet from the most flattering height, padded benches in little clusters, the whole layout of the place designed to make buying shoes feel like being courted. I walked onto it in my own kitten heels and a soft sweater dress and was, completely, invisibly, a woman shopping for shoes. Nobody looked twice. Nobody looked once. I was the most ordinary thing on the floor and the ordinariness was its own quiet thrill, the thing I never got tired of, passing so completely that passing wasn’t even happening anymore, it had just become the weather.

A saleswoman came over, about my age, neat and friendly, and asked what I was looking for, and Candy answered for me at length and with strong opinions, and the saleswoman brought boxes.



She knelt to fit me, and the cage tightened.

The why of it surprised me. She knelt on the carpet in front of the padded bench, a woman my own age, and she cradled my stockinged heel in her palm, lifted my foot, and buckled a strappy stiletto around my ankle with the practiced professional intimacy of someone who fitted feet all day, her fingers brisk and warm and certain, treating my foot as a given, a woman’s foot, nothing to verify, nothing to wonder about. She slid the strap through the buckle and pressed the pin home and ran a thumb along the top of my foot to check the fit and said “How’s that across the toe?” and the whole transaction was so ordinary and so absolutely certain about what I was that the cage woke.

Not at her. At the service of it. At a stranger kneeling at my feet in a public store and handling me as unremarkably female, a kneeling woman buckling a shoe onto a woman’s foot, the small intimate hierarchy of it, the being-served. It went to the same place the Felix booking had gone, the foot client who’d knelt to worship my heels and made me feel powerful in a way the cage was supposed to prevent, and I let the response sit right where the Felix one had, and almost smiled, sitting on the padded bench with a saleswoman’s hands on my ankle and the cage leaking the smallest warm trace into the rose set, at nothing, at being knelt for, in public, in daylight, over a pair of shoes.

She held my heel in her cupped palm a moment, checking the seat of the shoe, her thumb pressing the arch where the trained months had built a high curve I’d never had, and I felt the press of it go up through me as the strap’s pressure went up, the small clinical handling of my own foot landing in a place the clinical handling of my own foot had no business landing. She didn’t notice. Why would she. She fitted feet all day; this was a Tuesday for her, a foot in a stocking, a woman who needed shoes, nothing on the whole floor to make her look twice. And the nothing was the thing. The nothing was what the cage answered to. There was a body months in the making sitting on a padded bench responding to a stranger’s complete and bored certainty about what it was, and the certainty was more arousing than any client’s want had ever been, because want could be wrong and certainty couldn’t, and this woman was certain all the way down, certain in how she cupped the heel and certain in how she said miss and certain in how she didn’t, for one second, wonder.

“How’s that across the toe?” she asked again.

“Perfect,” I said, in my held trained voice, and she smiled up at me and reached for the next box, and I sat on the bench with my thighs pressed together under the sweater dress and the cage damp in the rose set and understood that I was getting aroused in the middle of a department store over the bored professionalism of a shoe saleswoman, and that I’d report this to no one, and that there was no edit thin enough to make it not be what it was.



The try-and-walk montage was where Candy lost her mind, in the best way.

She commandeered the aisle. There was a long strip of clear carpet between the display pedestals and Candy declared it a runway, planted herself at one end, and narrated me down it like a pageant host every time I stood up in a new pair. “And here we have Nataly, in the classic nude pump, a versatile choice, elegant, she could wear this to a gala OR a brunch, stunning, give us a turn, babes, give us a TURN.” I’d walk the aisle in whatever I was trying on and Candy would commentate, full voice, hand cupped like a microphone, and other shoppers started watching, and I should have been mortified and instead I was laughing, walking a department-store aisle in heels while a platinum bimbo in a pink bodycon called the play-by-play.

“Next,” Candy announced, as I came up in a black slingback, “we have a more SERIOUS shoe. This is a shoe that has read a book. This is a shoe that knows what a Rothko is.” I nearly went down laughing on that one, because she didn’t know about Atticus and the Rothko, couldn’t have, and she’d reached into her pink fog and pulled out the exact reference, as she did, and I had to put a hand on a pedestal to steady myself while a woman pretending to look at flats watched us with open envy, the envy of a person whose shopping companion did not narrate her down a runway.

“You’re doing this on purpose,” I said, low, walking back.

“Doing WHAT, babes,” said Candy, the picture of innocence, which on a face with that much lip filler was a genuine achievement. “I’m providing commentary. It’s a public service. These people,” she gestured at the floor, at the bewildered Saturday shoppers, “came here for SHOES. I’m giving them SHOES and a SHOW. They’re getting twice the value. Turn for the people, babes.”

I turned for the people. Somebody, two pedestals over, actually clapped. Once. Embarrassed, instant, like the hand had betrayed her. Candy pointed at her with both hands, vindicated, see, SEE, and the woman went scarlet and fled toward the boots, and Candy watched her go with the serene satisfaction of an artist whose work had landed.

There was a bad moment early on, a pair of high platform sandals I wasn’t ready for, and I wobbled coming up off the bench, the ankle rolling, and the trained months caught me before I went down, the body correcting itself, weight redistributing, the recovery so automatic that I was standing straight again before I’d registered the stumble. Candy clocked it. “Ankle strength, babes!” she crowed, delighted, to the whole floor. “She’s got ankle strength! That’s the cobblestone mat paying off! I MADE her do a cobblestone mat for two weeks and she HATED me!” And it was true, she had, a textured mat she’d ordered for exactly this, and I’d hated it, and it had worked, and I walked the next pair without a wobble while Candy narrated my ankle strength to an audience of mildly bewildered shoppers.

The saleswoman, watching all of this, made the natural error. She leaned toward Candy, during a lull, and asked, deferentially, “And are these for you, or,” gesturing between us, trying to work out who the customer was, who was buying for whom.

Candy was so delighted I thought she’d float off the floor.

“Oh no, babes,” she said, pressing a hand to her chest, glowing. “I’m not the customer. I’m just the fairy godmother. SHE’S Cinderella. I just do the sparkles.” And she gestured at me with both hands like presenting a prize on a game show, and the saleswoman laughed, and I laughed, and walked the aisle one more time, Cinderella in a department store with a fairy godmother in platforms.



I bought three pairs.

One was sensible: a practical pointed Out-Call pump, black, the kind of shoe that did its job and disappeared, the kind a professional needed. That one was for work and I bought it like buying staples.

One was pure Candy. A pink platform, glittery, ridiculous, exactly the bimbo aesthetic, and I pretended to resist it for a full minute, held it at arm’s length, said it wasn’t me, said where would I even wear it, while Candy stood there knowing and patient and saying “uh huh, uh huh, keep talking babes” because we both understood I was going to buy it, the resistance a ritual we performed together, and at the end of the minute I put it in the keep pile and Candy didn’t gloat, just beamed.

And one was mine. Nobody told me to buy it. Candy didn’t suggest it; the saleswoman didn’t push it. I saw it on a pedestal, deep rose, strappy, a heel that was an opinion, the kind of shoe that says something about the woman wearing it before she opens her mouth, and I wanted it the way you want a thing with no justification attached, no client, no booking, no Candy peer pressure, just want, clean and uneditable, I want that shoe. I bought it with my own booking income, my own money, money I’d earned with my own body, and when the saleswoman wrapped the box in tissue I let her wrap it like it mattered, because it did, because it was the first thing I’d ever bought that was only a preference, deep rose and pointed and mine.



On the sidewalk after, a woman passing gave my shoes a once-over.

Not a long look. A flick, down and up, the passing peer assessment women give each other’s shoes on a street, nice, where from, are those comfortable, a half-second of pure horizontal evaluation between equals, and then she was gone, and the look had contained nothing, no verification, no question, no surprise, just one woman clocking another woman’s footwear, and it landed in me as the deepest pass of the whole day. Invisible. Normal. Filed under nothing.

And Candy said something, I don’t even remember what, some joke about the boat-photo man, and a laugh came out of me.

It came out gigglier than I expected. Higher. A little bounce in it, a pitch and a music I had never trained, never practiced on the wall-mounted recorder, never coached toward, a laugh that had simply arrived as the wrist-turn arrived and the looped N arrived, installed somewhere I’d never signed off on, and I heard it leave my mouth and my hand came up to cover it a beat too late, covering a laugh I hadn’t authorized.

Candy looked at me, gentle, not teasing at all.

“That one’s been yours for like two weeks, babes,” she said. “The laugh. I’ve been hearing it. It’s cute. You don’t have to catch it.” She bumped my shoulder with hers. “It’s just one more thing that arrived.”

I lowered my hand. The laugh hung in the air, mine, the gigglier one, the one that came with the lips and the hips and the wrist-turn, part of the kit now, arrived without my consent and impossible to give back.



Back in my room I put the three boxes on the closet shelf, beside the boxes from before, the strappy sandals and the others, the shelf filling up with my own choices, and I stood the deep-rose box facing out so I could see it.

And then I noticed the sheets.

They were pink.

I stood there and looked at my own bed and the sheets on it were pink, a soft dusty rose, and I had no memory of buying them, and no memory of putting them on, and no memory of deciding I wanted pink sheets instead of whatever had been there before. I tried to retrieve it. I tried to find the moment, the choice, the trip to wherever you buy sheets, the act of stripping the old ones and making the bed with these, and there was nothing, a clean blank where the decision should have been. I had pink sheets. I’d put them there. The me that put them there hadn’t filed a report, the same me that turned the gloss wand and looped the N and laughed the gigglier laugh, the me that lived two steps ahead of the clerk in my head and made my life without consulting the part of me that narrated it.

I tried to reconstruct it anyway, my mind worrying the blank like a tongue at a missing tooth. There must have been a store, a shelf of folded sheets, a choice between this dusty rose and whatever else was there, the agency card tied to my personal income, the old sheets balled into the laundry and these smoothed onto the mattress. A whole sequence of small decisions, each one mine, and not one frame of it kept. The pink sheets had happened to my bed the way the breasts had happened to my chest, quietly, without a memo.

I sat down on the pink sheets I didn’t remember choosing, in the room that kept feminizing itself while I wasn’t looking, and didn’t edit it. There was nothing thin enough to lay over it. They were just pink, and they were mine, and I’d done it, and I couldn’t remember doing it.



That night, in the dark, the day caught up to my body.

The cage woke remembering the saleswoman’s hands, the strap drawn through the buckle, the pin pressed home, the warmth of being knelt for. I lay on the pink sheets and felt the phantom pressure of the strap across the top of my foot, and flexed my feet against the mattress, pointing them as the heels had, and the cage strained and leaked the smallest warm trace into the panties.

I could have reached for the plug. There was no booking attached to the want, no client to perform it for, no report to not-write in the morning, and that should have made it the easiest thing in the world to take. But I lay still and let it build and ebb on its own, hands flat at my sides, and found I didn’t want to spend it. The wanting was its own luxury tonight, the same as the deep-rose box on the shelf was a luxury, a thing I’d bought with my own money and didn’t have to use to enjoy owning. I let the heat sit in me, unspent, a full slow ache I got to keep instead of finish, and that keeping was the most extravagant thing I’d done all day. After a while it banked down to embers on its own and I slept warm and denied and absurdly pleased with the whole stupid lovely day, the gigglier laugh still tucked somewhere under my ribs, the shoebox a pale shape in the dark that was mine, mine, mine, and didn’t need anything from me at all.



The file was under the door in the morning.

Ambrose. Private apartment. Out-Call. And the preference line, brief and specific:

Restraint. Silk. See protocol addendum.

Stapled behind the single page was a document I’d never seen, several pages, dense, the agency’s bondage rules, an entire protocol I hadn’t known existed until it was suddenly relevant to my Saturday. Quick-release knots. One hand free at all times or continuous verbal check-ins. Agency phone within reach. Safe words that worked even when you couldn’t move.

I read the first page sitting on the pink sheets. Safe words that worked even when you couldn’t move. Somebody had sat down and thought hard about a person tied past the point of being able to stop themselves, had built a whole patient apparatus around the wanting of precisely that, and the plain fact that such a document existed at all, dense and rehearsed and routine to everyone in the building but me, told me more about where Saturday was going than the single page in front of it ever could. I sat with that line longer than I needed to. Then I went to find out what silk the agency kept.


Chapter 9: Silk and Protocol

Margaux briefed restraint bookings herself. That was policy, she told me, sitting across the mahogany desk with the addendum open between us, glasses on, the candle throwing its irregular light. She did not delegate restraint to Candy or to a file. She did it in person, because a tied woman who didn’t understand the protocol was a liability, and Margaux did not run liabilities.

“Read it back to me,” she said, when I’d gone through the addendum once. “Not the words. The principle.”

“Quick-release on everything,” I said. “One hand free at all times, or continuous verbal check-ins if both hands are bound. The agency phone within reach of the free hand or the floor. And ‘powder’ still ends it, even tied.”

“And if you cannot speak. If your mouth is occupied or you cannot find the word.”

“Three knocks. Or I drop something he’s put in my hand.”

She nodded, once. Then she took off the glasses, and the office changed register as it always did when the glasses came off.

“Restraint is the one service,” she said, “where the protocol is the foreplay. With every other client the rules are a fence around the pleasure. With Ambrose the rules are the pleasure. The tying is most of the booking. He will spend more time and more care on the knots than most men spend on the act, and the care is the point, and you will only be able to surrender as far as the care lets you trust it.” She held the glasses, the load-bearing pause. “He knows the addendum better than you do. He helped write half of it, years ago. That is precisely why he is approved. The men I worry about are the ones who think safety is the boring part. Ambrose thinks safety is the erotic part. Trust the second kind.” She put the glasses back on. “Theo will wait downstairs the entire booking. Go.”



Ambrose’s apartment was a penthouse of clean lines and quiet money, everything pale and spare and deliberate, and on a low table by the bed the silk rope was coiled like a museum display, each length wound into a neat flat spiral, laid out with the deliberate order of a surgeon’s instrument tray. He was silver at the temples, precise, courteous, a man whose every motion had been planned a half-second before he made it. He took my coat and offered me water and we sat, and the negotiation that followed was, exactly as Margaux promised, the foreplay.

He demonstrated each tie before he used it. He took a length of the silk and tied it around his own wrist and showed me the quick-release, the single tail that, pulled, collapsed the whole knot in an instant, and he made me pull it, made me feel the knot dissolve in my hand, so that my body would know in advance that the restraint was a thing I could end with two fingers. He asked my preferred check-in word, and I said green, and he repeated it back, green, and asked what yellow would mean to me and what red would mean and listened to the answers like they mattered, because to him they did.

He laid out the order of things, too, the whole arc of the booking, before any of it happened, the way a good surgeon walks you through the procedure: first the wrists, then the blindfold, then a long passage where he would do very little and I would feel a great deal, then a position change he’d narrate before he made it, and an ending he would not rush. He told me what each tie would feel like. He told me he would check my hands for circulation by touch, periodically, and that the touch would be clinical and I shouldn’t read anything into it, it was just him keeping me safe inside the thing he was building. The clarity was its own restraint. There would be no surprises except the ones I consented to in advance, which were the only kind worth having.

He had me practice the safe gesture before he tied a single knot. He put a length of silk in my free hand and told me to drop it, and I dropped it, and he caught it, and he said “that ends everything, the same as the word,” and made me do it twice more, drop and catch, drop and catch, until my hand knew the motion without thinking, the off switch installed in my own muscle before any of the restraint went on. Then he asked, plainly, whether I’d been tied before, and I said not like this, and he didn’t push for the rest, just nodded, and said, “Then we go slow, and you tell me at every stage how it sits. Restraint that surprises you is restraint that failed. I don’t fail.” It wasn’t a boast. It was a man stating a standard, as Margaux stated standards, and the certainty of it loosened something in my shoulders that I hadn’t known was clenched, the body recognizing, before the mind did, that it had been handed to someone who would not drop it.

“The blindfold is optional,” he said. “I’d like to use it, because deprivation is most of what I do, but it’s yours to refuse, and if at any point you want it off you say so and it comes off.”

“You can use it,” I said, and heard my own voice come out steady, and understood that the steadiness was a thing he’d built in me on purpose, with the demonstrations and the order-of-things and the quick-release pressed into my own palm, a man constructing the conditions under which a stranger could afford to fall.

The cage had been stirring through the entire negotiation. That was the thing nobody warned you about with a man like Ambrose, that the competence itself was the heat, that watching a careful man demonstrate the quick-release on his own wrist could make the cage leak into the rose lace before a single tie had touched me. Being made this safe was what let my body say yes all the way down to the floor.



He tied my wrists to the headboard in silk, and left one quick-release tail resting against my right palm, a soft cord I could feel the whole time, my off switch held in my own hand. Then the blindfold, drawn down gentle, and the room went dark, and the world contracted to sound and skin.

And then he did almost nothing.

That was the whole framework of it. A man who’d spent twenty minutes on the knots was in no hurry at all now, and the deprivation turned the nothing into everything. His breath, somewhere near my collarbone, warm, moving slowly down. A single fingertip, drawn from the hollow of my throat to my sternum and gone, and the absence after it screaming louder than the touch. The hovering flat of a palm held a half-inch above my stomach, not touching, just the heat of it, my whole skin straining upward toward a contact that didn’t come. He played the spaces between touches like an instrument, and blind and bound I had nothing to do but feel them, every grazed fingertip enormous, every withdrawal a small bereavement, the cage straining against literally nothing, denial with no surface to grind against, no friction, no plug, no client’s stomach to press to, just want pooling in a body that couldn’t move toward anything.

He worked like that for a long time. Longer than any client had spent on anything. The blindfold erased the clock along with the room, so I had no idea whether it was ten minutes or thirty, only the slow accumulation of deprivation, the body recalibrating under so much almost-nothing until a fingertip was a flood. He breathed against the inside of my elbow. He ghosted a knuckle down the side of one tender breast and the nipple drew up so hard it ached and he didn’t touch it, left it straining into the dark. He laid his open mouth a half-inch from the cage, hot breath through the bars, and held there, not touching, until my hips were lifting blind off the bed trying to find the contact, and then he pulled back and let me drop into the empty air, and the cage leaked steadily into the rose lace with nothing to leak against, just want and gravity.

The dark did things to time and to the body’s map of itself. Without my eyes I couldn’t predict him, couldn’t see his hand approach and brace for it, so every touch landed as ambush, a fingertip at my hip that I hadn’t watched coming, a breath at my throat from a direction I couldn’t have named, and the not-knowing turned a graze into a shock and a shock into a flood. I started flinching toward sounds. The whisper of his sleeve. The shift of his weight on the mattress. My whole skin reorganized itself around the question of where the next contact would land, the answer always wrong, always somewhere I wasn’t braced for, and the cage strained at the dark itself, at the suspense of it, at a body suspended in a present tense with no future it could see.

He laid two fingers flat against my sternum and just held them there, still, warm, and the stillness after so much almost-nothing was its own enormous thing, a whole hand’s worth of want collapsed into two motionless fingertips, and I lay under them shaking and didn’t dare move in case moving made him take them away. He let me have the stillness for a long time. Then he traced one finger down, slow, all the way down, past the cage, between, to the perineum, to the spot through the skin, and pressed, once, light, and the prostate woke under the press and the whole denied column of want surged toward an outlet that wasn’t there, and he lifted the finger before it could become anything, and I made a sound I’d never made, a high broken thing torn out of me into the blind dark, and still there was nothing to grind against, nothing to finish on, just the want rising with no walls to climb.

And still he gave me nothing to finish on. He attended to me and abandoned me, attended and abandoned, a rhythm with no resolution built into it, each return a fraction more than the last and each withdrawal a fraction emptier, the want winding higher on every cycle and finding no door anywhere to leave by. It climbed past anything a plug or a client’s stomach had ever built in me, climbed on pure suspense, on the blind not-knowing of where his next touch would land, until the wanting outgrew the armor and the armor cracked clean through.

I heard myself ask.

“Please.”

It came out high and broken and I heard it leave my mouth and could not believe it, because I had never, in any booking, in months of training and clients, verbally begged. I’d made sounds. I’d said colors. I had never said please to a client and meant please touch me, and here it was, out, in the dark, my wrists in silk and a stranger’s breath moving over me too slow, please, and Ambrose made a soft pleased sound and rewarded the begging with one more grazing touch and then took it away again, because the begging was the thing he’d been building toward, the careful patient extraction of a please from a woman who’d come in armored.

“Beautiful,” he said. “Color?”

“Green.” Breathless. “Green, please don’t stop.”



He moved me without untying, repositioned me bound and blind into a kneel, my hands tied forward now, low to the headboard, my cheek pressed to the pillow and my hips lifted, and the handling itself, how he arranged me, turned me, settled my hips at the angle he wanted, was its own beat, a man moving a bound and blindfolded body with complete patient authority and complete care at once, positioning me like the silk on the table, a thing laid out exactly so. I had no say in it and the no-say was the gift. I couldn’t see what was coming and I couldn’t move toward or away from it, and all I had to do, all I was permitted to do, was be placed, and being placed, being arranged by careful hands into the shape he wanted, undid something in me that months of choosing had been holding tight.

He entered me at a pace so metered it was its own kind of restraint. Slow. Even. A man with a metronome where his urgency should be. And the blindfold did something the dark always does in retrospect but that I’d never had in a booking: it made the angle a surprise. Every stroke, I couldn’t see it coming, couldn’t track his rhythm with my eyes and brace for the prostate contact, so the spot bloomed new each time, a fresh small detonation on every metered stroke, there, and there, and there again, my whole nervous system unable to anticipate its own pleasure because it had been blinded into the present tense.

He found a depth and held to it, exact, the same stroke over and over, no variation, no acceleration, the metronome refusing to do the thing every other man did, which was speed up toward the end, chase it, lose the rhythm to want. Ambrose did not lose the rhythm. The rhythm was the point. He stroked into me on a beat I could have set a clock by, slow and deep and identical, and the sameness became unbearable in a way speed never could, because there was no escalation to ride, no building tempo to tell my body it was almost over, just the same even patient depth arriving and arriving and arriving, finding the spot dead-on each time and withdrawing and finding it again, and my body had nothing to do but receive the same exact pleasure on the same exact schedule until it built into something my eyes-open self had never been still enough to feel.

“Color,” he said, at the position change, every time, braiding the protocol into the rhythm instead of pausing for it.

“Green.”

“Color.”

“Green, green,” and once, helpless, the metronome finding the spot dead-on, “green, don’t stop, please don’t stop,” begging again, the begging coming easy now, the armor gone somewhere on the floor with my dignity, and Ambrose kept his maddening even pace and didn’t speed up no matter how I begged, because the not-speeding-up was the gift, the discipline of it, the surrender he was teaching my body being a surrender to his time and not my own.

The sissygasm built with my wrists bound and my eyes blind and no way to touch myself, no way to grind, no way to chase it, nothing to do but receive it on his schedule, and when it broke it broke as nothing had broken before. Fully restrained. The convulsion pulled the silk taut, my whole body arching against the ties, the cords singing tight against my wrists, and I came hands-free and helpless and tied to a stranger’s headboard, the cage pouring its useless wet through the bars onto the pale sheets beneath me while the rest of me seized and shook in the silk. Helpless beyond anything I’d felt. I couldn’t have stopped it if I’d wanted to and I couldn’t have caused it either; he’d done it, the careful man with the metronome, while I lay bound and begging and blind, and the silence where the sardonic voice lived was total, blacked out with the blindfold.

He finished a few strokes later, quiet, controlled, and then he did the most careful thing of the whole night, which was untie me in reverse ritual order, with the unhurried care of defusing something, the blindfold first so I could see the room come back, then the wrists, slow, and he massaged the marks the silk had left, his thumbs working the circulation back into them, checking the skin, and he thanked me. Formally. “Thank you,” he said. “That was very generous. You’re very good at trusting, which is rarer than you’d think.” And he wrapped me in a robe and sat with me until my breathing settled, the aftercare as deliberate as the knots.

He brought me water and watched me drink it, and he talked, low, while my heart came down, about the difference between people who could be tied and people who couldn’t. “It’s not about courage,” he said, coiling the silk back into its neat museum spirals, each length wound exactly. “The brave ones are often the worst. They fight the rope the whole time, proving something. The ones who can really do it are the ones who can let go, and letting go is harder than fighting, and almost nobody learns it because nobody ever lets them.” He set the coiled silk on the low table, precise, the instruments cleaned and put away. “You let go all the way down. I don’t see that often.” He said it the way Margaux said adequate, no flourish, a statement of fact about my competence at a thing, and it landed in the same place, the warm give at the backs of my thighs where competence-praise went, and I sat in the robe and held the water and felt the rope-marks fading on my wrists and thought, with no edit fast enough to stop it, that I’d just been told I was gifted at surrender by a man who’d know.



