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      PROLOGUE

      
      I remember my first escorting experience like it was yesterday. The driver parked directly in front of the Roosevelt Hotel
         on West Hollywood Boulevard. It was the first time I’d been to LA during Golden Globe weekend, so I was smitten by the various
         celebrities jumping in and out of cars. They were dressed in the best designer clothes to mix and mingle at all the major
         parties. Various magazines and production companies were hosting parties for LA’s A-listers. No parties for me. I had other
         business to handle.
      

      
      My heart pounded loud enough for the driver to hear. The concept of selling my body had been proposed to me just hours earlier,
         packaged in a bunch of encouraging words, travel opportunities, and networking possibilities. I should have taken more time
         to decide but not many entry-level jobs were offering those perks, so I agreed. I felt somewhat cheap for being so easily
         enticed into the forbidden profession. I had arrived at the place where I would first sell my soul.
      

      
      When I stepped out of the limo, the warm February night breeze blew through my fresh weave and I tossed my hair over my shoulder.
         My large sunglasses were propped neatly on my slim nose, mainly for me to remain incognito because it was close to midnight
         and the sun had long gone. My hands ironed over my slinky black spaghetti-strap cotton dress. The black-and-cream snakeskin-print stilettos I wore made
         my legs look long and lean.
      

      
      My initial steps were reluctant and nervous, but the perfectionist side of me warned me that if I was going to do it, I should
         do it with confidence. My stride became more determined and assured, as if I’d been doing this for a while. I had to hype
         myself up.
      

      
      I stepped into the palatial lobby: A huge antique chandelier hung and comfortable sofas were strategically placed. I paused
         momentarily, looking for the elevators. Finally I spotted them across the lobby. I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror.
         My full lips were glossy and my copper skin glistened like it had been buffed and polished. The absence of a bra caused my
         C-plus breasts to bounce just enough to still look sexy and give my already slim waist the illusion of being smaller, which
         made my round butt look even rounder. My hair was long and straight with a part in the middle. I patted the sides to make
         sure there were no strands out of place. I winked proudly at the reflection staring at me. My one dimple, on my right cheek,
         winked back. The black suede vintage Chanel tote bag propped on my shoulder was stocked with essentials: toothbrush, ponytail
         holder, underwear, condoms, and a change of clothes.
      

      
      I stepped into the elevator and headed to room 714. The hallway was empty when I stepped off and was greeted by another mirror
         for one last check. I lifted my shades to get a good look. Then I read the sign posted on the wall and headed in the direction
         of the room. In seconds, I was about to knock on the hotel room door. My life would never be the same again. Several breaths
         and a bunch of affirming words later, I knocked. I wondered if he’d been at the door the entire time, because it opened immediately. I was shocked to see an older white man cheesing at me. He stretched out his hand.
         “Mr. G.”
      

      
      I smiled. “Tammy.”

      
      I didn’t think it was wise to tell a stranger that my name was London. My eyes cased the room, searching for anything suspicious.
         He was a trusted client and, although it was my first time, he’d been with many of the other girls from what I’d been told.
         He placed his hand on my waist, ushering me to the wet bar.
      

      
      “You need something, Tammy?” he asked, swirling his dirty martini.

      
      “I’ll have what you’re having.”

      
      I leaned in front of the bar as he shook my drink. I watched him. His energy was relatively calm and relaxed. I sensed a bit
         of arrogance but in a harmless sense. He was an accomplished movie director, and I could see he didn’t need anyone’s approval
         by the shameless expression on his face. I sat on the bar stool and tried to psychoanalyze him, wondering about his story,
         his likes and dislikes. As a dog walker, I do the same type of observation with a new dog. He walked around the bar and kissed
         my neck. “Glad you could make it tonight.”
      

      
      As I ran my fingers through his mixed gray comb-over, his large belly poked me. He made growling sounds, mixed with heavy
         breathing; I assumed this was a result of his weight.
      

      
      I said, “What would you like?”

      
      He grabbed my knees and yanked them apart. Several fingers shoved inside me at once as he bit and slobbered on my neck. It
         seemed like we’d gone from freezing to boiling in a matter of ten seconds.
      

      
      “Oh, baby,” I whined as if I were enjoying his sudden aggression.
      

      
      He yanked my dress straps off my shoulders and reached back to unzip the dress as he continued kissing me.

      
      “Call me King,” he said out of nowhere.

      
      “Don’t hurt me, King.”

      
      I hoped that my submissive words would be a calming gesture and assert that he was in control and there was no need to be
         so aggressive. The rapid finger-thrashing inside me slowed as he licked inside my ear. “I won’t hurt you.”
      

      
      He touched my face softly and repeated, “I won’t hurt you. I promise.”

      
      He opened his tuxedo shirt in what appeared to be one quick motion. It was almost magical as he exposed a rug hiding underneath.
         His chest was covered with thick salt-and-pepper hair. Yuck. But I continued to pretend he was the most attractive man alive.
      

      
      He carried me to the bed and lifted my dress over my head, pulling off my thong. Standing at the bottom of the bed, he looked
         like Fred Flintstone in a pair of black boxer briefs. He spread my legs apart and said, “Kiss my chest.”
      

      
      Ugh. I hesitated, but for a thousand bucks an hour, surely he expected to have no complaints. I sat up at the edge of the
         bed and ran my fingers over his chest, searching for his nipples underneath the forest. Once I found them I pushed the surrounding
         strands away from one and twirled it while putting the other in my mouth. I closed my eyes and imagined he was my ex-boyfriend,
         because I probably would have vomited picturing the man in front of me.
      

      
      He begged to enter me. So I reached over and grabbed my bag to pull out a condom. I pulled his shorts down and his medium penis protruded, a bit shy of his belly. Quickly rolling the condom on, I asked, “Which way do you like it?”
      

      
      He sat on the bed and lay back. “Get on top?”

      
      After pushing his stomach up I climbed on top of him and twirled my hips vigorously, and in about twenty minutes he was satisfied.
         He asked me to lie beside him. After a brief rest, he was ready for one more round. When we finished, we chatted a little
         about the weather and movies; pretty much a superficial exchange. Shortly after, his eyelids became heavy and he finally said,
         “Thank you.”
      

      
      My job was done and it didn’t seem so bad. I looked at the clock; I’d been there for nearly two hours. It felt like the easiest
         two stacks I’d ever earned. That was the last time I wondered where I’d get my next dollar. Before I knew it I was in too
         deep, taking on multiple clients per week, making men feel like the leader of the pack.
      

      
      It’s funny how time flies because seven years had passed and I couldn’t turn around if I wanted to. As I sat in a hotel room,
         watching the spring rain drench the windows, I had no one and nothing to show for all the men I’d made happy through the years.
         I wish life came with a rewind button.
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      Every call girl, prostitute, hooker, or whatever you choose to call the sex-for-hire professional finds something to help her
         cope; something that allows her to disconnect from reality and convinces her that there is absolutely nothing wrong with the
         career path she’s chosen. My love for dogs and my quest to make them all happy was all I ever needed to completely escape
         myself during the act, because men were nothing more than intellectually superior canines.
      

      
      It was probably my sophomore year at Georgetown University when it dawned on me that they were one and the same. Men like
         to be praised and petted. They protect their pack. They bark when you interrupt them or let’s say when you nag them. They
         hate doing tricks in front of your friends. They don’t give a damn what you look like as long as you let them hump you. And
         despite what women think, men are actually dedicated creatures.
      

      
      From as far back as I can remember I have had a natural gift with dogs and it was only natural that I would want to be a veterinarian.
         I majored in biology and was almost certain that with my good, not great, grades and charming personality, it would be a breeze
         getting accepted to my veterinary school of choice. Wrong! Not only did I not get accepted into the high-ranking schools, I didn’t get into any school. The consensus was that my grade point average in my major was not high
         enough, nor was my personal statement strong enough to override that. Let’s face it, how many black female vets do you know?
         They should have accepted me on my demographics alone. What the hell was I supposed to do now? I asked that question over
         and over for the remainder of my senior year and still came up with nothing. I didn’t really have a plan B. There was always
         the option for me to retake many of the science courses, continue working with dogs, and reapply the following year. That
         seemed too much like hard work for me to face the possibility of not being accepted again. I wasn’t sure my heart could handle
         another disappointment like that.
      

      
      Unfortunately, with a degree in biology, even one from Georgetown, there isn’t much you can do except teach. You have to get
         a professional degree and, from the looks of things, that wasn’t happening for me, at least not when I wanted it. And I didn’t
         plan to be in someone’s classroom dealing with a bunch of damn kids. I’d always related better to animals than to people anyway.
         Reluctantly I began to search for a real job, in between partying like it was 1999. Actually, it was. It was the spring of 1999. I was weeks away from a purposeless
         degree. I’d broken up with my boyfriend and had no job offers. Practically, I was shit out of luck.
      

      
      Returning home to my mother wasn’t an option. Not only did I not want to have her nagging me, she had moved clear across the
         country. I grew up in Arlington, Virginia, right outside of DC, the mecca of the black elite. And when I moved onto campus,
         her job offered her a promotion in San Francisco and she bolted out of the area like lightning. I went to visit once and it
         wasn’t my type of town. So that was out of the question for more reasons than one.
      

      
      The other reason is that my mother and I never really saw eye to eye anyway. Even the thought of living with her was like
         a natural disaster. Our relationship had been strained from as far back as I can remember. We were complete opposites. She
         had adopted me as a baby and I couldn’t tell you why, but we just didn’t click. I’m thinking that during the time a woman
         carries a baby in her womb, she develops into a mother. Then there are special women who instantly become mothers whether
         they adopt or give birth. I think my mother was one of those women who needed nine months of pre-bonding before my arrival.
         Not to mention that less than two months after the adoption, her husband told her that he wasn’t in love with her.
      

      
      She obviously thought I would bring them closer; instead I made their weak marriage crumble. It’s possible he would have left
         anyway, but I think she often looked at me as the primary reason. He went from our home straight to his mistress’s house.
         Adding to the injury, he subsequently married the other woman and they had three or four children together. Still married,
         I believe.
      

      
      My presence probably didn’t help her heal because it seemed like she was an eternal man-hater. She busted her ass as a corporate
         VP of a cosmetic company so she’d never have to consciously or unconsciously depend on another man again. I don’t remember
         her dating, or even flirting for that matter. She never showed anybody much love at all. There was a bitterness that lingered
         around her, making her already bland personality stink. It was never clear to me if this was a result of her ex-husband’s
         betrayal or if it was just the way she was. If it was the latter, I could see why he left her.
      

      
      She gave me a plush life, she sent me to the best private schools, she fed me, she took me on a yearly vacation, she bought me a car at sixteen, but I can honestly say I never really thought there was much love there. Never saw her cry. What
         kind of woman doesn’t cry?
      

      
      When I was seventeen my concerns about her love were validated. Her then-forty-year-old brother was at our home visiting from
         New Jersey with his family for a weekend. Uncle Leo was an accountant and he always had a square, calculated way about him.
         I liked when they visited because it made my mother smile, something I never did because I was always in some kind of trouble.
         She somehow thought my mischievous spirit was a result of something she did or didn’t do. She was always calling an expert
         to psychoanalyze me and make me conform to her mold. I was always the type to go against the grain and I think that made her
         more unhappy.
      

      
      I’ll never forget. It was a Saturday afternoon and Uncle Leo’s wife and my mother had gone out shopping. I walked out of my
         room wearing shorts and a tank top. Uncle Leo startled me as he headed toward the guest room in the upstairs hallway. His
         eyes burned through me in a somewhat predatory way. He had small, sneaky eyes anyway so I tried to shake the feeling of him
         inspecting my curves. He was wearing a pair of yellow shorts, a yellow-and-gray plaid shirt, and one of those yellow golfer’s
         hats tilted to the side. The bright color combo made his dark skin look like midnight hiding from the sun. Although I’d always
         known him to be a professional man, he looked like a city slicker that day. After passing me, he paused.
      

      
      “Give me a hug, Niece.”

      
      Something in the pit of my belly hesitated, but I reached out to give him one anyway. What I thought would be a kiss on the
         cheek turned into his tongue down my throat. I snatched away, and before I could even rationalize what had just happened I
         said, “You’re a pervert?”
      

      
      I spoke softly as if I was confused, because I honestly couldn’t believe what he had done. I backed away slowly. My facial
         expressions probably condemned him. I wondered if he’d tried some young girl before, because he stood there paralyzed like
         he was stunned that I had responded in such a way. Did he think I’d just oblige? Did he really think that I didn’t know any
         better than to allow my uncle to kiss me? For God’s sake, I had been sexually active since I was fourteen years old and I
         knew his advance was inappropriate.
      

      
      He stepped toward me and tried grabbing my arm, pleading with me to keep this between us. I looked over the banister at the
         foyer one story below, wondering what would happen if I pushed him over there. After a short struggle he let go. I rushed
         into my bedroom and slammed the door.
      

      
      Though I’d always been slim, I’d always had that lean thickness that men like. I started getting breasts and booty probably
         by the age of twelve. It seems that most women get one or the other. I’ve always had a perfect portion of both and a tiny
         waist to match. My mother always tried to make me feel uncomfortable. She would say, “Stop walking like that. Stop batting
         your eyes. You’re fresh. You need to cover up.” She practically convinced me that I was doing something to entice men. It
         wasn’t my fault that grown men were attracted to a damn teenage girl.
      