I built the ride-home edit before the car had cleared his block, fluent and professional, and it lasted exactly as long as it took to say it back to myself once.

Clients buy trust, the edit said. I sell competence. He paid for a professional who could surrender safely, and I delivered a professional service, and the begging was technique, the trust was technique, all of it was the product.

It was half true. I could feel exactly which half. The professional part was real; the protocol was real; the competence was real. But I sell competence did not cover the please. It said nothing about how I’d begged a stranger to touch me in the dark and meant it down to the floor. And it left out the thing I chewed on the whole drive home and couldn’t put down, that I had never in my life felt safer than I’d felt tied blind and helpless to a man I’d met two hours earlier, that the restraint had been the safety, that being unable to move had let me let go of everything, and that the letting-go was not a service I’d sold but a relief I’d been needing for longer than I could name.

I’d come in armored. I’d left having begged. I sell competence was true about the hour and a lie about the woman who’d lived it, and the distance between those two things was the whole of what I couldn’t drive home past.



The text came in as Theo turned onto our block.

Sienna. No greeting, no context, just one line:

Morning meeting tomorrow. Sit where you can see Aria’s face.

That was all. I looked at it, the rope-marks still pink and fading on my wrists, and thought of Aria’s smile holding through your booking review concludes this week, the held breath, the determination due Friday, and tomorrow was Friday, and Sienna had decided I should have a clear line of sight.

I didn’t answer. With Sienna you didn’t need to. I slid the phone dark and went up to the pink sheets with the rope-marks still fading on my wrists, and lay there feeling the ghost of the silk on them, and did not try to explain any of it to myself, because the parts that mattered had stopped fitting anywhere I could put them.


Chapter 10: The Agenda Item

I sat where I could see Aria’s face, because Sienna had told me to, and I didn’t know why until Margaux opened the monthly summary.

The morning meeting ran its ritual, the coffee and the six chairs and the agenda, and Margaux read the month as she read everything, the figures stacked and toneless, a column she had no personal stake in. Balances first. Mine, falling. Piper’s, almost gone. And then she turned a page and read the part Sienna had bought me a seat for.

“Most requested escort, this cycle.” A pause that wasn’t really a pause, just the half-second the sentence needed to land. “Nataly. Standing requests: five.”

Five. Desmond’s monthly, Julian’s weekly, the others stacking up, five men who’d filed paperwork to keep me on retainer, and the number meant exactly one thing in a room organized around requests, and the room understood it before Margaux said the next part.

“Aria. Your review concludes. Tier Four status restored. Your numbers remain under observation.”

Two sentences. That was all it took. Two flat sentences, no ceremony, no announcement, Nataly is the most requested, Aria is restored-but-watched, and two years of Aria’s reign as the agency’s brightest object ended between them, on a routine agenda line, the way empires end in the small print, and Margaux read it and turned the page like it weighed the same as everything else.

I watched Aria’s face. That was the gift Sienna had given me, the seat, the angle, and I understood now why she’d bothered.

The smile held. Aria had built it before the meeting as she always did, the honey-coated composure, and the smile held through both sentences, the corners staying up, the practice of two years keeping the mouth in place. But the eyes didn’t hold. The smile said of course, restored, lovely, and the ice-blue eyes above it did something the smile couldn’t reach, a flat stricken stillness, the look of a woman watching the floor of her own life drop away while she keeps her face arranged for the room. Nobody gloated. That was the cruelty of it, the agency’s particular cruelty, certain and not sadistic; nobody at the table so much as glanced at her with triumph. The room’s silence did the work. The silence said it louder than any gloat could have.

Piper leaned the smallest fraction toward me and said, very quietly, not moving her lips much, “Don’t enjoy it where she can see you.”

I examined myself for the enjoyment Piper was warning me off.

It was there. No use pretending otherwise. I went looking for it expecting to find decency and found instead a dark warm satisfaction sitting in my chest like a coal, I won, I’m the most requested, I beat her, the competitiveness I’d discovered I had back when Aria first started sabotaging me, fully alive now and fully fed. I’d told myself for months that I didn’t want this, that I was here for the money, that the rivalry was Aria’s problem and not mine. And here was the proof, warm and undeniable and low in my gut, that I had been playing the whole time and had just won, and that winning felt good, darkly, fully, in a way I could not edit into something cleaner.

It was the same warmth, I realized, that Margaux’s valuable lit, and Atticus’s darling, and Miles’s better at waiting, all the accounts I’d started keeping, except this one had no man and no mistress behind it, no praise to attribute it to. This one was just mine. I’d wanted to be the most requested and I was, and the wanting had been real the whole time under all the editing, and the having of it spread through me and glowed, and the part of me that had once wanted to be good at drawing as my mother was good at it recognized the glow exactly, the clean uncomplicated heat of having been the best at a thing I’d worked at. That it was this thing, that the thing I’d worked my way to the top of was being the agency’s most-requested escort, did not dim the glow at all. That was the part I couldn’t edit. The glow didn’t care what game it had won.

I just work hard, the edit offered.

The coal didn’t believe it for a second.



Atticus took me to the opera that evening.

La Bohème, box seats, and he’d specified the color of my dress in advance, in the file, in his own hand: deep rose. He’d noticed my color. The dusty rose I’d chosen at the boutique, the rose Candy dressed me in, the rose of the cage and the sheets and the shoebox facing out on my shelf; Atticus had noticed it was mine and asked for it, and that noticing was its own kind of acquisition, a man learning the color you belong to so he can dress you in it.

The opera house was gilt and red velvet and the particular hush of old money at leisure. We came up a sweep of marble stairs under chandeliers the size of cars, past women in the kind of jewelry that has insurance riders, past men who nodded at Atticus as the dining-club staff had greeted him, which was by almost not greeting him at all, an acknowledgment so minimal it was its own kind of bow. He gave me a program at the door. He bought me a flute of champagne I held and didn’t drink because Piper said hold it, don’t drink it, the holding is the prop and the drinking is the liability. And he moved me through the lobby with a hand at the small of my back, introducing me to no one, letting me be seen, the not-introducing a thing in itself, a man who didn’t need to explain his companion to anyone because explaining was for people who could be questioned.

In the box, high above the audience, the velvet rail under my forearms and the whole gilt horseshoe of the house dropping away below, he was attentive and unhurried. He told me, low, which of the boxes belonged to which families, the old names, the money that had built wings of the museum and pews of the cathedral, a quiet geography of the room delivered like a man showing you the boundaries of his land. And at the first interval, when the houselights came up and the murmur rose, the whole house shifting and rustling and reaching for programs, he produced a flat case from inside his jacket.

“For the evening,” he said, and opened it.

Pearl drop earrings. Old, good, the kind of pearls that have a weight to them, a history, lying in dark velvet.

“They suit the throat, darling,” he said, and lifted one out, and turned slightly toward me. “I chose them for the throat.”

And he fastened one himself. He didn’t hand it to me. He reached up and fitted the wire through my ear with his own fingers, his knuckle brushing along my jaw as he did it, slow, deliberate, the most physical he had ever been with me, a touch that lasted a beat longer than fastening an earring required, his knuckle riding the line of my jaw and stopping just short of my throat, just short of the line, deliberately short of it, the way he did everything, showing me where the line was by walking right up to it and not crossing. The cage woke. Of course it did. A man’s hand on my jaw in a gilt box above a thousand strangers, and the cage stirred and leaked the smallest warm trace into the rose lace, and I held my throat still for him and let him fasten the second pearl himself too.

From the box, I could see the audience seeing us.

I caught it looking down at the rising tiers of velvet seats during the interval, the faces turned up and around, and some of them found us, the box, the silver-haired magnate and the young woman in deep rose with pearls at her throat, and I watched them read us, and I watched them file us under the oldest story money tells, his companion, his arrangement, his beautiful young thing, and I passed completely inside that story, slotted into it without a seam, a possession on display in a box at the opera, and my body responded to the display itself, to being seen as owned, the cage swelling against the bars at the thousand strangers filing me under his.

Audience response, I catalogued. Theatrical context. Anyone’s body responds to being the centerpiece of a room.

The edit was getting thin enough to see daylight through.

Below us the orchestra tuned and then went still, and the first act began, the poor poet and the seamstress in their cold garret, the candle blown out, the hand found in the dark, and I watched it from the box on Atticus’s terms, a possession watching a story about a woman who gets possessed, and the irony of it sat on me without quite resolving into discomfort. The thing about the box was the elevation. You sat above everyone, and everyone could see that you sat above everyone, and the seeing was the point of the box, had always been the point of boxes, the geometry of money that put you where you’d be looked at while you looked. Atticus had bought a height for the both of us. And my body, the trained feminized body that read attention as the prelude to being handled, sat in the height and warmed to a thousand strangers knowing exactly what I was to the silver-haired man beside me, and the cage leaked its small trace into the rose, and I held the program in my lap and looked poised and felt owned and could not, with any honesty, call the feeling unpleasant.

The houselights went down for the second act, and Mimì was dying by inches in the dark below us, the soprano pouring grief up into the gilt while a thousand people held still for it, and Atticus leaned slightly toward me in the dark and said, low, “Do you know the story?”

“She’s poor and she’s sick and the man who loves her can’t afford to keep her warm,” I said. “So he lets her go to someone who can. And it kills her anyway.”

He was quiet a moment. “You got that from one semester?”

“I got that from the program,” I said. “It’s printed on the back.”

He let a slow breath out through his nose, the small thing he did instead of laughing. “Most people who can afford this box have never read the program in their lives,” he said. “They come to be seen reading nothing.” He turned his gray eyes back to the stage, where the poor girl was dying for the comfort she’d traded love to get. “I find I prefer the company of people who read the program. They understand the trade in the second act.” He didn’t look at me when he said it. He let it sit there in the dark, the trade in the second act, a man who’d spent four courses asking what I cost telling me, in an opera box, that he understood exactly what kind of warmth I’d traded for, and the line went in to be turned over later with all the others.

He didn’t touch me again the rest of the act. He didn’t need to. The pearls were touching me for him, cool at the throat, his choice, his color logic, I chose them for the throat, and I sat in the dark beside him, slotted into the story the whole house had already read, feeling the cage strain its slow stupid want at being the girl in the box, the girl on display, the warm thing somebody could afford.



Margaux was still up when the car brought me back, and I came in past midnight still wearing the pearls.

She wasn’t at the reception desk. She was at the foot of the main stairs, a closed folder against her side, caught on her way up or having decided not to go up, and she stopped when I came through the glossy black door, and I stopped a few feet inside it, the pearls cool at my throat in the space between us.

She didn’t look at them. That was the first strange thing, and it took me a moment to register it as strange. Margaux read everything, top to bottom, the whole inventory in a single pass; a man’s pearls at my throat were precisely the kind of detail her eyes filed before I’d finished crossing a room. And she didn’t. She held my face instead, only my face, with a deliberateness that was its own kind of looking, the careful not-looking of someone refusing to give a thing the attention it had come in asking for.

“You’re back,” she said.

“I’m back.”

And then there was a silence that should not have been there. Half a beat. A breath where Margaux, who had answers before the questions finished, who decided everything in advance and delivered it on a metronome I’d spent months learning, simply did not have the next sentence ready. The pause was small. The night receptionist, if there’d been one at the desk, would never have caught it. I caught it. The metronome skipped.

“Have Candy log it in the morning,” she said, finally, and the it did the work the pearls would have done, naming them without naming them, refusing them even the dignity of the word. “Goodnight, Nataly.”

Then she went up the stairs ahead of me, without hurry, and did not look back, and I gave her the distance the building was built to keep and climbed after her with the half-beat turning over in my hand like a hot stone.

That was the thing I carried up, the lateness. Not a look, not a crack in the face, nothing I could have pointed to and named. Just the skip in the metronome, the first sentence she had ever let arrive a half-beat behind where it should have lived, and the fact that she had refused to look at the pearls at all, which was louder than looking. I couldn’t read what had moved behind it. That was the part that kept me up. A woman who showed me nothing had just shown me, very precisely, a nothing shaped like something, and I knew with total certainty only that it was about another man’s pearls at my throat.



My room. Wired. The meeting and the opera and the pearls and Margaux’s one late second all running through me at once, and I locked the door and took out the plug and didn’t take off the pearls.

I worked the plug in and rode it as I knew how, knelt up in the dark with the cage swinging, and the staircase built as it always built, the prostate heat gathering, the cage leaking, my hips finding the rhythm, the familiar climb toward the top step. The pearls swung when I moved, cool, brushing my collarbones, his weight at my throat, and the cage answered them, leaked harder for them, the whole rhythm picking up the memory of his knuckle on my jaw and the thousand strangers filing me under his. I climbed on it. The top step came into view, the place I always tipped over, the prostate heat gathered into the thing that wanted to break.

And at the top step I stopped.

Deliberately. I held myself one stroke below it, throbbing, the orgasm right there, available, my whole body strung tight on the edge of it, and I didn’t take it. I made myself still. I held the plug exactly where it was, not grinding, not finishing, the pressure on the spot constant and the release denied by my own hand, and the want screamed and I held it, as Miles had held me at the edge, except this time the hand on the rope was mine. I lay back instead, the plug still in, the cage straining, the pearls still cool against my throat, and I let the want sit unresolved, denied by my own choice this time and not the cage’s, throbbing in the dark, the orgasm I’d built sitting unspent a stroke below the top.

I made myself examine why.

And the honest answer, when I went looking for it, was that I didn’t want tonight’s orgasm to belong to Atticus’s earrings. He’d fastened them himself, knuckle on my jaw, and the cage had answered him in the box, and if I came now, in the dark, with the pearls still on, the orgasm would belong to him, to the man learning my color and dressing my throat and walking up to lines without crossing them, and I didn’t want him to have it. That was clear. What wasn’t clear, what I lay throbbing in the dark turning over, was who I did want it to belong to. There was a who. I could feel the shape of the who, the skipped beat at the foot of the stairs, the pearls she’d refused to look at, but I wouldn’t let myself finish the thought, the same way the editor wouldn’t finish the questions, the same as everything in me lately that stopped one syllable short of the truth.

I lay there a long time with the want unspent, the plug a steady fullness, the cage straining and leaking into the rose set, the pearls cool at my throat. The whole night ran through me on a loop: the agenda line that crowned me, Aria’s smile holding while her eyes failed, the box and the audience and the knuckle on my jaw. But the loop kept snagging on the smallest thing, half a beat of hesitation in a woman who never hesitated, and it was that, not the pearls and not the crown, that I carried down into sleep with the want still humming and unspent.

I fell asleep denied, the plug still in, the pearls still on, the want still humming, and I dreamed, with no edit available to stop me, about a pair of reading glasses being slowly folded and set down on a desk.



The assignment slip was under the door in the morning, Margaux’s black ink, the angular hand my own fingers had learned to mimic.

Quarterly group reservation: Warren, Calder, Miles. Four hours. The Penthouse. Prepare accordingly.

Four hours. The three of them, the trio I knew now, the veterans. I read it standing in the cold of the fourth floor with the pearls in my hand where I’d finally taken them off, and the cage tightened at four hours before I’d reached the period, that fast and that thoughtless, hungry for a thing it hadn’t even been told the shape of yet, and I let it stir, unargued with, and went to find Candy and tell her I’d need the full kit.


Chapter 11: Four Hours

Candy laid the kit out on the salon counter like a field medic prepping for a deployment, and the seriousness of it was the first sign that this booking was a different animal.

“Four hours is a sport, babes,” she said, lining the bottles up. “You don’t prep for a sport like you prep for a date.” Throat spray, the numbing-and-soothing kind, two pumps now and the bottle going in my clutch for the breaks. A sleeve of electrolyte tablets, the orange ones, dissolved into a bottle of water she made me drink half of before we even started. A small zip bag of hard candies, “for between, babes, your jaw gets tired, you suck a candy and it resets.” The extended warmup, longer than I’d ever done, the medium plug worked patiently while Candy checked my breathing and timed me and chatted about a man on her dating app who’d opened with a paragraph about his ex.

“He’s processing, babes,” she said, scandalized, glossing my lips with something matte and long-wearing. “On the APP. In the OPENER. I’m not a support group, I’m a Porsche-or-above situation, take it to a therapist.”

“What happened to the boat man?”

“Boat man and I have reached an understanding,” Candy said, with great dignity, blotting my lip. “The understanding is that I blocked him. He sent a THIRD boat. A pontoon, babes. He went DOWN a boat. He’s deteriorating in real time and I’m not going down with the pontoon.” She capped the gloss. “Anyway, processing man replaced him in my heart for like an hour until the second paragraph, and now I’m boatless and processing-less and frankly thriving. The app is a desert and I am a woman with a full water bottle. I don’t NEED a man. I have pink risotto and a salon and a girl who’s about to do a four-hour and make us all proud.” She pressed a kiss to the air near my cheek so as not to wreck the gloss. “You’re my whole personality right now, you know that? My friends are sick of hearing about my protégée. I don’t have friends. My DATING APP is sick of hearing about you. I bring you up. It’s weird. I’m aware it’s weird.”

“That’s genuinely a little weird, Candy.”

“I contain weird AND wisdom, babes. That’s the package.” She stepped back to admire the lip. “Okay. Mouth’s done. Don’t eat anything that isn’t a person.”

She secured my hair, pinned and sprayed, off my neck, out of the way, a working style. She did the makeup waterproof, top to bottom, the mascara especially, and when I gave her a questioning look at how heavy she went she met my eyes in the mirror with a flat little professional certainty that always surprised me when it surfaced.

“Four hours, babes,” she said. “Your face is going to do some things. Waterproof holds.” And then, snapping back bright, “Plus you look like a snack. A long, four-course snack.”

I took the session pill an hour out, by my own hand, dry, from the bottle in my clutch. The bottle had its place in the kit now, right next to the black phone, the two of them living together like two kinds of permission, as they had since the salon. The pill was practical for exactly this client, I told myself, narrating the edit in the words I’d built for it: four hours was a marathon and the pill kept your head from getting in the way of your body’s pacing. A professional used the tools. I swallowed it dry and felt nothing yet, just the knowledge of it, sitting in me like a fuse.

Candy walked me to the elevator. Her last word, before the doors closed, was not bubbly. It came out of the clinical Candy, the one whose hands were steady.

“Count until you stop needing to,” she said. “Some girls count the loads, some girls count the breaks, some girls just count. It keeps you in your body. And red is red, babes. Even in hour four. Especially in hour four. You don’t get a medal for not saying it.”

The doors closed on her pink and the elevator carried me up to the Penthouse with the pill not yet lit and the trained calm sitting on top of the nerves like a lid on a pot.



The pill came up while I was waiting for them, and I felt it take hold as I always did now, the edges going soft first.

The anxiety thinned out to curiosity. The part of me that narrated, the dry one, the one that filed everything, didn’t disappear so much as step back, like a stagehand moving into the wings. My attention narrowed. The Penthouse came into focus in pieces, sensory, present: the leather-and-cedar smell, the heavy curtains drawn against the city, the California king with its discreet attachment points in the headboard, the decanter of amber liquid and the three heavy tumblers Candy’s protocol had set out, one each. The world got smaller and warmer and more interesting. It wasn’t a compulsion. The dry voice, even stepped back into the wings, kept its precision about this: the pill didn’t make me want anything I didn’t already want, didn’t move my feet, didn’t choose for me. It just turned the volume down on the part of me that second-guessed the choosing. I could still call a color. I could still walk out. I simply stopped litigating every breath, and the relief of that was its own thing.

They came in together, and the safety of knowing them was the foundation the whole night was built on.

Warren first, mid-fifties, the warm financial-conference handshake, the eye contact he liked. Calder behind him, early forties, taller and broader, the patient one, the one whose rhythm I knew. And Miles, last, lean and watchful, pouring himself a drink without asking as he always did, taking up his post by the chair where he could see. They were a repertory company now, not strangers. We’d done this before, in pieces, and they moved around each other with the easy coordination of men who’d booked together for years, who knew the choreography, who knew me. The safety was what made the intensity possible. You could not surrender to four hours of three men if any part of you was on guard. The pill quieted the guard, but the men had earned the quiet first.

Warren took my hands in his and looked at me, full eye contact, his favorite thing.

“Hello, beautiful,” he said, warm, and I felt the praise land and the cage tighten at it, and the night began.



The first movement was oral, escalated past anything we’d done.

It started as Warren liked, slow, me on my knees on the cushion they’d set on the floor, him standing, his hand light in my hair, praise running like a current. “Good girl, look at you, so good at this.” The plug seated, the cage swinging under me, leaking already into the rose set, the pill turning the salt-and-skin of him into pure information with no commentary attached. And then Miles, who’d been watching from the chair, set his drink down and crossed the room, and the file’s pre-approved escalation began: both of them, standing together, in front of me.

Two at once. The geometry of it impossible, my lips stretched around the both of them where they pressed together, my jaw working an angle it had never worked, cheeks hollowed around a fullness that should not have fit and somehow did, the trained throat opening, the trained breath finding the rhythm through my nose. I’d practiced spitroast. I’d taken depth. I had never done this, two cocks crowding my mouth at once, and the first-ness of it lit through me, the stretch becoming its own sensation, the impossible math of it, Warren’s praise above me and Miles’s quiet attention and the wet sounds I was making filling the room.

“Beautiful,” Warren breathed. “Both of us. Good girl.”

The mascara held. Of course it held; Candy planned ahead. My eyes watered with the stretch and the depth and the mascara did not run a millimeter, and I understood the heavy application now, the field-medic seriousness of the prep, my face doing the things Candy promised it would do and holding its composure through all of them because she’d armored it in advance.

I worked them both, the pill keeping my head out of it, my body running the technique months of training had built, and somewhere in there the dry narrator went all the way quiet for the first time of the night, the wings going dark, just sensation and salt and the stretch and the praise.



The second movement was the one that took my name away.

They moved me to the bed, and the airtight rotation began, and this was the deep end, the place the file had been building toward, three points of me engaged at once. Calder behind me, in my ass, his patient even rhythm, the prostate pressure rolling up through me in long slow waves. Warren in my mouth, his hand cradling my jaw. My hand working Miles where he knelt beside us, his eyes on the composition, on the picture all of us made, the watcher even now half watching.

All three points. Every entrance of me occupied, every part of me in service, and the pill-quieted monologue, which had dropped to single words during the oral, dropped now to nothing at all. There was no me narrating. There was a body doing a thing, three men moving through it in coordinated rhythm, and a silence in my head as wide as the room, wider, the silence from that first sissygasm now stretched across an hour. Identity reduced to function. I was the place where three rhythms met. The voice that had defended me for months had no surface to write on, no edit to attempt, there was just the slow airtight rotation and the cage leaking steadily under me and the absolute quiet of being used in every place at once.

Calder found the spot and held it, that even patient rhythm, working it in steady deliberate pulses, and the prostate heat gathered in a column up my spine.

The coordination of them was its own marvel, the thing the pill let me feel without analyzing: three men who’d booked together for years moving around a single body like a crew who’d worked a hundred shifts, each one reading the others, Calder’s rhythm and Warren’s hand and Miles’s watching all timed to each other and to me, nobody crowding, nobody rushing, the whole thing running on a current of veteran ease. Warren’s thumb stroked my cheek where it hollowed around him. Calder’s hands spanned my hips, steadying, his patience absolute. Miles knelt close enough that I could feel the heat of him under my working hand, his breath gone ragged at the composition, the watcher half-undone by the picture even as he stayed outside it. I was the place three rhythms met and the three rhythms had agreed in advance, somewhere I hadn’t heard, on exactly how to meet there.

“Color,” Calder said, low, behind me, even in this not breaking the protocol.

I came off Warren long enough to say it. “Green.” Wrecked, breathless, certain. “Green.”

And went back down, and the silence closed over my head again, and I drowned in it gratefully. The cage hung beneath me leaking onto the sheets, a steady drool, the locked length swinging with Calder’s rhythm, and somewhere in the airtight middle of it the last thread of the dry voice let go completely, the stagehand walking all the way out of the building, and there was no me at all for a while, just the body and the three of them and the dark warm nothing, more relief than I’d ever felt, the relief of being, for one stretched hour, no one’s idea of anyone, not even my own.



The third movement was where my body did the thing my old body never could.

They reconfigured. Calder reclined against the headboard, the discreet attachment points unused tonight, just a man lying back, and they sat me on him, riding, my own rhythm, the depth mine to control. Warren beside me, his hand guiding my chin, turning my face toward his for the eye contact he paid for, the warmth of being looked at while I worked. And Miles, the watcher, the edger, finally participating in the only way he ever truly wanted: a toy in his hand, small, held against the cage through the bars, against the leaking locked length of me, a pressure on the outside of the denial while Calder filled me from the inside.

I rode, and the heat built from two directions, the prostate from within and the toy pressed to the cage from without, and I came.

And then I came again.

And the second one didn’t finish, it rolled, it folded over into a third before the second had cleared, my body multi-orgasmic in a way it had never been, the cage no longer the bottleneck because the orgasms weren’t coming from the cage, they were coming from the prostate, from inside, in waves that could overlap because they didn’t need the cock to discharge them. I shook on Calder’s lap, riding through one orgasm into the next, Warren’s hand on my chin, Miles’s toy at the cage, and the three of them watched it happen with a genuine delight that became its own engine, their pleasure at my pleasure feeding back into mine, a loop, that’s it, again, give us another, that’s our girl, and the cage drooled continuously through the bars now, not spurting, just a steady wet thread, the leak that came at full overwhelm.

I lost count somewhere in there, which was the thing Candy had warned me about and the thing she’d told me to do anyway, count until you stop needing to, and I stopped needing to. The waves stopped being separate events I could number and became weather, a sea of it, one swell rolling into the next with no flat water between them, the toy pressed to the cage from outside and Calder filling me from inside and the two pressures braiding into a single endless rolling thing that my old body could never have held, that the old cock-centered math of orgasm had no equation for. There was no refractory nothing, no after, no waiting to build again. There was just more. My thighs shook and gave and I rode through it with Warren holding my face up so I had to keep my eyes open, had to watch them watch me, and the watching fed it, and Miles, the watcher, the one who never gave anything away, said Christ under his breath, once, the composure cracking, and even through the white I filed the crack, the watcher undone, and the filing was the last coherent thing for a long while.

The pill kept the head out of it. The men kept the safety in it. And my body, the feminized body the agency had built and the prostate the cage had taught and the multi-orgasmic capacity my old self never had, ran the whole thing on its own, unsupervised, unnarrated.

In hour three there was one yellow. My jaw, fatigued, a deep ache past the good ache, and I said it, “yellow,” around Warren, and the night stopped on a dime, all three of them stilling instantly, the protocol working at the exact moment my mind was whited out. They repositioned, retired my mouth for twenty minutes, gave me water and a hard candy and the throat spray, Candy’s whole field kit doing its job, and Warren rubbed my jaw with his thumbs while Calder got me electrolytes, three men taking care of the instrument before they played it again. The yellow cost me nothing and bought me the rest of the hour. Candy was right. You don’t get a medal for not saying it.



There were three loads across the night.

I would have counted them once, tallied each one as evidence for a file. The pill-quiet body just received them, in order, in their destinations: Warren in my mouth, swallowed without the deliberateness it used to require, the swallowing not a decision anymore, just a thing my throat did. Calder across the cage, hot, pooling in the bars, mixing with my own steady leak. Miles last, the watcher, who liked to finish where he could see it, across my chest, on the tender breasts, the cum landing warm on skin that ached pleasantly from filler and hormones and four hours of attention.

The closing image was me kneeling in the wreckage of the bed.

The sheets pulled half off, the cushions scattered, the three tumblers emptied, my hair come down out of its pins, my face still holding its waterproof composure through everything that had happened to it, my body humming in the specific way a body hums after it has been thoroughly and completely used, and my mind perfectly, frighteningly silent. The men dressed. Warren, buttoning his shirt, told me he’d book the next quarter on his way out, and did, stopping at the reception desk downstairs to put it in the book before the night was even cold. They thanked me, all three, in their different registers, and they left, and I knelt in the wreckage they’d made of the bed with three loads on and in me and a silence in my head that did not refill when the door closed.

That was the thing. That was the part that was new.

The pill faded over the next hour, the edges coming back, the world re-acquiring its narration. And the silence stayed. Usually when the pill let go, the dry voice came flooding back, reaching for the day’s events to file them, that was work, that was technique, a professional adapts. Tonight it reached and closed on nothing. The day had been too much to file. The booking had taken everything, including, temporarily, the part of me that turned everything into something I could explain. There was just the wreckage of the bed, and my body humming, and a head that wouldn’t fill back up with the usual noise.

I had cleared eighteen hundred dollars toward the debt, plus tips, the number dropping in the morning toward the fifty-one Margaux would read off without inflection. And I had a silence in my skull that unsettled me more than any client ever had, because it was so comfortable, because I didn’t want it to end, because for four hours I had not had to be anyone at all and now that I had to start again I found I didn’t have the energy to start with anything as elaborate as a self.



I showered in the Penthouse bathroom, the water as hot as it went, and washed three men off my skin and out of my hair, and put on the robe, and went down to my room.

It was one in the morning. I was clean, robed, my hair wet and combed back, my body wrung out and quiet, and every part of the day said the same thing, which was: sleep. The booking was done. The number was logged. The morning meeting was at seven. The only correct next action in the entire world was to lie down on the pink sheets and close my eyes and let the silence be sleep instead of whatever it was being.

I didn’t do that.

I stood in my room, in the robe, my hair dripping onto my shoulders, and the silence in my head, instead of resolving into sleep, opened up into something with a shape, a direction, a pull, and I found myself walking out of my room before I’d decided to, in the robe, barefoot, down the stairs into the sleeping body of the agency, toward the one place in the building I had no reason to be at one in the morning.

The light was on under her office door.

The agency was dark below me, the reception desk a black shape, the corridor to Margaux’s office unlit except for the one thing that had no business being lit at this hour: a thin line of warm light glowing along the bottom of her office door, the door I’d been summoned through a dozen times, the door where she’d crossed out Nathan and written Nataly above him in her angular hand. One in the morning, and Margaux was still at her desk.

I had no idea what I was going to say. That was the part the silence in my head refused to solve. I’d come down from four hours of being nobody and the first thing the returning self had done, before it could even reassemble, was point me here, to this door, with the light under it, and I stood in the dark corridor in a robe with wet hair and a wrung-out body and absolutely no sentence prepared, no reason I could give, no edit that covered why a Tier Three escort was standing outside the agency owner’s office at one in the morning with nothing to say.

I raised my hand.

I didn’t decide to. The same part of me that had pointed my feet down the stairs lifted my hand, and my knuckles came up toward the wood, toward the warm line of light, and hung there a half inch from the door in the dark, while the dry voice, finally waking, finally back at its desk, opened its mouth to ask me what in God’s name I thought I was doing.

And before it could finish the question, my knuckles touched the door.


Chapter 12: The Fourth Floor

The office door opened before my second knock, and Margaux read everything in one pass.

She was at her desk still, at one in the morning, the low lamp throwing its pool of light across papers she’d been working through, the blazer off and laid over the back of her chair, her blouse buttoned to the throat as it always was, a pair of reading glasses pushed up into her swept-back hair. Working-Margaux, late-Margaux, a version of her no escort ever saw because no escort was ever in this corridor at this hour. She’d opened the door before I could knock a second time, which meant she’d heard my bare feet in the dark, or heard the first knock and crossed the room without my catching the sound, and now she stood in the gap of it and looked at me.

Her eyes went over me once, as they went over everything, reading a file. The wet hair. The robe. The wrung-out stillness of me, the post-booking tremor I didn’t know was visible until her gaze caught on it. The one in the morning of it. She read the whole thing in a single sweep, the four hours, the silence, the feet that had pointed me here, and she asked nothing. No “what are you doing here.” No “it’s late.” No demand for the sentence I didn’t have. She just read me, all the way down, and then she stepped back and to the side, and let me in.

I stepped into the office, and she closed the door behind me and turned the lock, a small precise sound, the deadbolt going home, the office sealed from the inside, the agency below us asleep, the two of us closed into the one lit room in the building. She didn’t sit, and she didn’t ask me to. She read me a moment longer in the lamplight, the whole wrecked silent shape of me, and whatever she found in it decided something, because she reached over and switched off the desk lamp, and turned the lock back, and opened the door onto the dark corridor, and said, low, two words.

“Come with me.”

She led me out of the office and to the stairs, and up.

We climbed in the quiet, flight after flight, back up to the fourth floor, to my own hall, the one my room opened off of, except she walked me past my own door and down to the very end of it, where the one door I’d walked past a hundred times without a thought stood waiting, the unmarked door nobody talked about, the door no escort had any business knowing. She had its key on the chain at her thigh. She unlocked it, and opened it, and warm lamplight spilled out into the cold landing, and she crossed the threshold from the place she worked into the place she lived, and held the door, and waited for me to follow her in.

I followed her into a place no escort had ever been.



I saw it in overwhelmed pieces, because I had no frame for it.

A home. That was the thing that wouldn’t resolve, the thing my exhausted brain kept circling. Margaux had a home. The fourth-floor door I’d walked past a hundred times opened onto rooms that were nothing like the agency below, no reception polish, no suite theater, no salon pink. Low warm light from lamps, not overheads. Books, shelves of them, and when my eyes caught the spines they were in French, worn, read, a wall of a language she’d carried from somewhere I knew nothing about. The same sandalwood that lived in her office, but softer here, older, settled into the furniture over years. A chair with a blanket thrown over the arm like she actually sat in it. And a bed, at the far end of the open room, low and wide and unmistakably a bed someone slept in, not a suite bed dressed for clients, a real bed, with a real life arranged around it.

There were other things, things the artist in me catalogued even half-drowned: a mug on a side table, empty, ringed, a real woman’s real coffee from a real morning. A pair of reading glasses, not the chain ones, a different pair, soft and round, folded on top of an open book face-down to hold its place. A small framed photograph on a shelf, too far and too dim to make out, turned at an angle that said it faced the chair and not the door, faced the place she sat and not the place anyone entered. A window with the curtains open onto the same back courtyard the kitchen looked at, the single tree in its stone planter, except from up here you could see the whole small rectangle of it, the wrought-iron bench, the city sky beyond, the view she had that none of us had ever imagined her having. She’d been four floors above us this whole time, reading French novels in round glasses with her coffee going cold, looking down at the tree, and we’d thought of her as a woman who didn’t have a life outside the blazer, and the blazer had a home above it, and I was standing in the home.

Margaux had a home, four floors above the contract she’d signed me into, and I was standing in the middle of it at one in the morning, and I couldn’t make it be real.

She sat me on the edge of the bed.

She did it with a hand at my shoulder, the lightest pressure, and I sat, and she stood in front of me and began to undress me, and I waited for the running commentary to start, the reflex that labeled every act as it happened, and it didn’t come, because nothing in how she did it gave me anything to label. She undressed me with the unhurried, proprietary certainty of someone handling a doll, the robe’s tie pulled loose, the robe drawn off my shoulders and folded once and set aside, and then she studied me. Just looked. The flat chest with its tender filler-soft swell, the smooth waxed stretch of me, the cage between my thighs, rose-pink, still faintly damp, the leak of four hours not fully gone. She studied all of it without haste, without comment, her dark eyes moving over the body the agency had built, and I sat under the looking and didn’t cover myself, didn’t flinch, just let her see.

I started to speak. Twice. The first time nothing came out, just the shape of a question, why am I here, what is this, what are you. The second time I got as far as her name, “Margaux,” small, and she put her fingers against my lips, not hard, just resting there, stopping the word.

“Not tonight, my love,” she said.

The “my love” went through me like a depth charge.

It was the first time. Months, and she had never called me anything but Nataly, the name said with the same flat delivery she gave the debt balances, the name as punctuation, Nataly, sit, Nataly, again. And now, in her own home, with her hand at my mouth and her hair loose at her shoulders, she said my love, low, certain, no softness leaking around it because it wasn’t soft, it was a fact, stated, and it landed somewhere under everything the booking had hollowed out and detonated quietly in the empty space.

“Tonight you don’t have to think about anything,” she said. “You came up here so you wouldn’t have to. So don’t.”

And then she undressed herself, and I learned what she was.



She paced it like she paced everything, like she knew exactly what she was doing, like she’d decided on the order long before I knocked.

The reading glasses first, drawn out of her hair and folded onto the side table. Then the pins, two of them, set down beside the glasses, and her silver-streaked hair came down loose at her shoulders for the first time in my life, softer and longer than the swept-back armor had ever let it look, and the change in her was so total that for a second I forgot the cage and the wanting and everything else, and just looked at a Margaux I’d never been allowed to see. Then the blouse, and even here, in her home, at one in the morning, it was still buttoned to the throat, the discipline of concealment she’d worn for months, and she undid it one button at a time, throat-down, the silk parting, and I watched her hands do it and could not look away. The body that came out of the blouse was a woman’s body, the C-cup curve I’d only ever read as implication under tailoring, soft, natural, twenty years lived-in, the body of a woman who walked an hour every morning and ate precisely, an hourglass that had cost her everything and that she wore like it had cost her nothing.

Then the skirt. And under it, when she unzipped it and let it fall, the thigh chain, the chastity chain, the keys, my key among them, catching the lamplight against the black stocking, the most erotic thing she had ever shown me made suddenly ordinary, a woman undressing in her own bedroom, the keys to my cage just a thing on a chain on her thigh.

And then the rest, and the reveal.

She hooked her thumbs into the last of it and drew it down over the wide hips and the long stockinged thighs and stepped out of it, and straightened, and let me see all of her.

Margaux’s body was a woman’s body, hourglass and soft-breasted and twenty years lived-in, with a cock.

It hung heavy and unhurried from a neat dark thatch at the join of those full thighs, already thickening as I looked at it, lengthening toward me as the rest of her never hurried but always arrived, a smooth uncut weight that lifted itself by degrees while I knelt there and watched it wake. Full. Flushing darker at the broad head. Veined along the underside. Unmistakable. Hers. Heavier than mine had ever been in the life before the cage, longer, a real cock standing up off a woman’s body, the soft curve of her belly above it and the C-cup weight of her breasts above that and the silver-streaked hair loose at her shoulders, all of it one thing, all of it her. It sat at the center of everything she was and changed nothing about everything she was, didn’t make her less a woman, didn’t recategorize a single thing, the hips and the breasts and the loose silver-streaked hair and the thick rising cock all simply, factually, hers, all the same person, the person who’d named me, caged me, read my balance without inflection, and then just called me my love in her own bed.

And here is the psychological payload, the thing I’d been built all these months toward without knowing it:

I didn’t flinch.

There was no recalculation. No question, in the long second I had before she didn’t give me any more seconds, that reassembled Margaux into something other than what she’d always been. My eyes went to the cock and my body answered while the rest of me lagged a full beat behind, still groping for a frame that wouldn’t come, and what my body did was want, immediate and specific, my mouth going wet, the conditioning Candy had spent months installing rising up first and fastest, the body that connected service to arousal connecting it now, here, to her. And the thought that arrived, the only thought, the one that came up through the wanting before the dry voice could even clear its throat:

Of course.

Not surprise. Recognition. I didn’t know the story. I had no idea, standing there, what twenty years had made her or what she’d been before Margaux or what the cock meant to her or why she’d kept it. I understood none of the history and I understood the whole shape of it instantly, in one piece, the way you understand a chord before you can name the notes, of course, of course this is what you are, of course you’ve lived everything I’m living, of course it’s you. And I was not given one more second to think about it, because she stepped between my knees, and the wanting took over, and the thinking stopped.



I reached for her as Candy had trained me to reach for any cock, like it was the only thing in the world.

That was the editing horror and the editing truth at once, the thing I’d think about for days: the reach was conditioned. Months of training aids and clients had built a body that responded to a cock in front of it with this exact motion, this exact hunger, the hands first and then the mouth, and the conditioning didn’t care that this was Margaux, didn’t make an exception for the woman who held my key, just ran its program. My hands came up to her hips and slid inward and found her cock, closed around the hot weight of it, and it was heavier in my palm than I’d braced for, thick enough that my fingers didn’t fully meet, the skin silk-soft over the hardness beneath, and I felt it pulse once against my grip and my mouth was already opening. I knelt up off the edge of the bed and drew her toward me by the hips and took the broad head of her cock past my lips, and the taste of her flooded over my tongue, clean salt and skin and the bead of arousal already gathered at the slit, and every oral skill the months had drilled into me deployed itself, for the first time, on someone I:

The sentence didn’t finish. It never finished. On someone I, and then nothing, the want flooding the gap where the rest of the sentence should have gone, and the not-finishing of it was the most honest thing in me that night, the dry voice unable to complete its own thought because the completion was a thing the part of me that edited could not yet let me say.

She let me. That was the thing about Margaux even here, even now: she let me reach, let me worship, stood between my knees with one hand coming to rest in my wet hair, not guiding, not gripping, just resting, and let me run the whole program on her, the technique that had conquered training aids and clients now lavished on her, my mouth and my hands together, the salt-and-skin of her real and warm and hers, and the small sound she made, low, the only sound she made, went into me and lit up every circuit her adequate had ever warmed.

I took my time with her, because she let me, because there was no clock here and no file and no client’s hour ticking against the back of my throat. I used everything. The slow circle of the tongue around the head of her cock first, as Candy had drilled into me on a mounted aid in a pink room, except this was warm and hers and answered, the faint shift of her hips when I found a thing she liked, the broad head fattening against my tongue. The deep press, taking her cock down until I felt the limit at the back of my throat and breathed through it as I’d learned, my lips stretched wide around her girth, my nose against the soft give of her belly, the scent of her sandalwood and skin filling me. Both hands working the thick length my mouth couldn’t reach, slow, certain, stroking her wet with my own spit, the obscene wet sounds of it small in the quiet lamplit room, no city outside, no suite, just her breathing and the occasional low sound she gave up and the candle-warm light on the silver in her hair. I learned her as I’d learned everything since the contract, by doing it, and the doing of it was the only honest prayer I knew, and I made it with my whole mouth, and her hand tightened in my hair once, just once, a single involuntary close of her fingers, and I felt the involuntary in it, felt the woman who controlled everything lose grip on one small motion of her own hand, and the cage flooded at that more than at anything, at the proof that I could reach a place in her that her own control couldn’t cover.

She let me stay there until she decided I’d stayed long enough. And the deciding, when it came, was a hand drawn slow through my hair and a tilt of my chin up toward her, and her dark eyes on mine, and the small certainty in her face that said enough, now we do the rest my way.

Then she took control, as she did everything. Completely. Without hurry.

She drew me up off my knees by the hair, gentle, and laid me back on the bed, on the real sheets of the real bed in the real home, and came over me, and held my gaze. The whole time. That was Margaux’s particular thing, the eye contact, the refusal to let me look away, the dark eyes over me with no glasses between us now, no reading glasses, no armor, just her looking at me and me unable to look at anything else.

She took me face-to-face, my legs coming up around her, and the grammar of it landed even through the want: this was the position Quentin had paid for, the wrapped legs, the closeness-as-kink, the boyfriend grammar I’d performed and filed under service. And now it meant what it had pretended to mean. The same arrangement of bodies, and this time the closeness wasn’t a persona I was renting out, it was happening to me, her weight and her warmth and her eyes, my legs locked around the small of her back, pulling her in, the persona collapsed into the thing itself.

She slicked her cock slow, one fist working the lube up the length of herself while I watched her do it, watched the wet shine gather along the veined underside, and then she fit the slick head of her cock to my hole and pressed, patient, certain, a woman who had nowhere to be and had decided exactly how this would go. She breached me by degrees, and I felt every degree of it, the broad head stretching the rim of me wide and then the slow steady feed of her thickness sinking in, the initial resistance and then the give, my body opening around her cock as it had opened for a hundred things now except that none of those things had been her, and the difference was not in my body, my body knew this, my body had been trained for exactly this entry a hundred times over. The difference was everywhere else. The difference was her eyes. She watched my face the whole way in, watched the breach happen across it, watched my mouth come open and the air leave me as her cock filled me by the inch, and she did not look away, would not let me look away, her dark eyes holding mine through the slow full press until she was seated all the way, buried deep, the whole hot length of her inside me and our stomachs together with the cage trapped flat and leaking between them, and she held there, not moving, letting me feel every thick inch of her, letting the fullness be the whole world for a moment before she did anything with it.

“Breathe,” she said, low, the first word in a while, and I breathed, and on the exhale she drew her cock back until just the head held me open and then pressed in again, slow, the first real stroke, the thick drag of her over the spot from the inside, and the prostate lit up under it like she’d known exactly where it lived, which she had, which she’d known about my body before I’d known it myself.



She was inside me, and it was categorically different from every client, and it had nothing to do with size.

Desmond dwarfed her. The dry voice, even now, kept its accounting, and the accounting was true: twelve inches against whatever Margaux was, no contest, no comparison. But size was not the difference, and I knew it with every stroke. The difference was ownership. Every stroke was a sentence in a language she had been speaking at me since the day she crossed my name out and wrote Nataly above it in her angular French hand. Every motion of her hips said the thing her adequate had said and her flat-delivered name had said and her hand at my mouth had said, mine, mine, this is mine, you are mine, you have been mine since the contract, and my body answered it in the only language it had left, the prostate heat building in slow inevitable waves under her, the cage leaking steadily where it pressed between our stomachs, useless and forgotten and entirely beside the point.

Her hand came to my throat.

Not squeezing. That was the thing I’d keep coming back to for weeks, the precise mercy of it: her hand rested at my throat, light, just there, the hold of someone who didn’t want to lose the thing in her hand, holding me in place in the world while everything else came apart. The prostate orgasm built under that hand. Built and built, her even ownership-rhythm rolling it up through me, her eyes on mine the whole time, her hand at my throat keeping me here, present, unable to drift off into the booking-silence because she wouldn’t let me, because she wanted me here for this, looking at her.

She spoke. Sparse. Devastating. Margaux-register, every word doing the work of a paragraph.

“There you are,” she said, low, when my eyes went soft, when she could see the want take me all the way.

And then, “You will not perform for me.” A stroke, deep, her hand at my throat. “Again. Honestly this time.” And I understood she meant the sounds I was making, that even now, even here, some trained part of me was performing them, the client-pleasing octave, and she’d heard it, she heard everything, and she wanted them real or not at all.

I stopped performing. I let the sounds come out as whatever they actually were, lower, broken, embarrassing, mine, and she made the low pleased sound again, the only reward she gave, and kept her even pace, and I climbed.

The climb was different than any client’s. The clients built me a staircase and I climbed it and fell off the top into the silence. This was a tide. She came into me on her own metronome, even, patient, ownership made into rhythm, and the prostate heat didn’t gather in a column to be discharged, it spread, rose, filled me from the floor up, slow and inevitable and total, and there was no top step to fall off because there was no falling, only the rising water and her eyes above me and her hand at my throat keeping me from drifting off into the place I went, the booking-place, the silence-place, because she didn’t want me there, she wanted me here, looking at her, present for it, drowning where she could watch.

My hips lifted to meet her without my deciding to. My legs pulled her deeper. The dry voice was gone, not stepped-back as the pill stepped it back, just gone, drowned, and there was nothing in my head but her weight and her eyes and the rising water and the cage useless and forgotten between us, leaking its steady thread, the cock a thing that had stopped being relevant somewhere months ago and was now so beside the point I couldn’t have located it as a sensation if I’d tried. The pleasure had nothing to do with it. The pleasure came from inside, from where she was, from the place she pressed on every even stroke, from being filled and held and watched.

And then, once, into my ear, in the voice she used to read debt balances, the flat certain voice that ran the whole agency, she said:

“Good girl.”

I came within seconds of it.

The “good girl” went into my chest as it always had, the same as Candy’s had in the salon and Margaux’s in the hallway, landing before I could stop it, except this time there was nothing to stop it with, no armor, no edit, no dry voice fast enough, and it hit the prostate heat at its peak and the whole thing broke. I came under her, hands-free, the cage pouring its useless wet between our stomachs, my body seizing in the silence, her hand at my throat holding me to the earth while the rest of me convulsed, her eyes on mine through all of it, watching it happen, watching me come apart for her in her own bed.

She finished inside me a few strokes later, driving deep and holding there, and I felt her cock pulse and swell and spill, the hot flood of her cum pumping into me in long throbs, her breath catching just once above me, and the dry voice, surfacing wrecked and clear, filed the thing it could not help filing: the first creampie of my life that meant something. Not a client’s destination logged in a file. Her cum, warm and deep inside me, her cock still buried, her staying. Her, finishing in me, and staying.



She stayed propped above me afterward, watching my face, no glasses, the silver-streaked hair fallen around us both.

I started a question. It got out before I could stop it. They were back, months of questions queued up behind my teeth, and I picked the smallest one and got out, “Margaux, what:”

And she put a finger against my lips again, as she had at the start, stopping it.

“It is what it is, my love,” she said. “Sleep.”

And that was all. No explanation. No backstory. No softening of the thing into a story I could understand, no answer to what are you or what is this or why me or how long have you or any of the hundred questions the editor was already lining up to ask. Just it is what it is, and sleep, and the finger at my lips, and her weight settling beside me on the bed, close but not wrapped around me, held with exactly enough distance to deny in the morning if I needed to, the distance itself a thing she’d measured.