      
      I called my then-boyfriend, crying. I cried because I somehow felt guilty, like maybe I did actually do something to turn
         my uncle on. Uncle Leo called for me at my bedroom door. He kept calling my name in an apologetic manner. I cringed at the
         sound of his voice as I whispered on the phone with Glenn McCall. He didn’t know what to say, he kept questioning whether
         I had misinterpreted my uncle’s actions. As I defended myself on the phone with him, I became more concerned that no one would believe me. I felt alone and finally I hung up because Glenn was only making it worse. In retrospect,
         he was just a little boy and I had called him with an issue way above his intellectual capacity.
      

      
      I didn’t want to talk to anyone else about it. I wanted to forget it had ever happened. All I really wanted was for Uncle
         Leo to go home. I stayed in my room until my mother came back and I planned to tell her right away. Instead, I couldn’t find
         the words and I didn’t want to be blamed for the shorts I was wearing. So I said nothing. I let the incident boil inside me
         while we ate dinner. Uncle Leo looked at me like he’d shoot me if I said something. So I didn’t.
      

      
      For several days and weeks after I tried desperately to push it out of my mind. But each time I thought about it I cried.
         I cried because I wasn’t sure who was at fault. Finally, nearly a month after it happened, I walked into my mother’s bedroom
         holding my puppy Snuggles in my arm. I stood at the foot of her queen-sized bed. I said, “What would you do if I told you
         someone touched me inappropriately?”
      

      
      She removed her chestnut-framed reading glasses and put her book on her platinum satin comforter. Then her eyes returned to
         me, as I stood there in a Mickey Mouse nightshirt rubbing Snuggles. She looked through me. My heart pounded because her initial
         response made me feel like she would condemn me. I said, “Never mind.”
      

      
      As I turned to leave her room, she said, “London, if you have something you want to tell me, I suggest you do it.”

      
      I paused and considered telling her that I was joking, but I knew her well enough to know she would not let it go so easily.
         I got it out as quickly as the words would come. “Uncle Leo tried to kiss me that day you and Aunt Linda were shopping and—”
      

      
      Her hand gestured for me to stop. Mid-sentence, my mouth hung open. She smirked. “London.”
      

      
      That was the way she said my name when she accused me of stretching the truth. I said, “Honestly, he put his tongue down my
         throat.”
      

      
      Her big eyes bulged from her chubby brown face, demanding that I shut up. Her wide nostrils spread and she pursed her full
         lips. She didn’t speak. She just kept looking through me. Her reaction made me wish I could eat my words. She took a long,
         deep breath and put her book back on her lap like she was done with the nonsense I was talking. Her non-response left me shattered.
         Even Snuggles whined a little. I shook my head and headed to my room. I sat on my bed and muffled my cries with my pillow.
         Snuggles lay beside me, licking me, trying to make the wound all better. Without words, Snuggles expressed her love to me
         and my mother couldn’t even say anything to make me feel safe. I hated her and a part of me thought she hated me too.
      

      
      That was the summer before my senior year of high school and I was accepted to Georgetown that December. When she packed me
         up the next May to live on campus, it felt like she was relieved. She’d committed to raising me and I’d gone as far as getting
         into a prestigious college. Her job was done and she acted like it. While my other friends’ parents called frequently, she
         called about once a month.
      

      
      As my college graduation approached and my mother discovered that I didn’t have any plans for the future, she was livid. She
         wanted me to find a corporate job, but I didn’t think that was for me. She made an offer for me to come and stay with her,
         but I decided I’d starve to death first. She explained to me that if I didn’t follow her advice, she would not be able to
         help me. I guess the threat was supposed to make me listen, but I didn’t. Finally she told me that it was time I made my own way. I guess she’d spent enough money on
         a child she didn’t love. She told me that she was proud of me, but in the same breath she said she would not be my crutch.
         A woman can never have it all. Something suffers. That was her motto. She really thought that women were put here to suffer. She would always tell me that a woman’s life is
         hard. We carry the burden of the world. It was my turn.
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      Many of my college friends were moving out of DC after graduation and on to graduate school or jobs. I was glad when my close
         friend Kari decided to accept a position as a DC city schoolteacher. Kari was tall, somewhat awkward, and pale, with ear-length
         curly hair. I didn’t understand her strong desire to be in a classroom towering over the little kids, but her parents were
         filthy rich and Kari wanted to give back.
      

      
      When Kari was young her family lived in Saudi Arabia for six years because her father was an executive at an oil company.
         By the time they came back Kari was thirteen and her family was financially set for generations to come because of her father’s
         choice to work in a war zone. If it had been my choice my entire family would be broke, because we wouldn’t have been over
         there. But from what Kari tells me, their life there was pretty plush, with drivers, cooks, and nannies. So to say the least
         she was pretty much a privileged, sheltered girl. I think that’s what I liked most about Kari, though: She was untainted.
         And despite her upbringing and wealth, she was really down to earth and in touch with her sista side, unlike many of the other
         black chicks at Georgetown, who suffered from an identity crisis.
      

      
      Kari offered to let me move in with her until I could figure out what I was doing with my life. Her parents were footing the
         bill for a one-bedroom luxury condo in Dupont Circle on N and Twenty-first streets. She said there’d be more than enough room
         for both of us to stay. She had her parents buy a pullout couch for the living room. It was a nice brown rustic leather sofa
         from Jennifer Convertibles. She upgraded the mattress so that her good friend would have a comfy place to sleep. I never understood
         how I’d hooked up with this sweet, charitable girl with so much compassion for people. I would never be labeled the most compassionate
         chick on the block, because I feel like people have enough sense to make their own way. I have compassion for dogs, though,
         because they don’t have logic. They can’t rationalize why they do or don’t love you. Either they do or they don’t. They don’t
         overanalyze what they feel and they don’t feel obligated to do anything they don’t want to do. People, on the other hand,
         can never be trusted, because you never know what their motives are.
      

      
      Aside from Kari, I was extremely careful about who I let into my inner circle. I partied with the best of them, but there
         were only a few people who knew the real me. I was always able to determine how far a friendship or relationship would go
         almost instantaneously after meeting someone. I tried to approach people with the same sense of awareness as a dog. I’d be
         lying if I said that it always worked for me, but when I ignored my first impression of someone, it almost always came back
         to bite me. Every living thing naturally emits energy, but humans are the only beings who try to rationalize an uncomfortable
         feeling. We tell ourselves whatever we need to say to make people out to be what we want them to be. Not only do I not trust
         people, I don’t fully trust myself when it comes to analyzing someone’s character.
      

      
      Kari kept encouraging me to apply to DC schools and I just couldn’t do it. Teaching just wasn’t in my nature and I was completely
         convinced of that. I wanted to make a living for myself but I wasn’t willing to sacrifice my happiness in the process. The
         only thing that I loved more than partying was dog sitting. Since my little Snuggles had moved to San Francisco with my mother,
         I was always eager to keep someone else’s dog. I really wanted one of my own, but being that my life was in limbo, I couldn’t
         afford or commit to one.
      

      
      Kari and I had been living together for nearly a month. She was funding pretty much everything, aside from the charitable
         one hundred dollars my mother would deposit in my account from time to time. It wasn’t consistent, though. Kari never complained:
         When she ate, I ate. When she hung out, I was with her.
      

      
      One evening Kari came into the apartment after her summer teaching workshop. She looked tired and drained. I was chilling
         on the couch, eating a caramel sundae from McDonald’s. It was a rare expression, but she looked at me almost as if I was irritating
         her. I smiled. “What’s up?”
      

      
      “So, how much longer you planning to act like we’re still in college?”

      
      My neck snapped back, not so much that I was offended, but more because the comment had come out of left field. We had just
         been out drinking and partying the night before, and she had told me that she had me until I figured things out.
      

      
      “London, basically what I’m saying is that you need to really start thinking about what you want to do. You don’t even talk
         about plans. It’s like you’re content living off of me.”
      

      
      “Well, Kari, you know I’m going to reapply to vet school.”

      
      “But that’s in the fall. What are your plans for right now?”
      

      
      She was agitating me as she began to sound like my mother. I was figuring things out and she had offered to help. Yet she
         was standing there treating me like I wanted to be a loser. I said, “Kari, do you want me to get a job?”
      

      
      “I want you to try and do something. I don’t like coming home from a long day and you’re asleep on the couch.”

      
      “You think I’m just chilling.”

      
      “London, you are just chilling.”

      
      I didn’t like her busting me out like that but I guess technically I was. “I’m going to look for a job tomorrow,” I said,
         with very little excitement.
      

      
      Kari said, “Actually, I was thinking you could be a dog walker. I saw a girl earlier with five dogs walking down N Street.
         And when she noticed me looking at her like she was crazy, she said, ‘I’m a dog walker.’ ”
      

      
      I asked, “Well, how much does something like that pay?”

      
      “She said they usually pay for a thirty-minute walk, two times a week for one dog, it’s about twenty bucks and she gives a
         discount for multiple dogs in the same house.”
      

      
      I began to smile and it made Kari smile too as she continued: “And I thought, dang, my girl could do that.”

      
      I hugged Kari. “That’s a great idea.”

      
      “I thought so,” she said as she wriggled out of my bear hug.

      
      “So, what? You gonna help me get started?”

      
      “How am I supposed to help you?” She rolled her eyes. “I’m helping you enough as it is.”

      
      I could tell by the frown on her face that she had no intention of walking one dog. I laughed. “Silly, I mean you’re creative. Help me make some flyers to put into people’s mailboxes and all.”
      

      
      “Yeah. I can do that because I can’t afford to keep taking care of you.”

      
      She said it jokingly, but I could tell that she’d reached her threshold. Kari was extremely mild-mannered and sweet as pie.
         So for her to say that, she really had to be feeling it. I gave her another hug. “Don’t worry. One day I’ll make enough money
         to take care of you.”
      

      
      Kari was in what I called a teachers’ boot camp for the summer. I thought they did all kinds of teacher activities to prepare
         them for the next year, but when she got home the next day she had a stack of flyers printed out on neon green paper. She
         plopped the stack on the table. “All right, get your shoes on. We have to go pass out flyers.”
      

      
      My neck snapped back. There was no question about my drive; I just needed to find something that I wanted to do. I had no
         plans for just turning my wheels, just for the sake of doing something. Maybe it was a pipe dream, but I had always imagined
         loving my job. I shook off my irritation, because she had been supporting me and maybe enough was enough.
      

      
      We left the house at around three in the afternoon. We went into every high-rise apartment building in the neighborhood, posting
         flyers. We handed them out to people we saw walking dogs. It was a hot, steamy August day and I remember looking at Kari.
         There were red patches on her face and her acne looked more irritated than usual. Sweat beaded on her forehead and nose, but
         she was passing out flyers like her life depended on it. I thought, That’s my girl.

      
      When we were out of the one thousand flyers that she’d risked her job to print, she said, “Let’s get a drink.”

      
      We rolled up into a neighborhood bar, sweaty and probably stank. There was an after-work crowd there and we stuck out like
         a bad breast lift. We didn’t care, though, because we’d just worked our asses off too. I hoped it would pay off. We sat down,
         ordered a pitcher of draft beer, and chatted about the next step for me.
      

      
      When we headed home I pulled out my cell phone and was happy to find about three strange numbers on the call log. We were
         both slightly intoxicated as we pinned our heads together to listen to the first message: “Hello. I’m calling to get information
         about your dog walking service.”
      

      
      I didn’t even hear the end of the message, because we both screamed simultaneously. We jumped up and down in the middle of
         Dupont Circle as we listened to the subsequent messages. All were inquiries about the service. I decided to return the calls
         in the morning, when I was sober.
      

      
      The first thing I did when I woke up was get my rate sheet together. I decided on ten dollars per half hour and five dollars
         extra for any additional dogs in the same household. Clients interested in daily service would get a weekly ten-dollar discount.
         I called Kari to see what she thought; she agreed. The next call was to my first potential client. She asked to meet me and
         if I would mind getting a background check. I frowned at the phone. A background check? She went on to say, “You will have access to my home and my last walker was a referral.”
      

      
      Not that I had anything on my record, but that was a possibility we hadn’t considered. I was happy this woman was willing
         to go as far as getting one done, because if this was a referral-type business it was probably going to be a slow start. My
         lips were poked out far enough to hit the television across the room as I sat Indian-style with my hand cupping my chin.
      

      
      “Well sure, I’m totally open for a background check. What do you need?”
      

      
      “I’ll just need your name and license number. I have a form that you’ll need to fill out. We can do that when we meet.”

      
      “Sounds good. When would you like to meet?”

      
      “Can you meet on New Hampshire and Twentieth?”

      
      “Certainly, what time?”

      
      “Around five o’clock this evening? I’ll be wearing a floral skirt and white shirt.”

      
      I felt pressure to say what I would be wearing too. But the truth was I had no clue, because I was in the house on my butt.
         Luckily she gave me an out. “Oh yeah, I’ll have two Labradors with me, one chocolate and the other yellow.” She chuckled as
         she spoke of her dogs. “They’re adorable.”
      

      
      “I’m sure they are. I’ll see you at five.”

      
      She added, “This is my cell phone number if you need to reschedule.”

      
      I didn’t have anything else to do, so that wouldn’t be happening. I said, “Okay, thanks.”