I slept in Margaux’s bed.

I want to mark that, because the dry voice couldn’t, was too wrecked to file it properly, and it deserves the plain words: I slept in Margaux’s bed, in her home, four floors above the contract, with the taste of her still in my mouth and her finish still inside me and her warmth a careful handspan away, and I slept as I hadn’t slept in months, hard and dreamless and total, the booking-silence finally resolving into actual rest because she’d given it somewhere to land.

Once in the night I half-surfaced. The lamp was off. The room was the deep blue-black of the small hours, and I could hear her breathing beside me, slow, even, a sound I’d never heard, would never have imagined I’d hear, Margaux asleep, Margaux breathing in the dark like a person and not an institution. I lay still and listened to it, the impossible ordinary sound of her, and I did not reach for her, because the handspan she’d left between us was a rule even half-asleep I understood, the distance she’d measured so the morning could deny what the night had been. So I didn’t close it. I just listened to her breathe, four floors above the agency that thought she had no life, and let the sound be enough, and went back under before the dry voice could wake up enough to tell me what listening to her breathe like that meant.

Before dawn she woke me.

She was already dressed. That was the thing I surfaced into, the first armor of the morning: Margaux up, in the dark, blazer on, blouse buttoned to the throat, silver-streaked hair swept back and pinned, the loose-haired woman of the night before sealed away so completely I might have dreamed her. She stood beside the bed fully Margaux, fully owner, and looked down at me with the dark unreadable eyes, and the only thing that remained of the night was that she’d let me sleep until the last possible minute before she had to.

“Staff breakfast is at seven,” she said. “Use the back stairs.”



The back stairs at six-forty, shoes in my hand, the taste of her still in my mouth.

I went down them quiet, in the robe, barefoot on the cold treads, my shoes hooked over two fingers, the building still asleep below me, the morning gray in the stairwell window. I had no edit running yet. That would come. The editor was awake but it hadn’t found its footing, hadn’t decided what last night was going to be allowed to mean, it was aftercare, she takes care of her investments, it was the booking, it won’t happen again; all of that was coming, I could feel it assembling. But not yet. For these stairs it was just the taste of her and the careful handspan of distance and it is what it is, my love and the fact that I’d slept, really slept, for the first time in longer than I could name.

At the fourth-floor landing I passed Piper.

She was up early, as she tended to be, tea in her hands, the auburn waves loose, the freckles bare across her nose in the gray morning light. She was just standing at the landing window with her tea, still and unhurried as she always was, and she turned when she heard me, and she looked.

She looked at the shoes in my hand. She looked at the robe, the bare feet, the wet-no-longer hair. She looked at the direction I’d come from, which was the only direction that landing led, which was the one unmarked door at the end of the fourth-floor hall that every sissy in the building had walked past for months without a thought.

And she said nothing at all.

That was Piper. She edited herself before she spoke, and when she spoke it mattered, and she looked at me coming down the back stairs from Margaux’s door at six-forty in the morning with my shoes in my hand and she chose, with the whole weight of three years of seeing everything and saying almost nothing, to say nothing now, and her silence was louder than any line she could have delivered. She just lifted her tea a half inch, the smallest acknowledgment, I see you, I won’t, and turned back to the window, and let me pass.

I went down to my room and put on my face for the seven o’clock meeting, and the editor finally found its footing somewhere around the second coat of mascara, and began, at last, to tell me what last night had been.

It didn’t get very far before the meeting.


Chapter 13: Nothing Happened

The morning meeting was at seven sharp and Margaux read my balance with not one molecule of last night in it.

“Nataly. Fifty-one thousand.”

That was the test, and I passed it, and discovering I could pass it was its own small horror. She said my number as she said everything, flat and toneless, the four-hour booking posted in full and the balance dropping toward fifty and her delivery identical to every other morning, identical to the morning before she’d undressed me like a doll, identical to what it would have been if I’d spent the night asleep in my own room instead of in her bed with her finish inside me. There was no glance. No half-second hitch like the pearls had produced. Nothing. She read Nataly, fifty-one thousand and turned the page, and I sat in my chair with my coffee in the chipped mug and matched her exactly, my face composed, my eyes on the agenda, no molecule of last night in me either.

And I was good at it. That was the thing I filed, sitting there matching her stone for stone: all those months of editing had trained me for precisely this performance. Months of taking a thing that happened to my body and arranging my face so it didn’t show, of being used in a suite and walking into a meeting an hour later with my composure intact, of holding a secret under a flat surface; I’d been practicing this exact skill the whole time without knowing it was preparation for this. Both of us pretending. Both of us knowing the other was pretending. The shared secret humming under the agenda like a current in a wire nobody else in the room could feel, Warren’s next-quarter booking read out, Piper’s number, the coffee, the ritual, and underneath it Margaux and me running the same flawless lie in parallel, nothing happened, said by two people who both knew exactly what had.

It was, I realized, more intimate than anything that had passed between us in that room. More than the naming. The naming had been her doing something to me in front of witnesses. This was the two of us doing the same thing together, in front of witnesses, a coordinated concealment, a thing we were now in on together. I drank my coffee from the chipped mug and did not look at her and felt, under the flat surface, closer to her than the naming had ever made me feel.



The edit, when it finally came, was a good one. It deserves its due, because it almost held.

It was aftercare.

I built it walking back up the stairs after the meeting, and it was well-constructed, professional-grade, the editor at its best. Margaux protected her investments. I was her most-requested escort now, her number one in all but the announcement, and I’d come down from the hardest booking of my career emptied out and tremoring at one in the morning, and she’d taken care of me, as a good owner takes care of a valuable asset that’s been pushed to its limit, the care you’d give a racehorse after a hard run. The sex was the aftercare. The my love was the technique of the aftercare, the thing that soothed a wrung-out instrument back into its case. She takes care of her investments. That’s what last night was. That’s all it was.

It won’t happen again.

And if it does, it’s still that.

The edit got me through the morning. It got me through the salon, almost.



Candy checked me post-group-booking, standard protocol, and the edit nearly died in her hands.

She had me on the treatment table for the usual after a heavy booking, checking for the things she checked for, marks and chafing and the soreness that was used versus the soreness that felt wrong, her gloved fingers brisk and certain, her chatter running its track, the dating-app man who processed in the opener now blocked (“I had to, babes, he sent a SECOND paragraph”). And she got to the part where she looked at my face, at my eyes, at the general read of me, as she did, the clinical Candy surfacing under the bubbly one, and she stopped.

She squinted at me.

“Huh,” she said.

My heart kicked once. The edit, it was aftercare, stood very still and tried to look like nothing.

“You should be wrecked,” Candy said, peering at me, professionally puzzled. “Four hours, three guys, that’s a wrecked-girl morning. Girls come off a four-hour and they look like a wrung-out dishtowel for like two days, it’s totally normal, it’s the body recovering.” She tilted her head. “You don’t look wrecked, babes. You look…” She searched for it. “Glowing.”

It kicked again, harder.

“You met someone,” Candy said.

Everything in me stopped. The edit froze solid. The dry voice, which had been so careful, so professional, so good at the meeting, went completely white, because Candy held Margaux’s medical records, Candy was one of two people in the world who knew what Margaux was, Candy had maybe just looked at my glowing post-group face and done the math, and I sat on the treatment table with my whole carefully built morning balanced on whatever came out of her mouth next.

Candy beamed.

“A vitamin,” she said. “You met a vitamin, babes. Or you finally started the magnesium I gave you, oh my god, did the magnesium WORK? It’s supposed to help with recovery, that’s why you’re glowing, the magnesium.” She was already moving on, already delighted, snapping off her gloves. “Whatever it is, keep taking it. You look amazing. Recovery glow is a REAL thing and most girls don’t get it and you’re getting it on day one, you lucky little snack.”

And that was all. She moved to the supply cabinet, ass shelf-like in the pink scrubs, chattering about magnesium dosages and the recovery benefits of electrolytes, and the moment passed, and I sat on the table not knowing, would never know, whether Candy had seen straight through me to the fourth floor and chosen sunny deflection out of twelve years of knowing exactly when to be ditzy, or whether she’d genuinely landed on magnesium and meant every word of it. Both were possible. That was Candy’s whole genius, the thing about her that the clinical competence kept reminding you of: she was unreadable precisely because she was so completely readable, sunny all the way down, and you could never tell whether the surface was the whole thing or the perfect cover for everything.

I kept taking the magnesium, after that. Out of superstition, mostly. And because she’d told me to.



Three days of nothing.

That’s what came next, and it did more work on me than the night itself had. Bookings, training, the morning meetings, and Margaux entirely Margaux through all of it, flat and certain and unreadable, no summons, no glance, no late sentence, no my love, nothing. She read my balance. She turned pages. She passed me in the ground-floor hallway once and said “Nataly” by way of acknowledgment and kept walking, the name flat as ever, and gave me not one thread to pull.

The nothing was a kind of genius, whether she intended it or not. If she’d been warm, I could have edited the warmth into proof of an arrangement, a fact I could hold. If she’d been cold, I could have edited the cold into proof it had meant nothing, a wound I could nurse. But she gave me neither, gave me the exact same flat Margaux I’d had for months, gave me no new information at all, and so I had nothing to do with the night except carry it, unfiled, unconfirmed, undeniable, the my love and the hair-tuck and the careful handspan sitting in me with no external evidence that any of it had happened. I started watching her at the morning meetings for a tell, as I’d watched Aria’s face when Sienna told me to, and there was no tell, there was only Margaux, and the watching itself became the tell, mine not hers, the fact that I couldn’t stop looking for a sign from a woman who’d decided I wouldn’t get one.

And so I decided it was once.

I decided it standing in the salon, with the edit it was aftercare finally setting hard, fully built, fully believed: it was once, a one-time thing, an owner caring for an asset on a hard night, and it had been three days and she’d given no sign and clearly it was not going to be repeated, and that was correct, that was professional, that was how it should be, and I was at peace with it being once.

I decided it again that night, in bed, less at peace.

And I decided it a third time the next morning, brushing my teeth, when I caught my own face in the mirror and it didn’t look like the face of someone who believed it was once.



The summons came day four, eleven at night, from the unlisted number.

I was in bed, not asleep, the camisole soft against the filler-tender chest, and the phone lit, not the black Out-Call phone, my own, an unlisted number I’d never saved and didn’t need to, two words:

Fourth floor. M.

And here is the honest beat, the one I want to put down plainly because the editor tried so hard to dress it up and couldn’t: there was no deliberation. None. I didn’t lie there and weigh it. I didn’t run the edit, didn’t ask myself whether I should, didn’t pretend even for a second to consider not going. The phone lit and I was already up, already reaching for the closet, and the dry voice, watching me cross the room, made the only honest observation it managed all night, which was that there had never been any deliberation, not really, not even on the first night, that the should I was a thing I performed for myself after the fact to feel like a person who chose, and that the truth, the flat unedited truth, was that I was already choosing shoes.

I chose the rose strappy ones. The ones that were an opinion. The ones I’d bought with my own money because I wanted them. I put them on at eleven at night to climb one flight of stairs to a woman’s apartment, and I knew while I did it that the choosing of those specific shoes was a sentence in a language I wasn’t ready to translate, and I wore them anyway, and went up.



She let me in and it was different, because this time we both knew it was happening.

The first night had been a thing that occurred, a current that carried me up the stairs and a woman who read my state and took me in. This was intent. She opened the door, loose-haired again, the home warm and lamplit behind her, and there was no overwhelmed first-ness to hide behind, no booking-silence to explain my presence, just the two of us and the fact that I’d come because she’d called and she’d called because she wanted me to, and the knowing made it heavier and slower and worse and better.

She directed me. That was the change. The first night she’d undressed me; tonight she made me do it myself.

“Undress,” she said, settling back against the headboard, the stillness of a woman about to be served. “Slowly. You are not on a clock here.”

And I undressed for her, under that gaze, and it became the longest tease I’d ever drawn out. Not on a clock. No client’s hour ticking, no booking to fit inside, just her dark eyes on me and the instruction to take my time, and so I took it, peeled the camisole up slow over the tender chest, stepped out of the panties over the cage, stood in nothing but the rose strappy heels I’d chosen, and let her look, the looking stretching out, her face giving nothing and wanting everything, the cage already stirring under her gaze, already leaking the smallest trace at being watched undress by the woman who held its key on a chain on her thigh.

I drew it out on purpose, which was its own confession. I crossed the camisole’s hem slow over my stomach, let the silk catch on the filler-tender chest, watched her watch the new weight of me come free, and the watching changed me, as being looked at by her always changed me, made every motion a performance instead of a thing I merely did. I turned the panties down over the cage an inch at a time, let her see the rose-pink of it emerge, the locked length, the thing she owned the key to, and I felt the cage answer the unveiling, leak a little more at being shown to her slow, by my own hand, on her instruction. She said nothing the whole time. She let the silence and the unhurried stripping do the work, her stillness absolute, and the not-being-touched while she looked, the long stretched gap between her eyes and her hands, left me strung and aching worse than any touch could have, until I stood naked but for the heels in the lamplight with the cage leaking and my breath gone shallow, undressed for her, presented, waiting, and she let me wait, because the waiting was the thing she’d asked for when she said slowly, you are not on a clock.

When she finally drew me onto the bed she put me on top.

Cowgirl, her reclined against the headboard, that posture of a woman being served, hands loose at her sides, letting me do the work, and I rode her, my own rhythm, the prostate heat building from the slow ownership of her even from below, even reclined, even letting me set the pace, somehow still completely in control of a thing she wasn’t moving for. And mid-rhythm, when I’d found the angle and the heat was climbing and my head was starting to go quiet, she gave the instruction I’d still be hearing weeks later.

“Softer,” she said. Low. Even. “Pinker.”

I slowed, uncertain.

“You think too loudly when you fuck,” she said, the certainty as flat as it ever was, and I went looking for amusement in it as I went hunting tells in her face at the morning meetings, and found the same level nothing I always found, a voice that gave me no edge to read. “I can hear it. The accounting. The editing. Stop.” Her hands came to rest on my hips, not gripping yet, just resting, as her hand had rested at my throat. “Be my sweet, stupid girl for an hour. You can have your mind back after. I promise. Now be soft and pink and stupid for me, and come.”



I obeyed, and it unlocked something I didn’t have a name for.

I let the softness come. The pill-less softness, the giggle, the cadence, the bimbo register, the whole melody Candy had been building in me and that had been arriving on its own in pieces, the gigglier laugh and the wrist-turn and the oh my god totally, all of it, summoned now on purpose, voluntarily, for the first time, because she’d asked for it. I let my head go soft as the pill made it go soft except I did it myself, no chemical, just permission, just deciding to stop thinking and be the sweet stupid pretty thing riding her in the lamplight. I let the sounds come out high and dumb and happy. I let the accounting stop. I let the editing stop. I let Nataly be nobody but a soft pink girl on her mistress’s cock, and the relief of it, the relief of not having to be the dry clever wounded thing that narrated and edited and defended, the relief of just being soft and pink and stupid and hers, was enormous, and it broke something open.

My rhythm changed when the softness came. The thinking-rhythm I’d been riding her with, careful, managed, a woman controlling her own descent, went loose and easy and dumb, my hips rolling on her without strategy, without the part of me that was always half-watching, and she felt the change, felt the accounting go out of my body, and her hands slid up my thighs and her face moved the smallest amount, the millimeter, the corner of her mouth. “There,” she said, low. “There she is. That’s what I wanted.” And being told that’s what I wanted, being told the soft stupid happy thing was the thing she’d asked for and gotten, landed in the warm empty place where my mind used to be and lit it up gold. I giggled. Actually giggled, on her cock, in her bed, the gigglier laugh that had been mine for two weeks now arriving on purpose, and instead of catching it I let it out, let it be the sound I made, and her hands tightened on my thighs at the sound of it like the giggle had done something to her, and I did it again to feel her hands do it again.

The orgasm I had as Margaux’s sweet stupid girl outclassed every client orgasm I’d had.

It wasn’t close. The clients had given me sissygasms, multi-orgasms, the helpless restrained one at Ambrose’s, four hours of overlapping waves. This was different in kind, not degree. It came from the softness itself, from the permission, from being told to stop thinking and being able to, from her hands on my hips finally gripping, hard, hard enough to remember, and her flat voice saying “there she is, there’s my good girl,” and my whole soft empty happy head whiting out into a pleasure that had no edge of shame on it because I’d been given permission to not be ashamed, to just be the pretty thing, and I came on her with my head full of nothing and my body full of her and my mouth making sounds I didn’t recognize and didn’t try to.

She finished deep in me, hands gripping my hips hard enough to bruise, and held me down on her through it, anchored, owned.

And then she did one thing. Precisely one. Rationed.

She reached up and tucked a strand of damp hair behind my ear.

That was all. A single non-domme gesture, smaller than the my love, smaller than the hand at my throat, a strand of wet hair tucked behind my ear with one finger, the kind of thing you do without thinking to a person you have decided to keep. The dry voice tried to amend it, to a client you are minding, and the amendment came out hollow, a phrase that did not fit the finger or the hair, and I let the wrong edit stand because fixing it would have cost more than leaving it. The gesture landed in a place nothing else had reached, and I knew, lying spent on top of her in the lamplight, that this one small gesture was going to have to last me, that she’d rationed it on purpose, that I would carry that tucked strand of hair for chapters, hold it up against the cold flat Nataly, fifty-one thousand and try to make them be the same woman, and that the trying was the whole hook she’d set.

Then she sent me down the back stairs, and re-armored before I’d reached the door, and by the time I looked back she was already a woman in a robe in a lamplit room with no expression at all.



The edit upgraded itself on the stairs, and I let it, because I needed it to hold a little longer.

It’s an arrangement.

That was the new one, better than it was aftercare, built to survive a second night as the first edit couldn’t. Madams had favorites. It was an old story, older than the agency, the owner and the favored girl, the arrangement that ran alongside the business and never touched it: she’d read my balance the same flat way the morning after, she’d condition no booking on it, no debt term, no punishment, the ledgers stayed clean and separate, which meant this was its own clean separate thing, an arrangement, a perk of being number one, this is what favorite means. Not love. Not a relationship. An arrangement. Madams have favorites. I could survive an arrangement.

I almost believed it down to the second floor.

In the morning I booked my next bimbo escalation. Second-stage breast filler, on Candy’s schedule, by my own hand on the form, and I told myself it was the natural next step in the program I’d already chosen, the body I was already building, a professional investment in the asset. I did not consciously connect it to softer, pinker. I didn’t, and that is the honest part. The connection was there, sitting in plain sight, be soft and pink for me said one night and book the filler done the next morning, and I walked right past it without seeing it, scheduled the addition above to go with the subtraction below, and felt nothing but professional about it.

Anyone watching from outside could have connected it. I couldn’t. That was the editing exactly: the edit didn’t fail because I was stupid. It failed because I was good at it, and the better I got at it, the less I could see the seam.



Candy scheduled the filler and dropped the other thing in as an afterthought, which was how the most important things always came.

“Ooh,” she said, scrolling her tablet, acrylics tapping. “And Margaux approved a wardrobe budget refresh for you, babes. Booking income’s strong enough, she signed off on a whole new round, lucky.” She kept scrolling, casual, sunny. “Oh, cute, she put a note. She specified rose tones.” She looked up, beaming, finding nothing strange in it at all. “Which, like, obviously, that’s your color, you’re a rose girl through and through, she’s got a good eye. Okay, filler’s Thursday, wear the soft bra.”

I stared at the word specified.

She specified rose tones. Margaux, who’d told me be soft and pink for me in her bed at eleven at night with her hands bruising my hips, had signed a note on my wardrobe budget specifying the color she wanted me dressed in, and Candy had read it out as a kindness, a good eye, your color, and gone back to scrolling, and the word sat in the pit of me where the tucked strand of hair had landed, specified, a woman dressing me in the color she’d chosen for me, the same way Atticus had asked for deep rose at the opera, the same way, exactly the same way, except Atticus paid for the privilege and Margaux just signed a note.

The edit reached for it’s an arrangement, favorites get budgets and got most of the way there.

It did not quite cover specified.


Chapter 14: Pink Sheets

The filler went in on Thursday, and the horror of the whole week was that nothing dramatic happened, which was exactly the comfort too.

Candy ran the consent ritual as she ran all of them, the form in pink ink, the second-stage breast-filler page itemizing everything, the marking dots going on around the existing buds, four to a side, her acrylic-tipped fingers cool through the gloves. “Okay, doll-face, you know the drill, soft bras only for two weeks, no sleeping face-down, swelling for three days that is TOTALLY normal so don’t text me at midnight, and it’s all reversible for a year if you change your mind, which you won’t, but the option’s there, sign by the heart.” She narrated the whole procedure as she did it, the syringes faintly opalescent, the additions going in under the skin, and chatted the entire time about the France-bakery-detective show, where the detective had just discovered the rival baker was using store-bought puff pastry, “which is, like, a MORAL failing, babes, you don’t get to call yourself an artisan.”

The discovery came days later, after the swelling settled, and like everything true about me lately, my body got there first and left my mind to catch up at its own pace.

I was going up the back stairs with a coffee and I braced my forearm under my chest.

I didn’t decide to. My free arm just came up under the new weight to steady it on the stairs, an automatic small support, a forearm cradling a thing that moved now when I moved, and I got three steps up before I registered what my arm was doing and why it was doing it: because there was something there now to support. Real A-cups, hormone tissue plus filler, weight that bras were load-bearing for now instead of decorative, a thing my body had started accommodating before I’d consciously noticed it had arrived. I stopped on the stairs with my forearm braced under my own chest and my coffee in my other hand and felt the new weight settle against my arm, mine, load-bearing, and for once no edit even surfaced to be reached for, because there was nothing left to edit. I had breasts now, the kind you supported on stairs, and I’d grown into the bracing before I’d grown into the noticing.

It kept happening after that, the discoveries arriving as that one had, sideways, by accident, my body already living the thing before any part of me thought to put it into words. The bra I reached for in the morning was a different bra now, structured, with actual architecture to it, and I’d started reaching for it automatically, my hand going to the load-bearing one before my eyes were fully open, because the camisole-and-nothing of the early days didn’t hold me comfortably anymore. I caught myself adjusting how I sat, settling the new weight, crossing my arms differently, a whole vocabulary of small accommodations that had installed themselves below the level of decision. I’d lie down at night and feel the new weight shift and settle against my own ribs, mine, real, a thing the hormones had started and the filler had finished, and the strangeness of it had already worn smooth, already become just my body, as the cage had, as all of it did eventually, the changes settling in first and sending word up to me later, if they bothered to send word at all.

I went up the rest of the stairs with my arm where it needed to be, and didn’t think about it, and that was the whole transformation right there, the not-thinking-about-it.



The cum-craving came while I was brushing my teeth, and that one I couldn’t not think about.

It was nothing. That was the obscene part. Morning, the bathroom, the mint foam of the toothpaste, the cherry lip balm waiting on the shelf, nothing sexual within a mile of the moment, just a girl brushing her teeth before a meeting. And the taste-memory of Julian surfaced, unprompted, complete, the specific salt-and-weight of him from the soft-focus booking, the swallow that had stopped being a decision, and my mouth watered. Under the mint. Around the foam. My mouth watered for a thing that had nothing to do with toothpaste, the saliva coming up the way it comes up before food when you’re hungry, an actual physical hunger response triggered by a memory in a moment that had no reason to produce it, and I stood at the sink with the brush in my mouth and my own body asking, off the clock, for the first time, for a thing the clock used to be the only place I got.

I spat, and rinsed, and looked at myself in the mirror, and the dry voice tried that’s just conditioning, the body associates, it’s mechanical and I let it have that one because it was even true, except true didn’t help, because the craving didn’t care that I’d explained it. Hunger doesn’t care that you understand the biology of hunger. It just wants.

It happened again that week, worse, in a hotel lobby.

I was waiting for a car after a booking, sitting in one of the lobby chairs, ordinary, composed, a young woman with somewhere to be, and a man near the elevators was drinking an espresso, and I watched his throat work as he swallowed, the simple motion of a stranger’s throat drinking coffee, and my mouth watered again, and I had to look away, look at my phone, look at anything, because the hunger had migrated all the way off the clock now, into a public lobby, attached to a stranger’s throat for no reason except that he’d swallowed and my body had started keeping a list of swallowing that it consulted at random.

I filed it the only way I could, which was barely. Side effect of the work. And underneath that edit, where I didn’t look: the work had stopped being the only place the wanting lived. The wanting had its own life now, off-clock, growing, consulting strangers’ throats in lobbies, and I was just the place it happened.



I did an inventory of my room one night, a quiet audit, and it had finished feminizing itself while I wasn’t looking.