      
      Shortly after, I decided to return my mother’s phone call from a few days prior. It was close to eight West Coast time, so,
         I figured she’d just be getting in to work. That usually meant she was too busy to talk, but at least there would be a record
         that I had returned the call, which was really all that mattered. She wanted to talk to her deadbeat daughter as much as I
         wanted to talk to my overachieving mother. The phone rang three times. As I waited for the voice mail I heard some fumbling
         and finally she said, “Hello?”
      

      
      “What’s up, Mom?”

      
      “I think I ate something I shouldn’t have eaten. I’m feeling a little sick.”

      
      “Are you at work?”
      

      
      “No, I’m taking the day off.”

      
      Shit. I had to at least try to make small talk. “Oh yeah, you should.”
      

      
      “How’s the job search?”

      
      Damn, I thought. I had figured that at least we could beat around the bush for a minute before discussing that, but I guess not.
         I took a deep breath. “Okay.”
      

      
      “London, you’re going to have to pay back your loans starting in December.”

      
      “And it’s August,” I snapped.

      
      “You shouldn’t wait for things to pile up on you. You have to be proactive.”

      
      “I’m being proactive. I’ve decided to start a dog-walking service.”

      
      She laughed. “Honey, how many times do I have to tell you? You can’t make a living off of hanging out with dogs.”

      
      “Just trying to make extra change, Mom.”

      
      “Are you really only interested in making change? You have a hundred-thousand-dollar education and you want to walk dogs.”
         She made me angry as she went on, “If you’re not getting into vet school, you need to come up with something else.”
      

      
      “I told you that I’m going to apply again next year.”

      
      “And what are you going to do in the meantime?”

      
      I shouted, “Walk dogs!”

      
      “Dogs are pets, London. Not a profession.”

      
      “Mom, let’s talk about something else.”

      
      “London, you have expensive taste and I just don’t know how you plan to make a living walking dogs.”

      
      “Mom,” I said, more agitated.

      
      “And what’s the plan if you don’t get into school, again? What’s your backup plan? It seems like you don’t have one and you’re not interested in trying to find one either.”
      

      
      “Why would you say that?”

      
      “You get defensive every time I say something to you. Do you think I want you to have a real career for your own good or mine?

      
      I took a deep breath. It was as if no one understood my quest to find myself before plunging into some backup career only
         to wake up miserable ten years down the line. Contrary to what she believed, I was smarter than that. Sure she made a good
         living, but I can count how many times we’d shared a good laugh. I didn’t want to be like her, making a living just to be
         making a living because it was something I was supposed to do. I wanted to live! Didn’t all these unhappy people realize that
         the American dream was an empty one? I was searching for the thing that would bring me ultimate happiness. I didn’t understand
         why no one respected that. Maybe misery loves company.
      

      
      As I wandered off into visualizing the life I desired, she snapped, “That wasn’t a rhetorical question. Do you think I want
         you to get a job for you or for me?”
      

      
      “I don’t know.”

      
      “London, you can’t survive without income. Sometimes you have to do things that may not be ideal in order to eat.”

      
      “Mother, I am eating and I haven’t asked you for anything.”

      
      “That doesn’t make me proud. If you need something, I’ll give it to you, but I want to see some effort on your part.”

      
      “Like what?”

      
      I thought she’d shout back, but she didn’t. She spoke calmly. “London, I still have a lot of contacts in DC. If you want a
         job that will support your champagne taste just until you can get into vet school, I can help you.”
      

      
      “I’m okay, honestly.”
      

      
      “Don’t be stubborn. Let me help you.”

      
      I took a deep breath. “What do you have in mind?”

      
      “I’ll call a few people to see if they can get you an admin assistant job somewhere. That shouldn’t be too much of a hard
         job.”
      

      
      It irritated me that she thought I really didn’t want to work hard. I just didn’t want to get stuck in a job I didn’t like.
         A free-spirited person like me would feel suffocated, but she was so structured that she could never understand. I agreed
         to let her help me and accepted that because everyone else thought it was a good idea maybe I should just conform and get
         a dumb job.
      

      
      Later that evening I headed out to meet my potential dog-walking client. As I walked up Twentieth Street I noticed people
         in their work clothes walking their dogs. I calculated in my mind what I could earn if only half those people needed my service.
         Finally I noticed a thirtysomething white lady with red hair standing on the corner with ebony and ivory Labradors on a leash.
         I smiled anxiously as I approached.
      

      
      Reaching out my hand, I said, “Hello, I’m London.”

      
      It appeared that she was shocked to see me. Maybe it surprised her that I was a black girl, but it took her a second. Finally,
         she said, “Nice to meet you, London. I’m Lynn.” Looking down at the well-behaved dogs that were nicely sniffing me, she continued.
         “These are my boys, Peter and Paul.”
      

      
      I stooped down to the friendly little guys and they playfully licked my hands. “Hey, little fellas. How are you?”

      
      Their tails wagged and their ears were relaxed. Lynn said, “Looks like they like you. My guys are very weird. They don’t like
         everyone, but I’m really busy. I travel a lot, so I need someone I can depend on.”
      

      
      I stood back up and said, “Well, I’m your girl.”
      

      
      She smiled. “Hopefully. Well, let’s walk down here to this pizza shop so that I can get your information.”

      
      The dogs brushed up against the sides of my legs as we headed to the pizzeria. They were both quite hefty. I wondered if I’d
         be capable of walking them with other dogs. I figured it was best if I secured this client and then decided how I’d handle
         multiple clients.
      

      
      We sat at the table outside the pizzeria and Lynn pulled out a long application. My thoughts must have been written on my
         face. She said, “The background app is pretty long.”
      

      
      “I see.”

      
      “If you want, you can fill it out now and I’ll wait. Or you can take it home and fax it back to me.”

      
      I shrugged. “I’ll do it now if you don’t mind.”

      
      “Oh no. I prefer you do it now.”

      
      I dug in my purse for a pen and finally Lynn handed one to me. As I filled out the application for the background check, she
         continued talking to me. Listen, lady, I can’t think and talk about two different things at once. Instead of saying this I smiled and entertained her as I jotted down my information. It took quite a while longer than it
         should have, but I think that in the process Lynn became comfortable with me.
      

      
      After I signed, both Lynn and I stood to leave. I petted the dogs and headed back home. On my way I was thinking that I’d
         closed the deal. And considering there was nothing in my background that would interfere with her wanting to hire me, I was
         certain she’d be calling in a week, after the investigation was done.
      

      
      I was light on my feet as I headed back to the apartment. Then it struck me: I’d given a stranger all my personal information
         and there was no guarantee that she really needed my service. I didn’t have her address or even her last name. I walked into the apartment looking like I’d seen a ghost. My
         heart was pounding, because I thought I might have made a big mistake.
      

      
      Kari frowned back at me. “What’s wrong with you, chick?”