The sheets were pink. I’d noted that already, weeks ago, the pink I had no memory of buying, and they were still pink, settled in now, the new normal, the dusty rose I slept on without a thought. Sienna’s photo was on the dresser now, in a frame, a small brass one, and that part I remembered: I’d bought the frame, deliberately, at the pharmacy on a shampoo run, picked it up off a shelf of frames and chosen the brass one over the silver because it was warmer, and brought it home and put the loose print in it, and moved it off the nightstand where the loose print had stood propped against the lamp, face-up as it stayed now, and stood it up on the dresser facing out. That was a decision I’d made and remembered making, the framing, and the remembering was almost stranger than the forgetting, because it meant some part of me had wanted that photo dignified, wanted the woman in it given a frame, had walked into a pharmacy and chosen brass for warmth.

And the paperback was gone.

I went looking for it. Not hard. Half-heartedly, already half-certain it wouldn’t turn up, the unread paperback from the old apartment, the one that had come with me from the 340-square-foot efficiency with the water stain shaped like a running dog, the one whose pages had curled in the brownstone’s dry air, the last object of Nathan’s left in the room. I looked in the nightstand drawer behind the stockings and the plug and the two kept towels. I looked on the closet shelf behind the shoeboxes. I looked under the bed. It wasn’t anywhere, and I’d never thrown it out, never consciously, it had just left at some point as the pajama pants had left and the memory of buying pink sheets had left, slipped out of the room and out of the narrative without a ceremony, and I felt nothing when it didn’t turn up. That was the part I made myself notice. Not the absence. The nothing. The last object of the life I’d come here to pay my way out of had left my room and I’d searched for it for ninety seconds and felt nothing, and I sat down on the pink sheets and let the nothing be what it was and didn’t dress it up.



The kitchen was where the agency felt most like family, and the family did pink risotto night two.

The risotto itself was old news by now, a fixture, a Wednesday institution Candy had successfully forced into the rotation, the magenta no longer alarming so much as expected, and Piper went back for a quiet second as she had the first night, and this time Candy only clocked it sideways with a satisfied “again, see, I don’t even have to SAY anything anymore,” and let it pass, the vindication long since banked. No, the event of the evening was the escalation. Candy had finally made good on the other threat, the one she’d issued the very first risotto night and nobody had believed she’d execute: the pink mac and cheese. She set it down beside the risotto like a second child she loved more openly, beet powder folded into the cheese sauce, a color that did not occur anywhere in nature and possibly violated several, and she stood over it with her hands clasped and dared the whole table with her face.

“I said it would look UNHINGED and taste like a hug,” she announced, “and you all DOUBTED me, you called it a war crime, and the war crime is DELICIOUS, try it, TRY it.” Piper took a careful forkful, as she tried everything, like a person defusing it first, and chewed, and there was a silence, and then she said, “That’s genuinely good,” with real surprise leaking through the calm, and Candy nearly came apart at the seams. “QUIET Piper. On the RECORD. Somebody write down the time.” She got shiny-eyed for a second, pressed a hand to her chest, and then ruined it on purpose. “Next is the pink lasagna. I’m building a whole magenta empire and you’re all coming with me.”

The table told the Lord Pennywhistle story, the Regency picnic, and it killed. It had rained. Aria’s farsighted client in his top hat and prescription monocle had refused to be deterred, had declared the rain “atmospherically correct,” and Aria, the great cold Aria, had stood under an umbrella in a Regency gown holding character for two solid hours in a courtyard downpour and gotten a triple tip for it, and even Piper laughed, and for the length of the story the rivalry wasn’t in the room, just the absurd beautiful comedy of the work we all did, the monocle steaming up, the top hat hung on a wrought-iron branch of the single courtyard tree.

“He brought a HAMPER,” Candy said, wheezing, having heard it three times already and finding it funnier each time. “An actual wicker hamper. With little JARS. He’d packed gooseberry fool, babes, who packs gooseberry fool, what even IS gooseberry fool, and it RAINED INTO IT, and he ate it anyway, in the rain, under his own little umbrella, and called it”; she could barely get it out; “he called it ‘the authentic English summer experience.’”

“It is the authentic English summer experience,” I said. “That’s the joke. It’s not even wrong.”

“That’s why it’s PERFECT,” Candy gasped. “He’s not even crazy. He’s just COMMITTED. I respect a committed man. I would marry Lord Pennywhistle. I would. Top hat at the altar. Monocle steaming up during the vows.”

“He’s a client, Candy,” Piper said, mild.

“Everyone’s a client until they’re not, babes. That’s the dream. That’s the whole dream.” And she said it sunny, no weight, but it sat on the table for a second among all of us, the women who’d come here for the money and stayed for reasons we edited, everyone’s a client until they’re not, and then Candy ruined the second of weight by adding “anyway I’d make him take the monocle off in bed, I have STANDARDS,” and the table broke up again.

Later Piper pulled me aside and taught me VIP-overnight craft, the next rung, the thing I’d need soon. She did it in her own register, quietly, over tea, no lecture, just craft handed across the table. The pacing of a whole night versus an hour. The hydration. The particular client who wanted you to seem asleep, to perform unconsciousness, to be a warm breathing presence he could lie beside and pretend wasn’t a transaction. “Some of them don’t want the sex,” she said. “Some of them want to wake up next to someone. You learn to do the sleeping as you learned the rest. It’s the hardest performance because it has to look like no performance at all.” She turned her tea in her freckled hands. “You’re good at that one already. I’ve watched you do it at meetings.”



Sienna found me after dinner with a contact sheet and the first thread of Act Three.

She had the camera around her neck, the Joy Division tee, and she lingered, which she didn’t do, Sienna being economical with her time as she was with her words, and she set the contact sheet on the kitchen table and tapped one frame with a blunt unpolished nail. “Quarterly portfolio refresh next week,” she said. “Usual thing.” And then she didn’t leave. She stood there a beat too long, looking at the contact sheet, at the woman in it, at me, with the same measuring eye she put to the viewfinder, framing.

“Your numbers online are doing something,” she said. “The premium page. Since the cum-play set went up. The subscribers won’t shut up.” She looked at me, warm, direct, no agenda I could find. “I want to show you next week. The analytics. There’s a conversation in it.” And she picked up the contact sheet and left, and the thread hung there, the numbers are doing something, there’s a conversation in it, planted, as Sienna planted things, undramatically, a seed dropped and left to do its work.



The mirror moment came as I dressed for an evening booking, and tonight the delay didn’t come at all.

I was doing my face, twelve minutes now, the routine automatic, and I straightened to check the whole effect in the full-length mirror, the dress on, the new weight filling it, the rose tones Margaux had specified, the hair past my jaw, the glossed lips, the woman assembled and ready. And I looked at her, and the word came:

Her.

Instant. No delay at all. Not the four-second gap from the hotel bathroom, not the half-second on the shoe-floor sidewalk, no gap at all, the woman in the mirror and the knowledge that she was me arriving in the same instant, fused, the delay finally collapsed to nothing. Her, and me, one thing, no seam.

And then something new happened, something that didn’t belong to me yet: I caught myself assessing her.

Appreciatively. The way a client would. My eye went down the woman in the mirror, the silhouette, the new fullness of the chest filling the rose dress, the waist, the legs, and somewhere in the looking the assessment turned, stopped being verification, am I passing, is the face right, is the cage hidden, and became appreciation, she looks good, she looks really good, I’d look twice at her, my own gaze doing the male-gaze thing at my own reflection, appreciating the woman as the men appreciated her, and I looked away from THAT, fast, because it was new and it scared me and it didn’t belong to me yet.

The dry voice, for once, had it exactly right: that one’s not yours yet. Not this stage. Put it down. And I put it down, and finished dressing, and went to the booking, and didn’t look at the mirror again, because the woman in it had started looking back like she knew something I wasn’t ready to.



That night, in the dark, I tested the new weight in my hands and chose, again, not to finish.

I lay on the pink sheets I didn’t remember buying, in the room that had finished feminizing itself, the camisole soft against the filler-tender skin, and I cupped the new fullness in my hands, in the dark, just to feel it: the weight, the give, the nipples hormone-bright and sensitive, drawing up under my own palms. The cage stirred between my thighs, its damp familiar weight, and I pressed my thighs around it and didn’t reach for the plug. Not because the denial was easy tonight; it wasn’t, quite. The want sat in me restless and edged, asking a question I kept declining to answer, and I held it there unanswered on purpose, because tonight the not-finishing felt less like peace than like standing at the lip of something and looking down.

And the SPH thought surfaced inside it, unbidden.

I had one hand still cupping the new weight at my chest, and the other had drifted down, and I cupped the whole cage in one palm, the entire rose-pink apparatus, the locked length of me, my whole old sexuality fitting easily in one hand, and the thought came up out of nowhere, complete, in my own voice: Desmond wouldn’t fit in both my hands. Both hands. Twelve inches against the thing in one of my palms, and the comparison made the cage feel smaller than its measurements said it was, made the locked length of me feel like exactly what it was becoming, a small thing, a thing that fit in a palm, a thing you could hold the whole of while one of Desmond filled two hands and overflowed.

I let the thought sit.

That was the escalation, the thing I made myself notice. I didn’t edit it. Didn’t reach for that’s not a fair comparison or the cage is what makes it look small or any of the corrections the dry voice had on file. I just let the thought be there, Desmond wouldn’t fit in both my hands, let it lie in the dark with my one palm cupping the whole of the cage and the comparison working on me slow and unhurried, and the not-reaching-for-it was its own kind of yes, its own small surrender, the editor choosing not to edit, which was a thing the editor had never done before.

I fell asleep with one hand cupping the new weight and one hand cupping the cage, denied by choice, the comparison still lying where I’d left it, and didn’t dream of anything I’d remember.



Piper was in my doorway in the morning, holding a paper she’d clearly read forty times.

She didn’t knock. The door was open and she was just there, in the gray morning light, the auburn waves and the bare freckles, and in her hands a single sheet of agency stationery held at both edges, the paper soft at the corners the way paper gets when you’ve handled it too many times, read it and folded it and unfolded it and read it again.

“My review is Thursday,” she said.

Quiet. Measured. The complete sentence, no slang, no filler, but I could hear underneath it the thing she wouldn’t display, the controlled fear, the practiced calm laid over the constant anxiety, the clock she’d been watching for so long finally come round to the hour.

She looked at the paper, and then at me, and took a breath, and asked the thing she’d come to ask, the thing that cost her something to ask, because Piper didn’t ask for things.

“Will you do my hair that morning?” she said. “I don’t want Candy.” A small wry almost-smile, freckled, exhausted. “Candy will cry.”


Chapter 15: The Review

I did Piper’s hair in the morning light, and the whole geography of every mentorship we’d ever had reversed itself.

She came to my room at seven, before the meeting, in a cream blouse she’d ironed, and sat in the chair I pulled to the window where the light was good, and I stood behind her with the brush and the pins and the spray, and for once I was the one with my hands in someone’s hair and Piper was the one being tended. Three years she’d been the senior, the living preview, the one who poured wine and said one true sentence and went quiet. And now she sat in my window light with her review four hours away and let me do her hair, and the role reversal sat in the room with us, unspoken, both of us feeling it.

I brushed the auburn waves out slow. They were softer than they looked, three years of hormones in them, the freckles bare across her nose because Piper never wore much, the morning light catching them. I asked how she wanted it. “Down,” she said. “Soft. Nothing that looks like I’m trying.” Which was the whole Piper philosophy in three words, the quiet expensive thing, the woman in the bookshop you’d think she looks nice about, the premium that came from not looking like a premium.

I worked the brush through and thought about how strange it was to have her under my hands. Months of Piper pouring me wine and saying one true sentence and going quiet, months of her being the one who knew things, the senior, the living preview of where this road went, and now here she was in my window chair with her review four hours off, letting me tend her, and the tending was a thing I found I knew how to do without being taught, my hands gentle with the section, the pins going in clean, the spray held the right distance, a competence that had arrived as all my competences arrived, unannounced, assembled somewhere out of sight while I wasn’t looking. I’d learned to do hair. I didn’t remember learning it. I’d watched Candy do mine a hundred times and somewhere in the watching my hands had absorbed it, and now I was doing Piper’s, soft, nothing that looked like trying, and she sat still under it and let me, and the quiet between us was full.

And then she talked. More than she ever had. That was the other reversal, Piper, who edited herself before every sentence, who said almost nothing, talking while I pinned her hair, the words coming out of her in the careful measured way she had but coming out, more of them than I’d ever gotten.



“I made a practice resume,” she said, while I worked a section back. “Last month. I wanted to see what it looked like. The form has a field for employment history.” She was quiet a moment. “I put ‘personal services.’ Three years of personal services. And then a field for references, and I sat there and thought about who I’d list. There’s no one outside this building who knows the work I actually do. The clients won’t be references. So it’s three years of personal services and no references and a gap before that where the delivery job and the dropout and the rest of it is, and I looked at the thing I’d made and it described a person I wouldn’t hire.”

I didn’t say anything. You didn’t, with Piper. You let her get to the end of the thought.

“I have apartment listings bookmarked,” she said. “A whole folder of them. Studios, mostly, the part of the city I could afford on what’s left after I leave. I’ve bookmarked them for a year and I’ve never gone to see one. Not one viewing. I tell myself I’m being practical, building the picture, and the truth is I bookmark them the way someone keeps a photo of a place they went once. I don’t go because going would make it real, and I’m not sure I want it real.”

I pinned the last section and met her eyes in the window’s reflection.

“My mother had these freckles too,” she said, out of nowhere, touching her own nose. “Same constellation, almost. It’s the one thing the hormones didn’t change. Everything else is different, everything else I built, but I’ve got my mother’s freckles on a face she never saw. I think about that more than I should.” She looked at the woman in the glass, the soft auburn waves I’d done, the bare freckled face. “She’d recognize the freckles. She wouldn’t recognize anything else.”

That was as close to display as Piper got. Not tears. Piper didn’t cry where you could see it; she administrated her fear, kept the books on it, told you the numbers in a level voice. The freckles her mother had too, said level and quiet while I finished her hair, was the whole grief folded into a single fact, handed across, set down.

“You look beautiful,” I said, because it was true and because she’d done my hair the metaphorical version of this a hundred times and never once gotten it back. “Whatever you decide. You look like exactly who you are.”

“I know,” she said, and the wryness came back, freckled, exhausted. “That’s the problem. I know exactly who I am in here. Out there I’d be nobody, and I know that too.” She stood, smoothing the cream blouse. “Thank you. For the hair. And for not telling me it’ll be fine. Candy would have told me it’ll be fine.”



The review was behind Margaux’s door, and I waited in reception like family outside an operating room.

I didn’t have to wait. There was no reason for me to be there, no booking, no duty, nothing on the agenda that put me in the reception with the peonies and the brass-studded leather chairs while Piper’s whole future got decided forty feet away behind a mahogany door. I waited anyway. I sat in the leather chair and looked at the architecture quarterly I never read and listened to the building’s quiet, and the door stayed closed, and the minutes went, and I understood that this was what you did, you waited, you sat in the corridor while someone you’d come to care about was somewhere you couldn’t follow, deciding a thing you couldn’t decide for them.

Forty minutes. Nothing audible through the door, the brownstone’s expensive hardware containing every sound as it contained everything, the precise click of privacy. I sat and waited and did the thing I’d never let myself do, which was care, openly, about how it came out for her, and the caring was its own information, the kind I usually edited, I’m here for the money, the others are coworkers, I keep my distance, all the old structural lies sitting unbuilt because I was too busy watching a door to maintain them.

The door opened, and Piper came out, and her face told me nothing, because she was Piper, and we went to the courtyard.



She told me over tea, in the courtyard, under the single tree in its stone planter.

“Debt’s zero,” she said. The leaves were past yellowing now, going brown at the edges, a few down on the pavers. “Cleared. Officially. As of this morning I owe the agency nothing.” She held her tea in both freckled hands. “The options are exactly what the policy says. Leave, debt erased, references negotiable, exit-planning support. Or extend. Staff, or escort, my choice of terms.”

“And?”

“I asked for a year,” she said. “As an escort. One-year extension.” She watched a brown leaf detach from the tree and come down slow onto the pavers. “They always say yes. That’s the thing nobody tells you about the exit. It’s real, the door’s real, it actually opens, and they’ll never make you stay. And every time you reach the door you ask for more time instead, and they say yes, and you walk back in, and you tell yourself it’s practical.” She sipped the tea. “That’s the trap and the gift. Both. At the same time. The door’s real and I don’t go through it and nobody’s stopping me, which means the only thing keeping me here is me.”

She was quiet a while, watching the tree. The courtyard was the one outdoor place we had, the small rectangle of stone pavers, the wrought-iron bench, the single tree in its planter that I’d watched go from green to yellow to this, the brown edges, the leaves coming down. Piper had taught me to do heels out here once, on the uneven pavers, in a wind that threatened wigs. Now we sat on the bench with our tea and the tree dropping its leaves one at a time, and the smallness of it, the one tree, the one bench, the one square of sky between the buildings, was the whole outside the agency offered, and Piper had just told me she’d chosen it over the real one.

“I keep thinking about the driver,” she said, out of nowhere. “My first booking, three years ago, a corporate dinner, I cried the whole way back in the car and the driver pretended not to notice because they’re trained for that. And I thought, then, I’ll do this until I can leave and never get in one of these cars again.” She turned the tea in her hands. “I got in one last week. Didn’t cry. Watched the city go by and felt nothing about it, just tired, just a woman going home from work. And I thought: that’s worse. The crying was at least about something. The nothing is just”; she looked for the word and let it go; “the nothing is just the job now. I don’t know when the crying stopped. That’s the part I can’t find. The day it stopped being a thing that happened to me.”

“You earned the exit,” I said. “You cleared the whole thing. You could go.”

Piper looked at me then, really looked, the green eyes steady, and said the thing that reframed my own arc, the thing I carried out of that courtyard and couldn’t put down.

“Exits are for people who have an outside,” she said. “I don’t have an outside. I have a building where I’m valued and a city where I’m nobody and a resume that describes someone I wouldn’t hire. The exit isn’t a door to a life. It’s a door to a year of building one, alone, with no references, as a trans woman with a three-year gap, in a city that has never once made that easy.” She set the tea down on the wrought-iron bench. “So I have a year. To build an outside. Or to admit I stopped wanting one.” A small wry breath. “Watch which one I do, Nataly. It’ll be useful to you. You’re going to be standing where I’m standing sooner than you think, and you should know in advance what it actually looks like.”

I didn’t have anything to say to that. There wasn’t anything. She’d just shown me the finish line I’d been running toward for months, the zero balance, the open door, and she’d shown me it was a cliff edge with a courtyard view, and there was nothing to say back except to sit with her under the browning tree and drink the tea and let it be true.



Candy ruined the mood at the exact right moment, which was the only thing that could have saved it.

She came barreling into the courtyard at full pink production with a single cupcake on a small plate, frosted aggressively, a tiny candle in it, beaming.

“Babes!” she announced. “I heard your review was today, so I made you a contract-iversary cupcake! Is it an iversary if it’s a review? It’s a milestone! You hit a milestone! We’re celebrating!”

She’d read the emotional weather of the moment completely, catastrophically wrong. Piper had just told me the exit was a cliff. Piper had just folded her mother’s freckles into a level sentence about grief. And Candy came barreling in with a lit cupcake celebrating, sunny all the way down, no idea, congratulating Piper on a milestone like Piper had won something, and the wrongness of it, the total beautiful misfire of Candy’s warmth aimed at precisely the wrong target with precisely the wrong message, was so absolute that Piper started laughing.

Really laughing. The kind that takes you over. Piper put her tea down because she had to, because she couldn’t hold it and laugh like that at once, and she laughed until her eyes watered, the quiet senior sissy who administrated her fear and never cried where you could see it, laughing helplessly in the courtyard at a lit cupcake, and Candy, delighted, having no idea she’d done anything but bring a cupcake, beamed wider and said “RIGHT? It’s a good cupcake! I put the beet powder in the frosting, it’s the pink one!” which made Piper laugh harder, and I started too, and the three of us sat under the browning tree with a lit contract-iversary cupcake for a woman who’d just chosen the cage she knew over the door she’d earned, and it was, somehow, exactly right. Candy got the weather wrong and the wrongness was the mercy. You couldn’t have planned it. You could only have Candy.



I did my own math that night, alone, and it didn’t comfort me as it used to.

Forty-nine thousand and falling fast. I worked it out on the back of an envelope the way I used to work out ramen budgets, the bookings stacking, the Out-Call fees, the standing requests, the trio’s quarterlies, Desmond’s monthly: at this pace, eight months. Nine, maybe. The finish line was real and it was close, closer than it had any right to be, half the original eighty thousand gone and most of that in these months, the debt that had felt like a life sentence dissolving into a thing with a date on it.

And Piper had just shown me what the date looked like.

The old edit, the one I’d run since the very first day, was I’ll pay it off and I’ll be different, I’ll leave, I have somewhere to go, this is temporary. I reached for it now, automatically, eight months and then I’ll be free, then I’ll go, and it stalled, because Piper had taken the back half of it apart in the courtyard. I have somewhere to go. Did I? I sat with the envelope and went looking for the somewhere, the outside, the life on the other side of the door, and the only place my mind offered, the only somewhere it produced when I asked it where I’d go, was a fourth-floor apartment I used the back stairs to leave at eleven at night.

That was the whole edit, failing in real time. I’ll be different, I have somewhere to. And the somewhere my mind reached for wasn’t an apartment in the city or a clean slate or a return to anything Nathan had wanted. It was a lamplit room with books in French and a woman who tucked a strand of hair behind my ear and rationed it on purpose, and I sat on the pink sheets with the envelope and understood that the finish line and the cliff were the same edge, and that I was running toward it with everything I had, and that I no longer knew what I expected to find at the bottom.



The unlisted number summoned me that night, and I went, and I’ll leave the rest of it brief.

Fourth floor. M.

I chose the rose strappy heels, as I did now, and went up, and what happened between us happened, and I’m not going to blueprint it, because some nights aren’t for blueprinting, they’re just for going, and this was one of those, two people and a lamplit room and the thing we did now, familiar enough already that it didn’t need narrating stroke by stroke. She summoned and I went and it was good and I came and she sent me down.

What I’ll put down is the leaving.

The back stairs at one in the morning, shoes in my hand, barefoot on the cold treads, and how rehearsed my quiet had gotten. That was the thing I noticed, going down. The first night I’d crept down those stairs overwhelmed, not knowing what I’d done. Now I went down them like a routine, my bare feet finding the silent edges of the treads, my shoes hooked over two fingers, my breathing low, the whole descent built for not being heard. My body knew the back stairs in the dark now, knew which tread creaked and how to avoid it, knew the angle of the turn at the landing where Piper sometimes stood with her tea. I went down like I’d gone down a hundred times, and would go down a hundred more, the quiet so practiced it had stopped being effort, and that was the whole status of the arrangement, said better than any edit: a thing I did now, regularly, silently, learned without deciding to, as I’d learned everything.



Atticus’s next file was under my door in the morning, and the handwriting at the bottom changed everything.

A museum gala. Formal. The type laying out the evening, the car, the dress code, and under the type, in Atticus’s own hand, a line:

Wear the pearls, darling. And nothing on the right wrist. I am bringing you something.

Nothing on the right wrist. He was clearing a space. He’d noticed I wore the pearls he’d given me, he’d dressed my throat and now he was clearing my wrist, I am bringing you something, the line cool and certain and proprietary, a man preparing a place on my body for the next acquisition.

And Margaux’s approving initial was at the bottom, where it always went, the angular M she pressed onto every file of mine before it reached me.

Except this time she’d pressed it hard enough to dent the paper.

I ran my thumb over it. The initial was scored into the cream stock, the pen pushed down with a pressure Margaux never used, Margaux whose every motion was measured, whose hand was the calmest in the building, who’d signed a thousand of my files with the same light angular flick. This M was gouged. You could feel it from the back of the page, the dent, the pressure, the first thing Margaux’s hand had ever done that her face would never have allowed, and I stood in the cold morning with my thumb in the groove of her initial and read the whole thing in it, nothing on the right wrist, I am bringing you something, and underneath, scored into the paper, a woman who’d read that line and pressed her pen down hard enough to leave a mark.


Chapter 16: The Bracelet

The gala was a theater of acquisition, and Atticus moved me through it like a docent presenting a new piece.

It was a museum benefit, the high marble kind, the city’s money in black tie under a hall of suspended light, and Atticus arrived with me on his arm in the deep rose Margaux had specified and the pearls he’d chosen for my throat, and he did not introduce me as anything that required explaining. That was the whole performance, and I watched him run it. He moved me from cluster to cluster, donors and curators and the silver-haired men who owned the parts of the city Atticus didn’t, and at each one he said the same thing, unhurried, certain, with the old-money restraint that made it land harder than volume ever could.

“My companion, Nataly.”

No agency. No qualifier. No “a friend” or “my guest” or any of the soft hedges that would have left room for doubt. My companion, Nataly, offered in the smooth proprietary tone of a man presenting something he’d acquired, and the city’s money received it as exactly that, hands shaken, my own hand held a beat too long by men who understood the grammar of it, the smiles that said of course, Atticus, of course she is, the whole room sliding me into the slot Atticus had built for me without a single person needing it spelled out. I passed completely inside it. I was a docent’s centerpiece, presented and admired and moved along, and my body answered as it did now at being a possession on display, the slow stupid interest, the cage taking note of a thousand strangers filing me under his.

He kept a hand at the small of my back the whole night. Light. Proprietary. Steering. And I let it steer, and played the companion as I’d played the girlfriend for Quentin, except this wasn’t a hotel room and a file, this was the real city’s real money, and the performance had no edges, no end of booking, nowhere it stopped being true.

The hall was the museum’s grand atrium, the marble and the suspended light and a string quartet doing something restrained in a corner, and the people were the kind of people who appeared in the architecture quarterly that sat on the reception credenza, the names that funded the wings I’d discussed with the gallery client months back. A curator I half-recognized told me a long story about a deaccessioned bronze and watched my face to see if I followed, and I followed, the one semester and the program-reading habit carrying me through, and Atticus watched me follow it with the quiet proprietary pleasure of a man whose acquisition was performing above spec. A donor’s wife admired the bracelet before it was even on me, admired the pearls, asked where I summered, and I gave her a city in the south of France I’d heard Margaux say once, and she nodded as if she’d seen me there, and I passed, completely, into a tier of the world that Nathan could not have ordered a coffee in, on the arm of a man who’d built me a slot and slid me into it like I’d always been the size of it.



The bracelet came between courses, and he staged it for the room.

We were seated, the long benefit tables, and he reached into his jacket and produced a flat case, and he did not hand it to me, as he hadn’t handed me the pearls, because handing was not Atticus’s grammar. He opened the case on the white tablecloth, and inside, on dark velvet, was a bracelet: diamonds, old-cut, the kind of significant that doesn’t announce itself because it doesn’t have to, a row of cold white fire that had been somewhere and meant something long before it got to my wrist.

And he fastened it himself, on my bare right wrist, the wrist he’d told me to clear, without haste, in full view of the room.

He took my hand and turned it and laid the diamonds across the bare wrist and worked the clasp with his manicured fingers, slow, deliberate, taking his time, letting the table see, letting the nearby tables see, a silver-haired magnate fastening old diamonds onto a young companion’s wrist in the middle of a benefit, the oldest most public claim money makes. The cold weight settled. The clasp clicked. And he held my wrist a moment after, his thumb resting over the diamonds and my pulse both, and said the line that turned the gift into the threat.

“Margaux dresses you in rose,” he said. “I prefer you in white fire.” His gray eyes were steady on mine, the steel-gray that assessed real estate. “We’ll alternate, darling.”

We’ll alternate.

The plural future tense was the actual gift. Not the diamonds. The we’ll, the assumption baked into it, the future he’d just spoken into existence at a benefit table, Margaux and Atticus alternating who dressed me, rose and white fire, a thing decided between two powers over a body that got dressed by whoever’s turn it was. He said it like a man dividing a season into halves. And the cage tightened, traitorous, at the cold weight on the cleared wrist and the gray eyes and the we’ll alternate, agreeing on its own to be owned by whoever’s turn it was, and I held my wrist still under his thumb as I’d held my throat still for the pearls, and let him fasten the future onto me in front of the room.



Aria made her play, and Atticus looked through her with such perfect courtesy it was a kind of execution.

I saw her arrive. You couldn’t miss Aria in a room, six feet before the heels, platinum and ice-blue and surgical, in a dress that showed every paid-for line of her, and she’d come with a patron of her own, an older man she steered as Atticus steered me, except you could see the effort in it, the work, the two years of polish deployed at full output. And she engineered a crossing. Of course she did. She brought her patron’s orbit into ours at the precise moment that made a meeting unavoidable, and then she turned the full apparatus of herself onto Atticus, the honey-alto, the angle of the body, the practiced devastating attention, two years of being the agency’s brightest object aimed straight at the most powerful man in the room.

And Atticus looked through her.

Not rudely. That was the cruelty of it, the indifference-as-weapon. He was perfectly courteous. He acknowledged her, the smallest nod, a “good evening” with no name attached, and then his attention, which had touched her for the length of a sentence, returned to me, mid-conversation, picking up exactly where it had been, as I was saying, darling, and the return was so smooth, so total, so without malice, that it was worse than malice. He didn’t snub her. He simply declined to register her as a thing worth registering, looked through her as if through a window at the thing he actually wanted to see, and went back to me, and left Aria standing there in her perfect dress with her champagne flute held at exactly the angle she’d practiced, a prop from a play that had just closed without anyone telling the cast.

She tried again, that was the part that hurt to watch. She didn’t take the indifference and retreat with what dignity she had left, she tried again, leaned back in, redoubled, the honey-alto rising a register, a hand light on her own patron’s arm to angle herself, the full apparatus deployed a second time at the man who’d already declined to see her, and Atticus, mid-sentence with me, did not even break the sentence. He let her arrive at the edge of our conversation and stand there a beat, and then he said, to me, “shall we find our seats, darling,” and rose, and offered me his arm, and turned us both away, and the turning-away was so complete and so without effort that it didn’t even read as a snub to the room, just two people moving on, leaving a third standing where she’d been, a beautiful woman in a perfect dress, surplus to the scene.

My own face moved before I could stop it. A wince. A flicker of sympathy, fast and unwanted, for Aria, of all people, Aria who’d sabotaged me and demeaned me and earned no kindness, standing there held up by nothing but her own scaffolding while the man she’d aimed two years at looked past her to the new girl. The wince was wrong. I knew it was wrong. Aria would have stepped on my corpse to reach Atticus and called it brave on me. And still some part of me, watching her absorb the indifference, recognized the thing being done to her, the you are not worth registering, and flinched on her behalf, and I filed the flinch as a malfunction and looked away before she could see it and use it.



Margaux was at the reception desk when the car brought me back, and the diamonds on my wrist did what the pearls had done, except more.

She was there late, at the desk, the night receptionist beside her, reviewing something, and I came through the glossy black door in the deep rose with the pearls at my throat and the bracelet cold on my bare wrist, and her eyes found it. The wrist. The diamonds. Old-cut white fire on the wrist Atticus had told me to clear, and I watched the same thing happen that had happened with the pearls, and watched it happen more.

The uncrackable surface, the stone, the twenty-year armor, stopped being readable. And this time it didn’t seal in one second. It held open a beat too long, the fire-in-a-steel-room thing, except the door of the steel room didn’t shut on schedule, hung open the width of a breath past where it should have, and I saw it, the heat at the edges, contained and roaring and behind the door, and the door not quite closing on time. Jealousy. There was no other word, and I’d stopped having the edit that would have given me another word. Jealousy, contained, as Margaux contained everything, except the containing had failed by exactly one second, and the one second was readable, and I read it.

“Log the gift,” she said.

And then she said the thing she had never said, said it in front of the night receptionist, said it where someone could hear.

“Then come upstairs.”

I went still. The receptionist went still, a careful trained stillness, eyes back to the appointment book, the practiced not-hearing of agency staff. Come upstairs. Margaux had never summoned me in front of anyone. The summonses came on the unlisted number, in the dark, Fourth floor. M., the whole framework of the arrangement built on its invisibility, on the back stairs and the silence and the deniability, and she’d just torn a hole in the architecture in front of a witness, told me to come upstairs out loud, in reception, with diamonds on my wrist, and the tearing was information, the largest piece of it yet: she was angry enough, or wanting enough, to break her own rule in front of staff. The bracelet had done that. Atticus’s we’ll alternate had done that, four floors away, to a woman who never did anything she hadn’t decided in advance.

I logged the gift. My hands weren’t quite steady. And then I went upstairs.



The door barely closed before she said it.

“Take it off.”

The bracelet. She meant the bracelet, and I knew it, and my fingers went to the clasp, and the clasp was the kind of old significant clasp that doesn’t open for nervous fingers, and I fumbled it, and Margaux stood there and waited, vibrating with a stillness that was the loudest thing in the room, not helping, not moving, watching me struggle with another man’s diamonds on my wrist until I got the clasp open and the cold weight came off and I set it on the dresser. It landed face-down. The diamonds against the wood, the clasp up, a defeated thing, deposed, and Margaux looked at it lying there for one beat and then looked at me, and the patience that had defined every previous night was simply gone.

She took me from behind, bent over the foot of the bed, and it was the roughest she had ever been, by design, a claiming with nothing soft in it.

She pushed me down over the footboard, the rose dress shoved up, and entered me with none of the metered ownership of the first nights, none of the not on a clock patience, none of the eye contact she usually demanded. This was hard. The rhythm hard enough to move the bed, to walk it an inch across the floor, her hips driving into me with a hunger she never showed, and I gripped the duvet and took it, the prostate heat slamming up through me in time with the hard rhythm, the cage crushed against the footboard, leaking freely, the whole thing fast and rough and possessive in a way that told me more about what the bracelet had done to her than any sentence could have.

There was no warmup. That was the thing I understood through the duvet, the thing the speed of her told me: she could not wait, would not wait, had not waited, the woman who metered everything driving into me the second she had me bent over, because the diamonds on the dresser were still warm from another man’s hands and she needed to put her own claim down over the top of his before the warmth of his faded. The prostate heat had no slow tide tonight, no rising water, just the hard fast slam of her rhythm building it in a steep brutal climb, my own sounds knocked out of me on every stroke, the bed knocking the wall, her grip already bruising. She fucked me like she was erasing something. She fucked me like the gala was still on her, like Atticus’s we’ll alternate was a thing she could drive out of me with enough force, and I took it bent over the foot of her bed and let her drive it out, because being the place she put that down was the closest thing to being chosen I had ever felt.

One hand gathered both my wrists.

She caught them and pulled them to the small of my back and held them there in one hand, my arms pinned behind me, and the bracelet wrist, the right one, the cleared one, she gripped hardest, her fingers closing around the place the diamonds had been like she was erasing the cold print of them with the heat of her own hand. Her other hand went into my hair, gathered it, pulled, tilting my head, and I was pinned completely, wrists at my back, head pulled, bent over the foot of her bed, taken hard, owned, and the helplessness of it broke something open as Ambrose’s silk had, except this was worse and better because it wasn’t a stranger’s careful restraint, it was her, it was Margaux, gripping my emptied wrist and fucking me hard enough to move the bed and saying, finally, the most she’d ever said about feeling, delivered the only way she could deliver it, as commands.



“Who dresses you?”

The rhythm didn’t break. The question came on a hard stroke, her hand tight in my hair, and I understood it was a question that wanted an answer, that the whole rough claiming was building toward this, and I got it out, wrecked, into the duvet.

“You do.”

“Who named you?”

Another stroke, deep, her grip on the cleared wrist crushing. And the answer was right there, months deep, the silver pen and the line through Nathan and the angular Nataly written above it, the name she’d given me that I answered to without flinching now, and I said it.

“You did.”

“Then remember,” she said, and the next word she said once, at depth, driven all the way in, her hand in my hair and her hand on my wrist and her hips against me, “what is borrowed and what is mine.”

Mine.

She said it once. One syllable, at the bottom of a hard stroke, in the flat certain voice that read debt balances, and it hit the prostate heat at its absolute peak as the good girl had hit it on the first night, and I came on the spot.

Hands pinned. Untouched. Bent over the foot of her bed with my wrists in her fist and her cock buried in me and the word mine still in the air, I came hands-free and helpless, the cage pouring its useless wet against the footboard, my whole body seizing against her grip, and I sobbed. Into the duvet. The orgasm tearing through me with a force that came out as actual sobbing, my face pressed into her bedding, crying through a hands-free orgasm I hadn’t been allowed to touch, triggered by a single word, mine, said by the woman who owned my key and my name and the color I got dressed in, and the sobbing wasn’t sadness, it was overflow, the pleasure overflowing from one system into another as the first sissygasm had, except this time it was the word that did it, the word more than the angle, mine, and I came apart on it completely.

She finished inside me a few strokes later and held position, deep, breathing, longer than she ever had. Longer than the first night, longer than any night. She stayed buried in me with my wrists still in her fist, breathing, her grip slowly loosening on my hair, and I felt her gather herself back, felt the breathing even out, felt the woman who’d torn a hole in her own architecture stitch it closed again from the inside.

And then the tenderness, rationed smaller than ever. A hand, flat, laid between my shoulder blades, for three breaths. I counted them. Three. Her palm flat and warm between my shoulder blades while I shook and sobbed into the duvet, three breaths of it, and then the hand lifted, and the armor came back on, and she said the thing that was the armor going back on, said it in the cold flat commerce-voice, the pivot so total it was its own kind of cruelty:

“The bracelet is yours,” she said. “Wear it for him. He pays well.”



I heard the armor for what it was, for the first time, with my face still in the duvet.

Wear it for him. He pays well. The cold pivot back to the ledger, the arrangement re-sorted into business in a single sentence, the woman who’d just sobbed the word mine into me with her whole body telling me thirty seconds later to wear the rival’s diamonds and earn off them. And the editing voice, faithful to the end, reached for its file, she protects her assets, she’s a businesswoman, the relationship and the ledger stay separate, that’s all this is, she’s reminding us both of the ledger.

And I heard it. The armor. I heard the cold sentence for what it actually was, which was armor, which was a woman who’d shown too much going back to commerce as fast as she could because commerce was the only place she felt safe, who’d broken her own rule in reception and gripped my emptied wrist like she was erasing it and sobbed mine into me and now needed, desperately, immediately, to make it all be about the fee, because the fee was a thing she could survive and the mine was not. Wear it for him, he pays well wasn’t indifference. It was the most frightened thing she’d said all night, frightened as only someone guarding a thing is frightened, and I lay over the foot of her bed and heard the fear under the flatness and could not pretend I hadn’t.

The editing voice tried, one more time, valiantly. She protects her assets.

And I answered my own edit. Out loud. Into the duvet, my face still down, the diamonds face-down on the dresser and her finish inside me and three breaths of warmth fading from between my shoulder blades.

“Sure,” I said.

One syllable. Sure. The largest crack in the editing I’d produced since the contract, a single word of pure self-honesty aimed at my own lie, sure, she protects her assets, sure, that’s all it is, sure, the sarcasm thin enough to see straight through to the truth underneath, which was that I didn’t believe the edit and we both knew I didn’t and I’d said sure to it like you say sure to a child’s story you’ve decided not to argue with.

I left it there. I didn’t build on it. Sure, and nothing after, because nothing after was a thing I couldn’t afford yet.



The back stairs at two in the morning, the bracelet in my fist.

I went down barefoot as I did now, shoes in one hand, and the bracelet in the other, the cold diamonds clenched in my fist because I hadn’t wanted to put it on my wrist to walk down, hadn’t wanted Atticus’s white fire on me on these particular stairs, on Margaux’s stairs, leaving Margaux’s door. I held it in my fist instead, the old-cut stones biting into my palm, wear it for him, he pays well, and went down through the dark, and at the landing I passed the little stairwell window, the one with the city’s gray small hours in it, and caught my reflection.

Her.

Instant, no delay, the woman in the stairwell glass with the rose dress and the wrecked makeup the waterproof had held and a man’s diamonds clenched in her fist, her, and then a second word tried to arrive behind it, came up out of somewhere under the sure, started to form: whose.

Her. Whose.

Whose was she. The woman in the glass. Atticus had fastened diamonds on her and said we’ll alternate. Margaux had gripped her emptied wrist and sobbed mine into her. The agency owned her contract and her name and her key. The clients filed standing requests. The word whose came up behind the her in the stairwell window and started to open into a question I was not equipped to answer at two in the morning with diamonds biting my palm, whose, whose are you, you’ve got everyone’s mark on you, whose, and I took the rest of the stairs fast and quiet and practiced, walking out from under the word before it could land on me, and left the question in the window where I’d found it.


Chapter 17: Glass

His name was on the slip and my body answered before my face did, and I’d stopped pretending that wasn’t what happened.

Desmond. Standing monthly, the request he’d filed after the first time, the one I’d refused to admit I wanted and then watched land on the schedule with a heat that ran ahead of any composure I tried to keep. The slip came under the door and I read his name and the cage stirred, simple as that, no edit fast enough to get between his name and the response, my body marking him a yes while I was still only halfway down the line. That was the honesty I’d let myself have since the sure in Margaux’s duvet, the small awful honesty of admitting the order of operations: body first, face second, edit a distant third, coming late and unconvincing.

The craving surfaced during prep, specific and shameless.

I was warming up, the extended warmup his size required, and the cum-craving came up off the clock as it did now, except this time it wasn’t off the clock, it was right on it, and it came as anticipation, the mouth watering before the meal, my body remembering Desmond’s scale and the destinations of him and producing the hunger preemptively, prepping its own appetite alongside the physical prep. I caught myself doing it. Caught my mouth watering at the warmup, at the thought of him, and didn’t edit it, just noted it, the wanting’s here early tonight, the wanting knows his name too, and kept warming up.

Candy ran the prep with the same thoroughness as the first time, the breathing drills, the specific lubricant, the only safety lecture she gave twice. “Physics is physics, babes,” she said, the same line, cheerful and clinical at once. “He’s a sweetheart and he’s also a freight train, and you respect a freight train. Yellow means yellow even when you don’t want it to.” She took the pill out for me, the session bottle, and I took it by my own hand, an hour out, practical for exactly this client, the edit so worn now it barely held its shape but I said it anyway, practical for this client, and swallowed it dry.



The loft was the same and the staging was the city itself.

Glass and steel, the floor-to-ceiling windows, the city stacked below in lights, and Desmond had lit the room just enough to turn the glass into a half-mirror, the trick of it, a lit room at night turning a window into both a window and a mirror at once. Outside, the city, the streets, the audience that couldn’t quite see in. Inside, reflected in the same glass, the room, the bed, me, the audience that could. Two layers in one pane, the exhibition and the mirror, and Desmond moved through his loft pouring drinks and making conversation, broad and unhurried and gentle, a big man so thoroughly at ease in his own size that nothing in the room could hurry him, his ease working on me harder than urgency ever could.

He poured the drinks and we sat by the window as we had the first time, the city spread out below, and he didn’t rush toward anything, which I’d learned was just how he was, a man with no clock in him. He asked about my month and listened to the answer. He told me he’d finally fired the contractor over the misordered window, that the new one had ordered the right window and installed it backward, that he’d decided the universe simply did not want him to have that particular window and he’d made peace with it. I laughed, the real laugh, and he watched me laugh with a quiet pleasure, in no hurry to be anywhere but here.

He looked at me, really looked, as he had the first time, and said the one sentence I’d carry out of that loft and keep.

“You’re settling into yourself,” he said. He’d noticed. The new lips, the second-stage top-up, the new weight at the chest, the general softening that the rose wardrobe and the months had done. He noticed all of it without making a list of it, and he didn’t frame it as flattery or as appraisal, he just said it plain, as easily as you’d remark on the weather changing. You’re settling into yourself. From a client. The truest thing anyone had told me in all my time here, said by a man I’d known for two bookings, while he handed me a drink in a glass loft, and it went in deeper than Atticus’s diamonds or Margaux’s mine, because it had no claim attached, no ownership, no acquisition, just a man noticing that the woman in front of him was becoming more comfortably herself and saying so.

I didn’t have anything to say back. I took the drink and let the compliment be what it was.



The SPH beat came while I prepped at the glass, and it was exactly the moment the last few months had been quietly building toward.

I was getting ready at the window, the lit glass throwing my reflection back at me over the city, and my eye caught the cage in the reflection, the rose-pink of it against the lights below, and the word arrived. In my own voice. For the first time in my own internal voice, unbidden, complete:

clit:

And I caught it. Mid-syllable. The word forming in my own head, the word for it, the relabeling word, clitty, the word clients used and the word Margaux had started using and the word that was waiting at the end of months of the cage making the cock irrelevant, and it came up in my own voice this time, my own internal narration reaching for it, and I caught it halfway out, clit-, and edited it back. The cage. I made myself think the cage, as I’d always thought it, and felt the effort of the edit, felt how hard I had to push to get the old word back in place over the new one, felt the new one straining underneath like the cage straining against the bars.

This is the part that matters: I did not let myself use the word. The dry voice caught it and pushed it back down and reinstalled the cage over it, and the catch took effort, real effort, more than an edit had cost me in a long time. But it held. The cage, not the other word. The word in my own voice belonged to a stage I wasn’t in yet, and I knew it, and I caught it, and the catching was the whole beat: not that I’d surrendered the word, but that the word had arrived in my own voice and I’d had to work to deny it. The arrival was new. The denial still worked, barely, with effort, and I noted exactly how much effort, because the amount was the measurement, and the measurement said the next time might cost more than I had.

The depth-cession form was the other small surrender, and I’d done that one in my own handwriting.

On the booking form, in the preferences field, in my own hand, I’d requested that he govern depth this time. The first time I’d controlled it, cowgirl, the file specifying escort-controlled depth, and I’d called yellow once and he’d honored it instantly. This time I’d written, myself, in the half-cursive slanted hand with the looped capital that had migrated off Margaux’s pen, a request that he take the depth out of my hands, govern it himself, and the request sat on the form as its own small humiliation-arousal event, a thing I’d written down, deliberately, signed, please take this decision away from me, the cession itself the thing I wanted, handed to him in advance in my own looping letters.



He took me standing at the glass, the city under my hands, and the exhibition lived entirely in the almost.

He stood me at the window, palms flat against the cold pane, the city spread out below my hands, the lights and the streets and the small distant movement of a place that could not quite see me, and he entered me from behind at his measured scale, the slow descent into fullness past every training size, the stretch his size demanded, my body opening for him in the stages I remembered from the first time and then past them. And in the glass, lit from within, my reflection took him. Both layers in the one pane: the streets below where no one could quite make out the woman at the window, and the woman at the window, reflected, being filled, and the charge of it lived in the almost, the maybe-seen, the city that might glance up and might catch the shape of what was happening behind the lit glass and never quite would. My palms flat on the city. His hands on my hips governing the depth I’d ceded to him in my own handwriting, taking the decision out of my body as I’d asked, setting the pace and the depth himself while I gripped the window and took what he gave.

The cession was the thing. The first time I’d controlled it, cowgirl, my own weight the governor, and I’d called yellow and held the line. This time I’d signed the line away in my own looping hand, and so when a stroke went deeper than I’d have chosen, deeper than my body would have permitted itself, I had to take it, because I’d given him the depth, and the taking of a thing I wouldn’t have given myself was its own surrender, the cage leaking against the cold glass at the helplessness I’d requested in writing. He governed me steady. He pressed me to a depth and held me there with his hands, pinned between his size and the window, the city under my flattened palms, and I made a fogged patch on the glass with my breath and watched the woman in the reflection take more than she’d allow herself, governed, ceded, filled past her own permission by a man holding a depth she’d handed him on a form.

“Let go,” he murmured, watching the reflection of my face. “Stop holding. I’ve got it. You gave it to me, remember. Let me have it.” And I let him have it, let the last of my own governing go, my palms sliding on the glass, my forehead dropping toward the cold pane, the city blurring under my hands while he set a depth and a pace I couldn’t argue with because I’d signed away the right to.

The comparison came at the glass, round two, and this time he said nothing, and the silence did the work.

He reached around and wrapped my hand around himself, my fingers nowhere near closing, the scale of him in my own grip, and then he took my other hand and folded my fingers closed over the cage, the whole of it in one easy fist. Both at once. One hand failing to span him, the other hand closing entirely around the rose-pink cage with room to spare, the scale difference held in my own two hands, in the lit glass, my reflection holding the proof of it: one of him overflowing a fist, the whole of the locked length of me disappearing into a closed palm. Desmond wouldn’t fit in both my hands, I’d thought in the dark weeks ago, and here was the measurement made real, here was the comparison in my own grip, and he didn’t say a word about it this time, no pretty little thing, no affectionate diminutive, nothing, because he didn’t need to. The silence said it. The two hands said it. My own reflection said it back to me, the cold white truth of the scale, and the cage in my closed fist leaked into my own palm at the SPH of it, at the smallness held against the size, the relabeling done in my hands instead of in words.