      
      “Ah, I just gave her all of my confidential information and now I’m thinking that was stupid.”

      
      “Like what?”

      
      “Well she wants to do a background check on me and she needed this information and I gave it to her, but now I’m second-guessing
         myself.”
      

      
      “London, I’m sure it’s fine. She’s just trying to protect herself. You wouldn’t let any stranger into your home without a
         background check. Would you?”
      

      
      “I guess not.”

      
      “Don’t worry. It’ll be fine. She’ll run the check. It will come back flawless and you’ll be on to walking hundreds and hundreds
         of dogs. You’ll be DC’s most successful dog walker.”
      

      
      Kari made me blush as I tried to envision it. My shoulders relaxed as I thought how blessed I was to have a friend like Kari.
         She was always so encouraging. It was as if she saw great possibilities in every person she met. That sometimes worked against
         her, especially when it came to men, but she always had the right words to pull me through a rough patch.
      

      
      “You’re right. It’s gonna be fine.”

      
      “So what about the other people? Do they all want background checks?”

      
      I covered my mouth and gasped. I had been so excited about my first call that I completely forgot about calling anybody else.

      
      “I don’t believe you. Call them now,” she said, shaking her head.
      

      
      I called the two other potential clients. One guy wanted to know when I could start and didn’t mention anything about my background.
         The other lady also asked for a background check. I arranged to meet them both.
      

      
      Later my mother called back to let me know she had an interview set up for me. Ugh! I hadn’t asked her to step into my life.
         I knew that if I didn’t go I would never hear the end of it. From the looks of things, I’d begun to wear everyone down and
         no one was going to support me as I searched for my destiny. So I had to give a little in order to get a little empathy.
      

      
   
      
      
      3

      
      
      [image: image]

      
      The next day I whipped out the interview suit that my mother had bought me for vet school interviews and headed downtown to
         Quinn Forrester. I was scheduled for an interview with William Thorne, a senior investment banker. He was a friend of a friend
         of my mother’s. She’d given me the rundown prior to the interview. He had a billion-dollar portfolio and was in need of additional
         administrative help. He’d made more money for Quinn Forrester in eight years than some brokers make in their entire careers.
         His clients were CEOs, entertainers, and athletes.
      

      
      I opted to leave my Toyota Camry parked in the building’s garage and caught the Red Line downtown to the Quinn Forrester building.
         Shortly after, I was standing in front of a tall glass building, thinking, I don’t feel like working for some investment firm I walked in and stood in front of the guard, requesting William Thorne. The guard called up to the office. After getting
         approval, he directed me to catch the elevator up to the twenty-third floor and told me that a receptionist would be to my
         left.
      

      
      I followed his directions and stepped off the elevator into a sleek office space. There was a nice sitting area in front of
         the receptionist’s desk. A television tuned to CNN Money hung from a ceiling mount. The décor was in earth tones: butter-soft
         beige leather sofas, brown accent chairs, and a chocolate coffee table. A gorgeous gigantic abstract painting was on the wall,
         which looked to be covered in an ivory houndstooth fabric. I stood there absorbing the scenery and I smiled, thinking, I could
         sit right here and transfer calls all day long. That didn’t seem too challenging, and in between receiving calls for Quinn
         Forrester I could develop and organize my dog-walking service. But I guess they only needed one person to do that and it looked
         as if that seat was taken. Slightly disappointed, I said, “Good morning, I’m here to see William Thorne.”
      

      
      The receptionist was a twentysomething white girl with a snazzy short bob cut and a skunk stripe of platinum blond in her
         brown hair. She was dressed more like she worked for Vogue as opposed to at a desk. When she ushered with her right hand toward the waiting area, I assumed she was asking me to have
         a seat. When I sat down there were a bunch of financial magazines sprawled across the coffee table. Just as I lifted one up
         a young lady walked out through the glass doors that separated the lobby from the other side of the office. She came up to
         me and shook my hand. “Hello, London. I’m Amanda.”
      

      
      “Hi, nice to meet you,” I said, standing and adjusting my skirt.

      
      She was wearing a black pin skirt and a yellow short-sleeved poet shirt with the ruffle bib type of thing. Her hair was pulled
         up into a knot on top of her head. She wore minimal jewelry, but I noticed a large rock on her left hand.
      

      
      “You can follow me.”

      
      I did and as she opened the glass door she said, “I’m Thorne’s first-line administrative assistant, which means that when
         I’m here I handle all customer service issues. Because of the magnitude of the business that Thorne has, he needs two assistants.
         The second assistant is responsible for making sure Thorne has everything he needs, like printer paper, coffee, writing pads,
         confirming calendar appointments, and things like that.”
      

      
      I nodded. That didn’t seem too challenging. I was definitely capable of that. It was pretty much like common sense. We arrived
         at another glass door with THORNE FINANCIAL GROUP written on it.
      

      
      Before she opened it I asked, “I guess we’re going in here?”

      
      “Exactly.”

      
      I first noticed when I walked in the office that the art on the walls mainly contained the colors yellow, red, green, blue,
         and black. The walls were dark and seemed to be a major contrast to the rest of the company’s office space. Immediately I
         assumed that Mr. Thorne was a rebel. The small waiting room had European-style black leather chairs and a glass table.
      

      
      William Thorne’s office door was closed and Amanda scooted behind the desk on the left side of the office. She told me to
         have a seat as she picked up the phone. I heard several beeps. Finally she said, “Your eleven o’clock is here.”
      

      
      After hanging up the phone she pointed to the desk directly opposite hers and said, “If you get the job, that’s where you’ll
         be sitting.”
      

      
      Almost five minutes passed before William Thorne’s office door opened. It seemed like a bunch of attractive guys in suits walked out. Maybe they weren’t attractive, but they all looked like they had money to blow. I wasn’t sure which one
         was Mr. Thorne. They chatted calmly in front of me for a few more seconds. Finally Mr. Thorne said, “Yeah, we’ll talk later.
         Glad you guys were able to come.”
      

      
      “Thorne, you know we can’t come through DC without checking up on our man. I gotta stay on your radar, because I can’t miss
         out on any business ops.”
      

      
      Thorne laughed. “Man, I told you that investment wasn’t something you guys are into.”

      
      The other man said, “Look, if I’m getting one hundred percent return in a year, it’s something I’m into.”

      
      They all laughed hard, shook hands, and gave the pat-on-the-back type of hugs. Thorne said, “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      
      “Yeah, do that,” the man replied.

      
      The three men left and he focused his attention on me. I stood up to shake his hand. He was just about as tall as I am with
         heels on. I estimated him to be about five foot eight. Standing eye to eye, we both smiled. His small eyes felt like they
         were serenading me as he said, “William Thorne. Pleasure to meet you.”
      