He held my hands there. That was the part that did the work. He didn’t make me stroke, didn’t make me perform the comparison, just held my two hands in place, one failing to close around him and one closed all the way around the cage with room to spare, and let me look at the reflection, let the math sit, let me hold the whole of my old sexuality in a single relaxed fist while my other hand couldn’t get halfway around his. The reflection in the glass was a woman holding two impossibly different things and understanding, with her body if not yet with her mouth, which one of them was the real one and which one was a pretty rose-pink afterthought that fit in a palm. My breath stuttered. The cage poured. He squeezed my hands once, both of them, the failing one and the closing one, and let go, and turned me back to the glass.



The orgasm came at the glass, and the leak caught the city light.

It built as it built with him, from sheer internal fullness, the prostate worked by a scale nothing else reached, the slow governed depth of his hands rolling it up through me with the city under my palms, and when it broke it broke at the window, my forehead dropping to the cold glass, my whole body seizing against him, and the cage leaked its long continuous thread, the leak that came at full stretch, a steady drool that ran down through the bars and caught the city light coming up off the streets, a thread of it gleaming in the lit glass, the sissy juice draining out of the caged length while the size filled me from inside, the cock irrelevant and leaking and beside the point, the orgasm coming from somewhere the cock had nothing to do with. I came against the window with the city in the glass and the size in me and the leak catching the light, and the silence in my head was total.

He finished across the small of my back, hot, and then he did the thing he did.

He lifted me. Actually lifted me, as he had the first time, broad arms scooping me up off the window like I weighed nothing, and carried me to the leather couch and set me down and wrapped me in a blanket and brought the orange slices, the blanket-and-orange-slices ritual, the surreal aftercare that had stopped being surreal. The first time I’d found it the most surreal part of the night, a freight-train of a man feeding a sissy orange slices under a blanket after dwarfing her in a mirror. Now it was Thursday. I sat under the blanket and ate the orange slices he handed me one at a time and it was just the shape of the evening, comfortable, known, a thing Desmond did, and I’d stopped finding it strange and started finding it kind.

We finished there, second position, bent over the back of the leather couch for the last of it, and then back under the blanket, the orange slices, his easy quiet, the city in the dark glass.



In the car, pill fading, I opened the mental file from the first time and wrote the word in it.

I’d left it open weeks ago, the file, the one I hadn’t closed, the one where the edit a professional adapts to client specifications had failed completely for the first time, where the word for it had surfaced and I hadn’t written it in. I’d been carrying it open ever since. And in the car going home, the pill letting go, the edges coming back, I opened it the rest of the way and wrote the word in, finally, deliberately:

Size queen.

I wrote it in. Not unflinching, not yet, not as I’d write it someday, but written, acknowledged, filed: the thing I was, the appetite I had, the reason his name on the slip made the cage stir before my face moved. Size queen. I’d resisted the word for a whole booking and now I let it into the file, and then I closed it. Gently. Like tucking something in. Size queen, written and put away soft, and the dry voice noted the difference between this and surrender, held onto it, the last small distinction it had: filed is not the same as admitted. Writing the word in a private file was not the same as saying it out loud, not the same as the clitty I’d caught at the glass, not the same as gone. I’d filed it. I hadn’t admitted it. The distinction was thinning, and I knew it was thinning, and I held it anyway, the difference between the file and the mouth, because it was one of the last differences I had left.



Two messages came in thirty seconds apart, and the second one was a daylight I’d never been summoned into.

The first, Candy, bright, exclamatory, the salon next morning:

Nails tomorrow, babes! Margaux pre-approved rose chrome!!

Pre-approved. The word doing its quiet work, the same work specified had done, specified rose tones, and now pre-approved rose chrome, Margaux signing off on the color of my nails in advance, the rose creeping across me by approval and specification, and Candy announcing it as a treat, lucky girl, pre-approved, and never finding it strange that the agency owner was approving my nail color as she approved my wardrobe and my filler and my body.

And then, thirty seconds later, the unlisted number:

Thursday. Lunch. My office. M.

I looked at it for a long time before I set the phone face-down.

Lunch. The office. Margaux had never summoned me in daylight. The whole architecture of the arrangement was night and the back stairs and the unlisted number in the dark, Fourth floor. M., the summons that lived in the hours when the building slept. She’d torn one hole in it already, come upstairs in front of the night receptionist, the bracelet-anger breaking her own rule once. And now this, a daytime summons, Thursday, lunch, my office, the agency fully awake, the office that had held every disciplinary beat since the contract, the desk I’d signed my name on, and she wanted me there at lunch, in the daylight, with the building working around us.

I sat in the back of the car with the two messages and the orange-slice sweetness still on my tongue and the size still aching pleasantly through me, and looked at Thursday. Lunch. My office. M., and understood that something in her had moved again, as it had moved at the reception desk, that the daylight summons was another tear in the scaffolding, another rule bent, and that whatever the bracelet had started was not finished, was still moving, was bending her toward doing things at lunch that she’d built her whole authority on never visibly wanting.

I didn’t answer. With the unlisted number you didn’t need to. I put the phone in my clutch beside the black one and the session bottle, and rode home, and thought about daylight.


Chapter 18: Honest

The rose chrome went on in the morning, and the word pre-approved kept working at me quietly the whole day.

Candy did the nails in the pink salon, the rose chrome a deep metallic shimmer, the shade catching light like the cage caught it, and she chattered through it about the France-bakery-detective show, where the detective had finally proven the puff-pastry fraud and the rival baker had fled to Belgium, “which is, like, the correct country to flee a pastry crime to, babes, they take it SERIOUSLY there.” And the whole time I sat with my hands under the UV lamp and the word sat in my chest. Pre-approved. Margaux had pre-approved rose chrome. She approved my wardrobe and my filler and my nails, signed off on the color of every part of me in advance, and Candy buffed and shaped and never once found it strange, lucky girl, pre-approved, she’s got such a good eye, and I let the word turn over in me, pre-approved, a woman approving me into existence one shade at a time.

Aria caught me in the second-floor hallway that morning, and for the first time since I’d met her the mask came off.

I came up from the salon with my nails done and she was there, near the appointment board, the place she’d sabotaged me from before, and there was no audience. That was the first thing I clocked, the thing that told me this was different: no one to perform for. Aria never dropped the honey where someone could hear, the cruelty was always a performance with an audience in mind, and the second-floor hallway at mid-morning was empty, just the two of us, and when she turned to me her face wasn’t doing the honey-alto thing, wasn’t doing anything, the mean-girl architecture down, and what was under it was a question.

“How,” she said.

Not a taunt. I’d braced for the taunt, the oh sweetie, those nails are so brave, the surgical compliment-insult I’d taken from her for months. This wasn’t that. This was a single flat word from a woman whose entire structure was coming down around her, asked as you ask a thing you genuinely cannot understand, the question you’d put to the universe.

“Two years,” she said. “Two years I was perfect. Do you understand what perfect costs? I did everything. The surgery, the maintenance, the body, the face, every cent of every tip back into the only thing that’s ever made me worth anything, and I was the best in the building, I was the number, I was Margaux’s number for two years.” Her ice-blue eyes were terrible, stripped, the cold gone hot with something that wasn’t cruelty for once, was just fear in a fury’s clothes. “And you. You’re not even perfect. You’re not finished. Your face is still soft, your body’s still half-done, your tits are filler over hormone tissue and they’re new, you’re new, and you passed me. On the agenda. Like it was nothing. So. How.” The word came out cracked. “How.”



I gave her the honest answer, which was neither kind nor cruel, and it was the worst thing I could have said.

“I don’t know,” I said.

And it was true. I went looking, standing in the empty hallway with Aria’s stripped face in front of me, for the thing she wanted, the technique, the secret, the method she could buy or build or copy, and there wasn’t one, there was just the truth, and I told her the truth because she’d asked it with her mask off and the mask being off seemed to require it.

“I stopped keeping score,” I said. “That’s the only thing I can point to. I came in counting, same as you, every booking a number, every rung a thing I was climbing toward the exit, and somewhere I stopped counting, I stopped keeping the score, and the numbers went up. I don’t know why. I’m not doing a thing you’re not doing. I’m doing less of it. I stopped trying to win and I started just”; I reached for it and the word that came was the wrong word to say to Aria and the only true one; “being here. And the clients felt it. That’s all I’ve got. I stopped keeping score and the numbers went up.”

It was the cruelest thing I could have said and I hadn’t meant it to be. Aria’s face worked the sum in real time, and I watched the sum fail, watched it land on her that the thing I had was the one thing on the whole price list she couldn’t buy, the one upgrade Candy didn’t stock, the thing that came from not doing what she’d spent two years and every cent doing harder and harder. She could double the surgery. She could triple the maintenance. She could not buy I stopped keeping score, because the keeping of score was the whole problem, and the more she spent the worse it would get, and she understood it, I saw her understand it, and there was no place in her architecture to put the understanding.

For one second, before the mask came back, I saw the whole of her, and it was worse than any cruelty she’d ever handed me. I saw a tall insecure person who’d arrived here with nothing but the one thing the surgery could give her, who’d built her entire worth out of being looked at, who’d spent two years and every cent making herself into the most perfect object in the building because being the most perfect object was the only safety she’d ever found, and who was now watching a half-finished newcomer pass her without trying, and understanding, in real time, that the thing she’d built her life on was a thing that could be taken by someone who’d built nothing. She wasn’t a villain in that second. She was just terrified, and the terror had nowhere to go, and I almost said something kinder, and stopped myself, because kindness from me would have been the cruelest thing of all, would have confirmed that I could afford to be kind because I’d already won.

She rebuilt the mask in real time. That was the part I’ll remember. She didn’t crumble; Aria didn’t crumble, she reassembled, visibly, effortfully, the honey coming back up over the stripped face like a tide, the spine straightening, the composure stitching itself back on while I watched, two years of practice rebuilding the wall right in front of me because the wall was all she had. And when it was back up, when she was Aria again, she delivered the line, the parting shot, the surgical thing.

“Enjoy it while it’s new, sweetie,” she said.

And for the first time ever, it didn’t land.

I watched it not land. The line was good, it was true even, enjoy it while it’s new, the new wears off, the soft face finishes, the body settles, the freshness that the clients responded to was a season and seasons end, all of that was real and pointed and aimed at the exact place that should have hurt. And it didn’t, and worse, she heard it not land, heard the echo in it, because she’d just said the same thing to herself, hadn’t she, she’d just told me she was perfect and finished and it hadn’t saved her, and enjoy it while it’s new was a thing she was saying to the version of me that would someday be the version of her, and the prophecy curdled in her own mouth, and she heard it curdle, and turned and walked away on her perfect heels before either of us had to acknowledge that the line had failed.



There was no thaw. The hallway had a closeness in it that wanted to be reconciliation and wasn’t, and I made myself remember that.

That evening Aria booked a full cosmetic refresh and a new portfolio shoot. Doubling down. The only language she had. I’d told her the thing she had couldn’t be bought and she’d responded by going to buy more, scheduling the surgery and the new photos, pouring another fortune into the only thing that had ever made her worth anything, because the alternative, stop keeping score, was a thing she physically could not do, would not survive doing. No redemption. No alliance formed in the empty hallway. She’d asked me how with her mask off and I’d answered honestly and the honesty had changed nothing, because some people can’t use the truth even when you hand it to them whole. She booked the refresh. She booked the shoot. She rebuilt the wall higher.

Sienna told me about it flat, packing her camera that night, the Pixies tee, the silver barrette in the short side of her hair.

“Aria booked a new portfolio set,” she said, winding a strap. “Full refresh first, then the shoot.” She clicked the lens cap on. “I shot her intake photos too, you know. Three years ago. Before any of it.” She said it without weight, as Sienna said the heaviest things, framing them and setting them down and leaving them for you to develop. “Everyone here was somebody’s new girl once. Every single one. The agenda just hasn’t gotten around to reminding them yet.” And she shouldered the camera bag and left it there, the sediment of it, everyone was somebody’s new girl once, unexplored, a thing for later to dig into, the long view from behind the lens that had photographed all of us on our first days and would photograph whoever came after me on theirs.

I didn’t develop it. I filed it. Everyone was somebody’s new girl once. It went in the same drawer as Piper’s cliff and Aria’s how, the drawer of things the agency kept showing me about where this road went, and I shut the drawer, because I had a booking.



Stellan’s lane was discipline, and the file was precise about its edges.

Spanking. Correction-flavored praise. The file laid the limits out as every file did now, the agency’s careful architecture: temporary redness only, no lasting marks, an over-the-knee frame, a counting protocol. In-Call, the Velvet Room, the red velvet chaise and the marble nightstand and the smell of sandalwood and leather and the years of sex in the walls. I read the file and the cage tightened at the word discipline, quick and uninstructed, as it had stopped waiting for my permission months ago, and I noted it, and went up.

Stellan was precise, mid-forties, the kind of man who folded things, and he opened as the file described, with ceremony.

He took me over his knee. The skirt folded back without haste, with a care that was its own form of the discipline, and the panties drawn down to my knees, and then the thing the whole lane existed for: the cage, hanging exposed between my thighs in the over-knee position, the rose-pink of it visible and vulnerable, framed by the bared skin, the locked length of me on display in the most exposed angle there was, and Stellan looked at it, and looked at me, and began.

“You’ll count,” he said. “Aloud. In your own voice. If you miss a count, we stop. The counting is how I know you’re with me. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I said.

The first spank landed, measured, open-palm, and I counted. “One.” In my trained register, the held higher voice, and the warmth bloomed where his hand had been, a spreading heat across the skin. “Two.” Another, even, deliberate, and the heat spread, and I felt it transmit, felt each impact travel through my hips and arrive at the cage, the percussion of it carrying down to the locked length, a vibration that the cage answered. “Three.” My voice climbed despite the training, the held register cracking upward at the edges as it did under stress, the count coming out higher each time. “Four.” The warmth blooming into real heat now, the skin going pink and then red as the file allowed, temporary, no marks, just the bloom. “Five.”

He had a rhythm to it, an exactness, the same measured weight on each impact, the pauses between them even, a man who’d done this enough to know that the spacing was as much of the instrument as the strike. He let each one land and bloom and start to fade before the next fell, so that the heat came in waves rather than a wall, built and ebbed and built higher, and the cage tracked every wave, leaking a little more at each crest. “Six.” The position kept me exposed, the cage hanging in the open between my spread thighs, swinging slightly with each impact, and I could feel it swing, feel the trapped weight of it shift, the rose-pink apparatus on display in the most undignified angle there was while a stranger warmed my skin and I counted my own correction aloud in a voice climbing toward a register I’d never trained. “Seven.” His free hand rested at the small of my back, steady, grounding, a point of stillness against all the warmth. “Eight.” The heat had reached the prostate now, the percussion arriving deep, the spanking nowhere near the cage and the cage answering anyway, a slow pressure building from impacts landing inches away. “Nine.”

By the count of ten the cage was stringing pre-cum from the bars.

That was the thing the lane delivered, the thing I hadn’t expected: the impacts, each one transmitting through the hips to the cage, built an arousal with no direct contact at all, the spanking nowhere near the cage and the cage responding anyway, the heat in the skin becoming heat at the prostate becoming a steady string of pre-cum hanging from the bars by the count of ten, my counting voice high and breaking, the warmth everywhere, the discipline turning into heat as every degradation turned into heat, the body answering the correction with arousal it couldn’t help.



Then he moved me to the bed, and synced the rhythm to the percussion, and made a new flavor of orgasm in my body’s catalog.

Hands and knees, and he entered me from behind, and his rhythm inside me came with open-palm accents on the already-warm skin, the spanks landing in time with the strokes, pain as percussion under the pleasure, never past the file’s line, the redness blooming temporary and the prostate heat rolling under it, two systems braided, the sting on the surface and the deep heat within, his hand landing and his rhythm driving and the two of them syncing into a single beat that ran through me. And his register was praise-after-correction, the oscillation, the thing that hit harder than steady either way.

“Better,” he said, a stroke, a spank, the heat blooming. “You take adjustment beautifully. Again.” And his hand landed again, and the beautifully and the sting came together, the praise riding the correction, and I made a sound that was the heat and the praise at once, the you take adjustment beautifully landing low in the belly where the spanked heat already lived, the place the good girl always found, the praise after the correction hitting harder because of the correction, the oscillation doing exactly what the oscillation did, keeping me off-balance, warmth then sting then warmth, never letting me settle into one or the other.

I missed a count at the edge of orgasm, and the protocol worked at the exact moment my mind whited out.

It was building, the spanked heat folding into the prostate heat, the new braided thing climbing toward a peak, and somewhere near the top I lost the count, my voice failing, the number not coming, my head going to the white silence, and he stopped. Instantly. Mid-stroke, mid-rhythm, the hand stilled, everything stilled, the missed count pausing the entire scene as the file said it would.

“Color,” he said.

I found it, breathless, from inside the white. “Green. I’m green. I just; I lost the number.”

“Where were you,” he said.

“Eight. I think eight.”

“We’ll go from eight,” he said, and waited, and made sure, the protocol working at the precise moment I’d been least able to run it, the count’s failure triggering the pause, the safety built so deep into the scene that losing the count couldn’t endanger me, it could only stop the scene. And when I’d settled, when the green was steady, he resumed, from eight, and I came during the resumed rhythm.

The orgasm was a new flavor, a thing my body’s catalog hadn’t held before: the spanked heat and the prostate heat folded all the way together, the surface sting and the deep pressure arriving as one sensation, the cage leaking against the sheets, the redness warm on my skin and the white silence in my head, and I came on the resumed strokes with his hand printing one last warm accent on the already-warm skin, a flavor with the sting baked into the sweetness, correction folded into pleasure, the percussion still echoing through my hips as I shook.

Aftercare was clinical-courteous, and the gel he used was the same arnica on my own shelf.

He finished, and then he saw to the redness, careful, professional, the file’s temporary only honored to the letter, and the gel he smoothed onto the warm skin was arnica, the same arnica gel that sat in my own bathroom lineup, the one Candy put in the application order after the moisturizer, the bruise-and-soreness gel, and I noticed it without commenting, the same product on a client’s nightstand and on my own shelf, the overlap of the work and the life, his arnica and my arnica the same arnica, and I noted that too, quietly, the products of the work forever turning up in the rooms of the life.



In the post-booking bath I inventoried the evening’s arousal like a professional reviewing tape, and the last item refused to stay in the work column.

I ran the bath as I did after a heavy booking, the hot water, the soreness settling, and I did the thing I did now, the audit, the cataloguing of where the night’s heat had come from, a professional reviewing the tape of her own arousal to understand her instrument. The correction: arousal, real, the impacts transmitting to the cage, file that under the work, under the lane, under Stellan’s specialty. The counting: arousal, the high cracking voice, the protocol braided into the rhythm, that one in the work column too. The praise: you take adjustment beautifully, the oscillation, the praise-after-correction, mostly the work again, the same low-belly place the clients’ praise landed.

And the last item. Margaux pre-approved rose chrome.

I tried to file it. I tried to put it in the work column with the rest, the nails part of the presentation, the presentation part of the asset, the approval part of the business, she approves the wardrobe and the body and the nails because the asset’s appearance is the agency’s product, the whole clean edit, and it would not stay in the column. It sat outside the ledger, the pre-approved, the fact of Margaux signing off on the color of my nails in advance, the rose creeping across me by her specification, the one arousal source of the whole evening that had nothing to do with the booking and everything to do with a woman four floors up who’d written rose chrome on a form. I inventoried it honestly, and what surfaced was a thing I didn’t want to see: the nail color Margaux had pre-approved belonged to no column except the one I wasn’t ready to name.



I laid out tomorrow’s office outfit before bed, and caught what I was doing only after I’d done it.

I stood at the closet with the rose tones Margaux had specified, the new wardrobe, and I took down a dress and laid it out, and reached for the shoes, the rose strappy ones I’d bought for no one but myself, and laid them beside it, and got the earrings out, and arranged the whole thing on the chair the way you do when you’re getting ready for something, and I was most of the way through it before the dry voice caught up and asked what I was doing.

I was dressing for the lunch summons. Fourteen hours away. Margaux’s Thursday, lunch, my office, fourteen hours off, and I was standing at my closet at midnight laying out an outfit for it, choosing the rose she’d specified and the strappy heels that were mine, arranging myself in advance for a daylight summons I wasn’t even sure was a booking or an arrangement or what, dressing for her, fourteen hours early, my hands moving through the choreography of getting ready for her, the decision made somewhere underneath me and handed up only once it was done.

The editing voice started. A professional prepares:

And I shut the closet on it, mid-sentence, the door clicking into the frame with the brownstone’s expensive quiet, a professional prepares, and the rest of the sentence trapped behind the closed door with the outfit I’d laid out for a woman I’d be seeing at lunch, and I went to bed without finishing the edit, because I knew how it ended and I didn’t want to hear myself say it.


Chapter 19: Lunch Hour

I came to her office at noon in the rose I’d laid out at midnight, and the agency was fully awake below us, and the rule-bend was the entire event.

The building worked around the office in a way it never did at night. Phones in reception. Heels on the hardwood in the hall, someone’s, going somewhere. Candy’s distant laugh coming up through the floor, a bright unmistakable peal from the salon two flights down. The lunch sounds of a place that was alive and operating, the brownstone in full daylight motion, and into the middle of it I walked to Margaux’s office, the office that had held every disciplinary beat since the contract, the mahogany desk wide enough to land a small aircraft, the leather blotter, the single silver pen, the sandalwood candle, the geography where I’d signed my name and where she’d crossed out Nathan and where she’d told me again twelve times the day I signed.

She locked the door. She lowered the blinds halfway. And that was the whole erotic event, before either of us touched the other: the lowering of the blinds, the turning of the lock, the woman whose entire authority was built on never visibly wanting anything, wanting, at lunch, in her own office, with the agency awake below and able to hear if we weren’t careful.

That was what made it almost unbearable to stand there. Margaux had built twenty years on stillness, on never being caught off-guard, on commanding a room by occupying it and letting her silence fill it, on the absolute composure that didn’t crack once that I’d ever seen until the bracelet. And here she was lowering her own blinds at noon, locking her own door, bending the rule she’d built the whole arrangement on, the night-and-back-stairs rule, the invisibility rule, because she could not wait until dark. The reception desk come upstairs had torn one hole. This tore the next one. She wanted me at lunch, in the daylight, where the agency could hear, and the wanting had moved her past her own defenses again, and the architecture failing was hotter than anything her body could do.



She bent me over the mahogany desk, and the geography of it was its own dirty thing.

The blotter under my palms. The silver pen knocked aside. The desk where I’d signed the contract, where the folder of my old life had sat, where she’d read my balance a hundred mornings, now under my hands for a different signature, my palms flat on the leather where my name had gone, the skirt shoved up, Margaux behind me, and she took me fast.

Fast and hungry and ungoverned, in a way the apartment scenes never were. The fourth floor was her territory, lamplit and slow, not on a clock here, the patient ownership, the metered control. This was none of that. This was the office at noon with the agency awake and a two-o’clock somewhere in the schedule, and she took me with a speed that was the confession, no patience in it, no metering, just want, her hips driving into me hard and quick over the desk, the prostate heat slamming up fast, my palms sliding on the blotter, the whole controlled woman ungoverned because the daylight and the locked door and the wrongness of it had stripped the governing away.

And her hand came over my mouth.

That was the center of the scene, the thing it was built around. I started to make sound, the heat pulling it out of me, and her hand came around and clamped over my mouth, hard, to keep the agency from hearing, to keep the salon two floors down and the reception below from learning what the fourth floor knew, and I moaned into the palm of the woman who owned my key, the sound trapped against her hand, my breath hot against her fingers, the whole arrangement compressed into that one gesture: her hand over my mouth, keeping me quiet, keeping the secret, the secret she was breaking her own rule to make in the first place. I moaned into her palm and she pressed harder, quietly, and the muffling of me was the most intimate thing, her hand on my mouth, my sounds disappearing into her skin, the two of us conspiring against the building she owned to do the thing she’d built the building to never do.

Every sound the building made came up through the floor and into the danger of it. A phone ringing in reception. The clean clack of someone crossing the hall in heels, slowing near the office door, passing it, going on. Candy’s laugh, bright and far, two flights down, oblivious. And every one of those sounds was a near-miss, a reminder of how thin the door was and how awake the agency was and how completely we were not supposed to be doing this, and the near-misses fed it, each one tightening the thing in me, her hand clamped over my mouth catching the sounds the building must not hear, the prostate heat slamming up fast under her ungoverned rhythm. I bit down lightly on the heel of her hand without meaning to and she pressed harder, not stopping, her breath gone rough behind me, the great still composed woman breathing hard at noon over her own desk, and the sound of her undone, the actual sound of Margaux’s control failing into ragged breath, was the hottest thing in the room, hotter than her cock, hotter than the desk, the proof in my ears that she wanted this past the point of wisdom.



“Quietly,” she breathed, the one working-hours word, her hand tight over my mouth, her rhythm fast and hungry over the desk.

And then, at the end, into my hair, almost inaudible, the largest piece of herself she had ever surrendered:

“I should not be doing this.”

I almost missed it. It came out low, under the rhythm, into my hair, I should not be doing this, and it was not a domme line, not a command, not quietly or again or there she is, it was Margaux saying a true thing about herself out loud, I should not be doing this, and doing it anyway, the two halves of the sentence at war and the doing winning. Margaux who never explained, never apologized, never discussed the arrangement, never surrendered one molecule of interiority that she hadn’t decided in advance to surrender, said I should not be doing this into my hair at noon while she fucked me over her own desk, and it was the largest amount of information she had ever given me, larger than my love, larger than mine, because my love and mine were things she meant to say and this was a thing that escaped, a thing that got out past the armor, I should not be doing this, a confession that she knew it was a mistake and could not stop making it.

I couldn’t react. That was the cruelty of the geometry: her hand was over my mouth. I was gagged by the palm of the woman who’d just confessed she shouldn’t be doing the thing she was doing, and I couldn’t say anything back, couldn’t ask, couldn’t acknowledge, could only take the sentence in through my hair and file it, mute, her hand sealing my mouth shut over the very moment she gave me the most she’d ever given. Maybe that was why she said it then. Maybe she could only say it when I couldn’t answer. Maybe the hand over my mouth was what made the sentence possible, the guarantee that I couldn’t make it a conversation, couldn’t make her explain it, could only receive it and hold it. I should not be doing this. I filed it with my mouth sealed against her palm, and came a few seconds later, the confession and the rhythm and the gag all folding into the heat, the orgasm muffled into her hand, my whole body shaking over the desk where I’d signed my life away.



We both finished fast, and the speed of it was the confession, and then she re-armored at a speed that was its own kind of information.

She finished deep in me, quick, ungoverned to the last, and then the rebuilding happened so fast it made my head spin. Within ninety seconds Margaux was rebuttoned, the blouse closed to the throat, the skirt straight, the silver pen back in its place, the woman who’d had her hand over my mouth thirty seconds ago seated behind the desk with her reading glasses on, a file open in front of her, reading. An armor speed-run. The complete reassembly of Madame Devereaux from the ungoverned thing that had bent me over the desk to the composed owner reading a file, accomplished in the time it took me to straighten my own skirt with shaking hands, and the speed was information the same way the confession was: only someone terrified of a thing reassembles that fast, only someone guarding something armors up that quickly, the ninety-second reconstruction the measure of exactly how much the ungoverned ninety seconds before it had cost her.

She didn’t look at me. She told my reflection in the window, not me, the dismissal aimed at the glass.

“Your two-o’clock is in reception,” she said.

That was all. To the window. Not to me, to my reflection in the half-blinded glass, the glasses on, the file open, her eyes on the page, your two-o’clock is in reception, the dismissal so total, so complete, so instantly back-to-business that it looped all the way around into intimacy, because nobody dismisses you that hard unless the thing they’re dismissing terrified them. The flatness was the fear. The your two-o’clock is in reception was the same gesture as wear it for him, he pays well, armor going back on at speed, commerce reasserted over the thing that had escaped, and I’d learned to hear it now, to hear the armor for what it was, to hear the terror under the flatness, and I looked at her reflection looking at her file and understood that I’d just been let further in than I’d ever been, precisely because she’d dismissed me harder than she ever had.

I fixed my makeup in the hall mirror with hands that wouldn’t quite steady, and went down to my two-o’clock, and carried I should not be doing this with me the whole way down, the sentence running under everything like a second pulse I couldn’t slow.



The Mirror Suite booking that evening was where the cadence slipped in public for the first time.

It was a chatty regular, the mirror-lane client, the one who liked the rose-chrome nails framed in the glass, and the booking was relaxed, easy banter, no pill, just the two of us and the mirrored walls multiplying everything, and we were mid-conversation, laughing about something, and I heard myself answer.

“Oh my God, totally.”

Full Candy. The melody, the pitch, the bimbo cadence, oh my God, totally, the breathy emphasis and the rising lilt, the exact register Candy had been installing in me for months, the laugh that had been mine for weeks now and the wrist-turn and the gigglier laugh, all of it now arriving in my speech, unplanned, no pill summoning it, no client asking for it, just my own mouth producing oh my God, totally in full Candy-melody in the middle of ordinary banter, the cadence slipping its leash and walking out into a booking on its own.

And the client lit up.

“God, you’re a delight,” he said, beaming, except this time there’d been no pill, no summons, nothing, just the cadence arriving organically and a client rewarding it instantly, lighting up at the oh my God totally, responding to the bimbo register as the clients responded to everything the program produced, and the register earned its first organic client reward, the slip rewarded the second it slipped, the feedback loop closing: the cadence arrives on its own, the client lights up, the body files that worked, and the cadence is reinforced, and arrives more easily next time.

In the suite mirror my startled face looked back at me, glossed and wide-eyed, caught mid-slip, the oh my God totally still in the air, and the startled face looked completely at home being startled. That was the thing the mirror showed me. I’d surprised myself, and the surprised version of me, glossed and rose-chrome and wide-eyed in the multiplied mirrors, looked exactly like a woman who said oh my God totally and meant it, looked at home in the slip, the cadence fitting her face as the laugh fit and the wrist-turn fit, one more thing that had arrived and belonged.

The mirrored walls gave me a dozen of her, the startled glossed woman repeated to the corners of the room, and I looked at all of them looking back, and the old reflex came, the verification, is the face right, is the cage hidden, am I passing, except there was nothing to verify anymore, the woman in every mirror was just a woman, no checking required, and the cadence had been hers all along apparently, had been waiting in her like the laugh and the wrist-turn, and the only person surprised by it tonight had been the part of me that still kept a list of things that were Nathan’s voice and not Nathan’s voice, a list that was almost empty now, a list down to its last entries, the oh my God totally having just crossed off another one.



The booking itself was the nails, the callback, and I art-directed my own service for the first time.

He liked the rose-chrome framed in the glass, as a previous mirror-client had liked the nails, and I gave him the composition: standing oral with the rose-chrome nails splayed against his thighs, framed in the mirrored wall, the metallic shimmer catching the multiplied light, my hands arranged on him so the nails showed in the glass, the whole picture built for the mirror. And here is the thing I noticed, the thing that was the actual content of the booking: I built the picture on purpose. I arranged my own nails for the best angle in the glass. I positioned myself for the composition, art-directed my own service like staging a shot, and I was amused by it, by my own competence at it, by the fact that I’d developed an eye for the composition of my own bookings, that I could see the picture from outside and arrange the elements of it, the nails, the light, the mirror, the angle.

We moved to the chaise for the rest, the red velvet chaise, quick, and he finished across the nails, my fingers splayed deliberately on my own chest for the mirror, the rose-chrome catching the light with his finish across it, the deliberate callback to the nails-and-cum motif, escalated this time by my own amusement at it, my own art direction of it, splaying my fingers on my chest at exactly the angle that read best in the multiplied glass.

Sienna would be proud, I thought, looking at the composition in the mirror, the staged shot I’d built, the nails and the light arranged.

Which was exactly the thought I had. And which was exactly the problem. Because Sienna would be proud meant I’d started thinking like Sienna, started seeing my own body as a composition to direct, started taking an artist’s pleasure in the staging of my own service, and the pride I imagined Sienna feeling was a pride in me becoming better at being looked at, at arranging myself to be looked at, at art-directing the picture of myself being used. The thought came warm, Sienna would be proud, and I caught the warmth, and caught what the warmth meant, that I was pleased with myself for getting good at the composition of my own debasement, and that the pleasure was real and uncomplicated and mine, and that this, this exactly, was the problem: I was starting to enjoy being good at it for its own sake, the artistry of the service, the staging, the picture.



Margaux passed me in the ground-floor hallway at day’s end, fully armored, and said it in public, at conversational volume.

I was coming through the ground floor, the day’s bookings done, and she came the other way, fully Margaux, the blazer and the buttoned blouse and the swept hair and the stilettos clicking on the hardwood, the woman who’d had her hand over my mouth at noon now sealed back into total composure, and she passed me, and without stopping, without slowing, without even fully turning her head, at conversational volume, in the public hallway where anyone could hear, she said:

“Good girl.”

It was the old hallway beat, the one where she’d said something like it and I’d needed the wall, needed to put a hand against the wall because my knees had gone loose under me. Except this time I didn’t need the wall.

I answered in stride. “Thank you, Madame,” I said, not stopping either, not slowing, the response coming out smooth and trained and perfect, thank you, Madame, the right words in the right register at the right volume, the two of us passing in the hallway and exchanging the words like professionals, good girl, thank you Madame, no wall needed, no knees, just a clean trained exchange in a public corridor, and we passed, and kept going in our opposite directions, and it was flawless.

And I heard how good my own performance had gotten.

That was the cold step. I took one step past her, smooth and composed and proud of the smoothness, and on the next step I went cold, because I’d heard how good the performance had gotten. Thank you, Madame had come out polished and automatic, a thing that months ago would have needed the wall and now needed nothing at all. And the good girl had still landed in my chest, real and warm, as it always landed. That was the trouble. I could no longer tell where the trained thing ended and the true thing began, and the not-knowing was colder than the desk, colder than I should not be doing this: the simple unanswerable question of which parts still were one.


Chapter 20: Forty Thousand Two Hundred

The final morning meeting ran the numbers like a drumroll, and mine landed like a verdict read out in a flat ledger voice.

Margaux opened the agenda and ran the ritual, the coffee, the six chairs, and she came to the balances and read them as she read everything, flat, no stake, and got to me.

“Nataly. Forty thousand, two hundred.” A page-turn’s worth of pause. “You have a Tier Three booking tonight. It should clear another thousand.”

Forty thousand, two hundred. I heard it as you hear a thing you’ve been running toward for so long that arriving at it doesn’t feel like arriving, it feels like a number, forty thousand two hundred, read off like a closing figure, and underneath the flatness the whole arc of it: half the original eighty gone. Half. Most of it in these months. The debt that had felt like a life sentence when Casey poured me wine and described a companion who’d cleared ninety thousand in seven months, the eighty thousand that had been the wall I’d signed the contract to climb, was half gone, dropping past forty toward a finish line that Piper had already shown me looked like a cliff with a courtyard view. Margaux read forty thousand two hundred without inflection and I heard a coronation in it, the agency’s number one, the most-requested, the asset whose balance fell faster than anyone’s, and the warmth low in me at the number was the same dark warmth I’d found watching Aria’s face fall, the warmth of winning a game I’d sworn I wasn’t playing.

She ran the rest. “Piper. Zero. Extension active.” Steady, the cleared debt, the one-year clock running quiet. “Aria. Stabilized.” And the room heard stabilized for what it was, which was no longer worth reading aloud, Aria’s numbers leveled off into a flatness that didn’t merit a figure, the deposed rival reduced to a single word that meant the agenda had stopped tracking her closely, and Aria sat with her perfect composure and absorbed stabilized as she’d absorbed Atticus’s indifference at the gala, the wall holding, the eyes not.



Margaux’s office, after, was the business close, and it was the closest she came to disclosure in all our time.

She had a file ready. Atticus had filed a standing monthly arrangement, and she presented it neutrally, the terms laid out: dinner-tier, non-sexual, exclusive evenings, one a month, his, the fee at a number that made even the agenda pause when she read it, a figure that sat on the page and announced what Atticus was willing to pay to have a standing claim on my calendar. She slid it across the desk, the desk I’d been bent over at noon two days ago, the geography neutral again, all business, and she gave me one sentence of counsel, the closest she came to telling me anything true about Atticus in all our time.

“Patrons like Atticus do not collect evenings, Nataly,” she said. “They collect options.” She watched me over the glasses. “Sign it knowing that.”

That was all. They collect options. Not evenings. The standing monthly wasn’t about the dinners, the opera, the gala, the we’ll alternate; it was about the option, the held claim, the place cleared on my calendar and my wrist and my future that Atticus was buying not to use but to have, as money buys options, the right without the obligation, the held position. Margaux told me that, one sentence, and then she let me decide, and the letting-me-decide was the agency’s whole consent architecture in miniature, the choice always mine, the sign it knowing that the only protection she’d offer, knowledge instead of prohibition, the same thing she’d done with the bimbo program, I will not stop you, I will make sure your eyes are open.

I signed it. Knowing that. I read the figure and the terms and Margaux’s they collect options and I signed the standing monthly arrangement in the half-cursive hand with the looped capital that had come off her pen, signed myself into being one of Atticus’s held options, and slid it back, and the bracelet sat in my dresser drawer upstairs like a deposit on the thing I’d just signed, white fire in a drawer, the first installment on an option a man was collecting.



Casey’s text came in while I was still on the stairs, and I archived it without answering.

A personal text, my own number, the recruiter who’d opened the door, who’d come back to look at what she sold and touched my hair and left flustered, who’d said maybe we could catch up sometime, properly, off the clock with no agency category for the request:

That coffee sometime? :)

The smiley. The casual sometime. The coffee that had no category, the off-the-clock thing Casey couldn’t name and I couldn’t slot, the last person from Nathan’s world who’d chosen him for anything, reaching out, wanting a thing she didn’t have a word for. I looked at it on the stairs. That coffee sometime? :)

I archived it.

The dry voice was precise about it, watching my thumb: I archived it. I did not delete it. The delete was right there, the easy clean removal, no thank you, that’s a door I’m not opening, that’s Nathan’s world and Nathan is paperwork and a costume now, and I didn’t take it. I archived it instead, moved it out of sight, kept it, the way you keep a thing you’ve decided not to deal with but can’t quite throw away, and the keeping was its own small information, that coffee sometime filed in the archive, not gone, kept warm, a want I wasn’t acting on and wasn’t refusing either, left in the drawer with the bracelet and the question of whose I was, kept, for later, for some later day when I’d have to decide what Casey’s coffee actually was.



The studio was the last stop, and Sienna laid the hook out across the editing desk with contact sheets and analytics.

The basement was the one room in the building that didn’t smell of sandalwood, the one room that was Sienna’s instead of Margaux’s, the exposed brick and the black-painted concrete and the seamless white paper on its ceiling roller, the calibrated monitor glowing in the dark like the only honest light in the brownstone. She had a record playing low, something with guitars, and she didn’t turn it off when I came in, just nodded me toward the editing desk, and I understood that down here I was a colleague and not an asset, that this was the one place the agency’s grammar didn’t reach, and I’d come to find the basement restful for exactly that reason, the only room where nobody wanted anything from me except to hold still and be photographed well.

She had it spread out under the basement studio’s calibrated light, the lighting she’d designed, the exposed brick and the black floor, the contact sheets from the quarterly refresh and beside them the analytics, the premium-page metrics on the color-true monitor, and she turned the screen toward me and let me see the line, the metrics gone vertical since the cum-play set, a curve that climbed and kept climbing.

“Your numbers online are doing something,” she said, as she’d said it in the kitchen, except now she had the proof on the screen. “Since the set went up. The subscribers won’t shut up about you.” She tapped the climbing line with a blunt unpolished nail. “The premium page is the fastest-growing thing the agency runs right now and it’s growing on you.” She let that sit, the camera around her neck, the warm direct eyes. “Margaux green-lit a shoot. A real one. Produced, multi-scene, lighting crew, the works. Five figures if it lands like the page says it will. Saturday.”

Saturday. Five figures. A produced shoot, multi-scene, the next rung, the thing the climbing line on the monitor had earned, the premium-page metrics translating into a real production with a real budget and a five-figure payout that would drop my forty-thousand-two-hundred toward something with a much closer date on it.

And then Sienna said the part she’d been holding, and watched my face when she said it.

“And Margaux wants to be on set.”

She watched me. That was the thing, the artist’s eye, the framing gaze, Sienna watching my face as she watched it through the viewfinder, assessing the light on it, when she said Margaux wants to be on set, and whatever she saw, she didn’t name it. She just watched it land, watched the thing move across my face that I couldn’t control, the thing that the words Margaux and on set did to me together, and filed it as she filed everything, behind the eyes, undeveloped, and let me have whatever I was having without putting a word to it. Margaux wants to be on set. The woman who’d had her hand over my mouth, who’d said I should not be doing this, who tucked a strand of hair behind my ear and rationed it on purpose, wanted to be on set Saturday, wanted to watch, and Sienna watched me hear it and said nothing about what she saw.



In my room, the closing sequence, I laid the inventory of everyone’s claim around the photo of the woman they were claiming.

My hands did it before I’d decided anything, arranging the dresser on their own recognizance while the deciding part of me stood back and watched them work, a step behind, the way it stayed a step behind everything I did lately. The black Out-Call phone. The pearls, in their case, Atticus’s throat-pearls. The bracelet, the white-fire deposit on his option. The bottle of session pills, the thinky-stop bottle, Candy’s pink script. And the shoot’s one-page brief, Saturday’s five figures, Sienna’s production. I laid them out on the dresser, a row of objects, and only after they were arranged did I see what I’d made: the inventory of everyone who had a claim on me, the phone for the clients, the pearls and the bracelet for Atticus, the pills for the program, the brief for the shoot, all of it arranged around the framed photo in the center, Sienna’s portrait of me in the brass frame I’d chosen for warmth, the picture of the woman they were all claiming, surrounded by the instruments of their claims.

I thought, looking at the row of objects, about the version of this dresser a year ago. A milk crate on its side, a phone charger, a paperback nobody read. Fourteen dollars in a checking account and seven ramen packets in a cabinet. The whole of Nathan’s life had fit on a surface smaller than this one, and it had all been about getting out, the debt the wall and the contract the ladder and the eighty thousand the number between him and an outside. And here was the dresser now, the pearls and the diamonds and the pills and the brief, the instruments of everyone who wanted a piece of the woman the ladder had built, and the number was forty thousand two hundred and falling, the wall half gone, the outside closer than ever, and I stood over the inventory and could not locate, anywhere in me, the part that wanted the outside. I went looking for it as Piper had told me to. It wasn’t there. There was just the row of claims, and the framed woman in the middle of them, and the fact that I’d arranged the claims around her like a setting around a stone, and that arranging them had felt, for the second my hands did it, like something close to pride.

The editing voice tried for a closing statement. It had been failing for weeks and it tried one more time, the big one, the one that covered everything.

It’s work. All of it is work.

It got the sentence out. I’ll give it that. It’s work, all of it is work, the clients and the pearls and the bracelet and the pills and the shoot and the arrangement, all of it work, all of it the asset and the business and the professional excellence, the whole edit of the whole year in one clean sentence, it’s work, all of it is work, and the editing voice said it, complete, out loud almost, the sentence fully formed and delivered.

It did not get the sentence believed.

That was the difference, the thing the editing came down to in the end: the edit could still be said. It could not be believed. It’s work, all of it is work was a sentence I could still produce, the machinery still ran, the words still came, but the believing had stopped somewhere back around the sure in Margaux’s duvet, and now the sentences came out whole and landed dead, said but not believed, the edit a thing I performed for myself the same as I performed thank you, Madame in the hallway, smooth and trained and hollow, the polish so good I almost couldn’t tell it was hollow, almost, except I could, except the warm dark thing in the pit of me knew exactly which parts were work and which parts I’d stopped being able to call work, and it’s work, all of it is work, said over the inventory of everyone’s claims, was not one of the parts I believed.



The final mirror moment, full-length, evening light, and the word came with no delay at all.

I stood in front of the full-length mirror in the rose camisole, the evening light going amber in the window, and I looked at her, and the word came:

Her.

No delay. None. The woman in the glass and the knowledge that she was me, fused, instant, the gap collapsed to nothing as it had been collapsing for months, her, the rose camisole and the new weight filling it and the hair past the jaw and the rose-chrome nails catching the amber light, her, and me, one thing, no seam, the delay that had been four seconds in the hotel bathroom now simply gone.

And then I did the thing that belonged to the next stage, the thing this stage could only preview.

I adjusted the camisole strap. Just adjusted it, a small unconscious motion, sliding the strap a half inch on my shoulder, and I watched the woman in the mirror do it, watched her hand rise and adjust her own strap, and I stayed. One extra breath. I held there at the mirror one breath longer than the adjustment required, looking at her, because the woman was worth looking at. That was the thought, clean and uneditable, the same clean uneditable want as the deep-rose shoe: she’s worth looking at. I stayed an extra breath at the glass because the woman in it was worth the extra breath, appreciated her, as a client would, the same as I’d caught myself doing weeks ago and looked away from, except this time I didn’t look away, I stayed, one breath, looking at the woman who was worth looking at.

For that one breath I looked at her the way the clients did, the way Atticus had across a dinner table and Desmond in a glass loft, the way Margaux looked at her in a lamplit room four floors up, and I understood, holding the look, exactly what they were all seeing, exactly what there was to want, the rose camisole and the new weight and the soft finished face and the something the cum-play set’s subscribers couldn’t shut up about. She was worth wanting. I could see it from the inside now, could stand behind my own eyes and appraise the woman in the glass and find her wantable, and the appraisal was warm and clean and had no shame on it at all, and it was a thing I’d only get to hold for one breath before this stage took it back.

And then I caught the staying.

The catch came. The dry voice woke up and caught me staying at the mirror appreciating my own reflection, that’s not yours, that’s not this stage’s, put it down, the catch arriving as it always did. Except it arrived late. Half a second later than it used to. The staying happened, and the extra breath happened, and the appreciation happened, and only then, half a second behind, did the catch come, the editor a half-second slower than the want now, the want getting there first and holding the mirror for an extra breath before the catch could land to break it up. Half a second. That was the measurement, the measurement of all these months, the delay between the want and the catch, and it had inverted: the delay used to be between seeing the woman and knowing she was me, and now that delay was gone and a new one had opened, the delay between wanting to look at her and catching myself looking, and the new delay was growing as the old one had shrunk, half a second now, longer later, until the catch wouldn’t come at all.



The knock came, and Sienna slid the call sheet under the door, and the production-notes field changed the temperature of the whole room.

I knew the ritual by now. Months of files coming to this door, slid under it without a word, the manila folders and the assignment slips and the black folder and the Out-Call forms, the whole machinery of my life delivered under a door, and this was the latest of them: the shoot’s call sheet, a single page, sliding across the floor and stopping. Sienna’s footsteps went back down the hall. I picked it up.

Call time Saturday, nine a.m. Basement studio. The production details, the multi-scene breakdown, the crew, the five-figure line. And at the bottom, the production-notes field, typed, plain, the same flat type as everything the agency produced:

Creative director on set: M. Devereaux.

There it was. Not Margaux wants to be on set, said by Sienna, watched-for, hedged. This was typed. Official. On the call sheet. Creative director on set: M. Devereaux, Margaux’s name in the production notes, the woman who’d said I should not be doing this installed as the creative director of Saturday’s shoot, on set, directing, watching, the arrangement and the business folded into one document, the lover who rationed a hair-tuck and the owner who read my balance without inflection now both due Saturday at nine a.m. as creative director on set.

I set the call sheet on the dresser, beside the framed photo, the brass frame I’d chosen for warmth, laying it down with the rest of the claims so the woman everyone was claiming looked out of it at the call sheet that claimed her next. I turned off the light. And I lay there on the pink sheets I didn’t remember buying, in the room that had finished feminizing itself, the camisole soft against the filler-tender chest, and did the thing I did best now, the only thing, the thing all these months had been about me getting better and better at while believing it less and less:

I edited.

It’s a job, I told the dark. She’s my boss. It’s Saturday.

Three sentences. Clean ones. It’s a job, she’s my boss, it’s Saturday. The editing voice produced them in the dark, whole and polished and professional, as it produced everything now, and I lay there listening to myself say them. The cage was familiar between my thighs, a weight I slept with, almost companionable, the rose-pink apparatus that had taught my body everything it knew. The sheets were pink. The photo was framed in brass on the dresser, surrounded by the inventory of everyone’s claims, and the call sheet sat beside it with Margaux’s name typed at the bottom.

It’s a job. She’s my boss. It’s Saturday.

None of the sentences held.


Thank you for reading!

Hey, it’s Velvet Vex. If you enjoyed this story, here are a few simple ways you can keep the energy going:

	Follow on Amazon
By following Velvet Vex on Amazon, you’ll get notified whenever a new book is published. No emails, no spam, just a quiet alert for the next release.

	Explore more stories
If you’re curious what else might be waiting, more books from Velvet Vex are just a search away. Kindle Unlimited reader? Every page you read helps support more wild ideas becoming real stories.



Thanks again for spending your time in this world. It means more than you know.

Velvet Vex
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