      
      His smile was almost perfect and his facial structure was strong, but handsome. He wore black wire-framed glasses. His goatee
         was artistically shaped, almost neurotically aligned on both sides. My eyes directed their attention to his nicely shaped
         full lips, which were slightly darker, more pigmented than his cinnamon complexion. I was practically speechless as I stumbled
         to say, “London Reed. Pleasure to meet you too.”
      

      
      His handshake was painfully strong and overconfident. He said, “C’mon in the office.”

      
      His style was professional preppy. He wore stylish suspenders on his slacks. I guessed that he was about forty. As he walked
         in before me, I noticed his broad shoulders and could practically see the definition of every single muscle in his back. His
         torso was vee-shaped and his nice butt looked perfectly round in his pants. He was the finest businessman I’d ever seen and
         there had been plenty in my mother’s network. He appeared a lot younger than most of my mother’s friends.
      

      
      He sat down behind his desk and I handed him a copy of my résumé. My previous employment had been grooming dogs at a pet store
         for two summers. The other was as a receptionist at a vet clinic. I shifted in my chair, because I didn’t have much experience
         or interest in corporate America. He tossed the résumé to the side and said, “So, tell me about you.”
      

      
      Tell me about you, handsome. Luckily, not everything I thought came out of my mouth. I paused and finally said, “I’m a recent college graduate and I’m
         looking for a job that will allow me to use my skills and abilities to advance in the company.”
      

      
      He leaned back in his chair and laughed. “So what book told you that’s what employers want to hear?”

      
      “Well, not a book per se, but the placement office at my school had different workshops.”

      
      “Judging from your résumé, that doesn’t seem like what you want. You can relax and be honest with me. This isn’t a serious
         interview. One of my best clients called to see if I had work for you. I’m just trying to get to know you, not necessarily
         interviewing you. So be real with me.”
      

      
      “Well, let me say this. Right now, that’s what I want because I have bills. I like nice things. I like to go out. And I need to sustain those things.”
      

      
      “You like to travel?”

      
      “I love to travel.”

      
      “Where’d you go last?”

      
      “My friends and I went to Jamaica after graduation.”

      
      “Cool. So tell me about your love for animals.”

      
      My eyebrows scrunched. And he explained, “Well, it’s clear from your résumé that you’ve spent a lot of time with animals.”

      
      I shrugged and looked around his office, trying to figure out if he too was a dog lover. There were pictures of a beautiful
         wife and three sons, but no dogs. I pressed my luck and proceeded to go through the long journey of how I had planned to be
         a vet, but the admission process was grueling. He said, “You should never give up on your dream.”
      

      
      “I’m thinking about applying again in the fall. And I’ve decided to open a dog-walking service in the process. I hope that
         will make my application look better.”
      

      
      I lied. The dog-walking service had been a spur-of-the-moment decision.

      
      “You’re more like an entrepreneur.”

      
      “I guess.”

      
      “No, you are. Here’s the thing, administrative assistants come and go. So I’m always prepared for that. You have a bigger
         future than this place ahead of you. So here’s what I’m thinking, come work for me for a while. During that time you can be
         applying to school and running your service. As long as things are on the uncertain side, you stay. If anything pops off,
         you let me know and I’ll give you my blessing.”
      

      
      Nodding anxiously, I said, “Yeah, that sounds like a plan.”

      
      “Good. My client speaks highly of your mother and it seems to me that she’s raised a focused young lady.”
      

      
      “Thank you.”

      
      He proceeded to tell me more about what I’d be doing as his second assistant. He had a cool older-guy swagger that made me
         blush whenever he spoke. Finally, when we were done, he stood and so did I. He escorted me all the way out to the floor lobby.
         When the elevator chimed, he lightly touched the small of my back. Chills ran up my spine as I stepped inside. He smiled.
         “I’ll see you next Monday.”
      

      
      “You bet.”

      
      The doors closed and my eyes rolled. He would make coming to work a whole lot easier. Though he had a somewhat stocky build,
         it looked like he didn’t have any body fat.
      

      
      I needed to call my mother and let her know that was the hookup, but I couldn’t sound too excited. She’d be worried that I
         would like the job too much. Something was wrong with that lady. She had something against people who wanted to enjoy life.
      

      
      I called her once I got back to the house.

      
      “So, how did your first interview go?”

      
      “Pretty good. He offered me the job.”

      
      “And this is the investment banker. Correct?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “Maybe you can work your way into the field. They make great money. Did he make it seem like he’d mentor you in any way?”

      
      “Yes,” I said, lying.

      
      “Great. So that’s one thing I don’t have to worry about anymore. Are you sure you want to work for him or do you want to go
         on these other interviews?”
      

      
      “No, I’m sure.”

      
      I wasn’t interested in going on a bunch of interviews. Really I just needed to make some meantime money. She tried to advise
         me differently, suggesting that I didn’t want to make a decision with just one option. Whatever. I had a job and that still wasn’t enough for her.
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      By the time I started work the next week, I had booked three clients with a total of five dogs. Luckily the other three were
         smaller- to medium-sized dogs and I would be able to walk them all together. I went to get my big boys, Peter and Paul, later.
      

      
      Thorne asked about my dog-walking schedule on the first day. He told me that as long as I got my eight hours in and he had
         everything he needed, I could come in as early as seven and leave at three. I was sold on that schedule. All of my clients
         were concerned about their late work schedules and wanted me there at least by five for the evening walk.
      

      
      Corporate America wasn’t as bad as I had imagined it to be. The hardest part of working was dealing with the crowded subways
         and standing in heels all day. Many women would just slip into their tennis shoes after work, but I never found that look
         attractive. I felt like I looked like a bum. On days when I was late picking up the dogs, I took them out in heels when I
         didn’t have time to change into sporty clothes. My mother had been so anal about everything that the dress-clothes-and-sneakers
         look just didn’t feel comfortable.
      

      
      By October I’d gained some clients and lost others. What I learned was that owning your own business took diligence. There were no guarantees. You could have ten clients one week and two the next. The thing I liked about working for a company
         was that if you showed up every day there was a paycheck coming every other week. There were weeks when my own business paid
         more, but the very next it would pay very little. In addition to being a dog walker, I felt like I was a promoter, advertiser,
         and anything else it took to get my name out to potential clients.
      

      
      I found myself throwing away most of my dog-walking money on shopping. Of the money I earned from work, I would give some
         to Kari to help with bills. I suggested we move into a two-bedroom, but she didn’t want to. She said it was too easy to let
         her parents pay for everything and that I should try to keep my money. So we continued to make my sleeping on the couch work.
         I was a neat freak so it also helped that with my room being the living room, the house stayed clean. Kari, on the other hand,
         could give a hoot about junk. The entire place could be filled with it and she wouldn’t notice. That drove me crazy and she
         claimed I was driving her crazy by moving her things each time she set something down. That was our primary argument. She
         didn’t get ticked off about much but when she couldn’t find something she’d go on a rampage.
      

      
      I would remind her that she should put her stuff away. She’d never say this out loud, but I could feel that she was thinking,
         This is my damn apartment. Most of our issues were solved over a good drink. Being that we lived near any type of bar you wanted to go to, our disagreements
         were short-lived.
      

      
      We argued in the morning because I had moved her paperwork and she couldn’t find her grade book. When I came in the house
         that evening from walking the dogs, she had changed her clothes and was ready to go. I said, “We going out?”
      

      
      “Of course we are. So get ready.”

      
      As I showered, Kari proceeded to tell me that we were meeting some guy that she had met on the Internet. I said, “Are you
         crazy?”
      

      
      I had no plans of being a part of that. It just wasn’t in style at this time. I tried to convince her that she didn’t need
         to go, but she was determined, and if she was going, then by golly, I had to go. We went to a spot not too far from the house,
         and found Mr. Internet sitting at the bar. He wasn’t at all attractive. His head was supposed to be bald, but there were remnants
         of hair left, probably a result of dull clippers. His gray dress shirt looked dingy. He had droopy eyes, a wide nose, and
         soup-cooler lips. Nasty. I wondered if Kari had seen any pictures before dragging me out. He introduced himself as Eric.
      

      
      “Nice to meet you, Eric.”

      
      We spoke in unison. He joked, “The Bobbsey Twins, huh?”

      
      Kari sat beside him and I sat beside her. He was a teacher also. They talked about the school system and how bad the kids
         were. I knew for sure that he wasn’t Kari’s type and I was hoping we could just bounce. Then Eric asked what I did for a living.
         I told him about my job and that I was a dog walker.
      

      
      He added, “Yeah, that’s all right. Nothing like trying to do your own thing.”

      
      “I guess. It’s very hard. It’s hard getting over the hump and getting your name and your business out there.”

      
      “Yeah, I know. I have a landscaping service.”

      
      I opened my mouth. I was quite surprised, considering the weeds sprouting from his full beard looked like they hadn’t been trimmed in weeks. It shocked me that he would care enough
         to keep anyone’s lawn tamed.
      

      
      We went off on a tangent, discussing starting a small business and maintaining it. The conversation went on for way too long.
         When I looked at the clock, I thought it was almost time to turn in. I guess when you’re running your own thing you can’t
         stop talking about it, because an entire hour had passed. I yawned and looked at Kari. “You about ready?”
      

      
      She smirked. “Are you ready?”
      

      
      “Yeah, whenever you are.”

      
      I stepped away and went to the bathroom so they could say their goodbyes. When I came back I stood a few steps away so they
         could have their privacy. Finally Kari stood up. She and Eric shook hands. I said goodbye to Eric as well. On our way out
         of the bar, Kari seemed to be walking briskly in front of me.
      

      
      Outside, she practically threw his business card at me. “Here, he said to give him a call sometime.”

      
      She was acting angry and I just didn’t understand. “Kari, what is wrong with you?”

      
      She stopped and her neck was rolling. “What’s wrong with you? Why do you always have to push up on guys I’m interested in?”

      
      “Kari, you definitely were not interested in that guy,” I said, pointing back at the bar. “And damn if I was pushing up on
         him.”
      

      
      “London, you do it all the time.”

      
      “Do what?”

      
      “You bat your eyes. You smile seductively and you make them forget that anyone else is in the room. I’m tired of it.”

      
      There is no way she really believed that I had been pushing up on that guy or any guy she’d ever been interested in.

      
      “You are tripping. This is all in your mind.”
      

      
      “It’s not in my mind. You’ve been doing it since I met you. I’ve just never said anything.”

      
      I grabbed her arm. Whatever I was doing wrong, I wanted to make it right. “Kari, trust me. I’m not doing anything intentionally
         to hurt you. Please believe me.” She had tears in her eyes. I said, “I really didn’t think you liked that guy and I was just
         talking to him to pass time. Honestly, you have to believe me.”
      

      
      “But wherever we go, the moment I put my eye on a guy, you start talking to him.”

      
      “Have you ever done that with someone you said you were interested in?”

      
      “I never get a chance.”

      
      “I’m really sorry. I’ll try to be more conscious of it.”

      
      She took a deep breath, and I could see in her face that she wasn’t done with me yet. My apology wasn’t enough to convince
         her. She said, “And when I bring guys over to the house, they all tell me how cool my roommate is and they never call me back.”
      

      
      “Kari, guys are jerks. But don’t take it out on me. If there is something I’m doing, I’ll work on it. Men aren’t worth losing
         good friends.” She nodded and I said, “Hugs.”
      

      
      She embraced me but it wasn’t wholehearted. I didn’t like that she felt this way. I wanted to fix whatever it was she thought
         was preventing her from getting what she wanted.
      

      
      The next morning Kari woke me up around five-thirty. She sat on the side of my bed and said, “You know, two women can’t live
         in the same house.”
      

      
      My heart plunged because I knew what she was trying to say.

      
      “I think that it’s time for you to find your own place.”

      
      Her issue with me was obviously bigger than Mr. Internet. She’d been feeling this way for quite some time and last night had
         pushed her over the edge. I’d never had problems communicating with men, and something that was so easy for me was a challenge
         for her. And in her mind she felt that it was a direct attack. The most tragic part about it was that probably 99.9 percent
         of the men she was talking about, I wasn’t even interested in. I said, “Kari, thank you for everything. I understand how you
         feel. And I hope that one day you’ll see that I wasn’t trying to hurt you.”
      

      
      “London, I don’t think you’re trying to hurt me. I just think you’re not even conscious of it.”

      
      She believed she was right and I believed I was right. Because I was living in her place, it didn’t matter who was right,
         she wanted me to leave. I said, “Kari, I appreciate everything you’ve done for me and I’ll start looking for somewhere else
         to live today.”
      

      
      “I think that’s a good idea.”

      
      She got up and went into her bedroom. I stayed in bed until she left the house. It put me a little behind schedule but it
         would have been too uncomfortable for us to be fumbling around in the bathroom at the same time. I sat up in bed after she
         left the house. Damn. We weren’t living in the cheap part of town. All my clients were in the neighborhood. I had to figure out how I was going
         to swing paying rent on a one-bedroom.
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      I moved into a studio apartment in a building directly across the street. It would do in the meantime. I thought a studio wouldn’t
         be that bad because I’d been staying in a living room for almost five months anyway. Kari willingly helped me move, but our
         relationship took a hit after that night. I think she realized that she really didn’t like me, because every attempt I made
         to make it better, she resisted.
      

      
      So we were quite estranged. There was nothing left for me to do. I missed her every evening when I came in from walking the
         dogs. I wished it hadn’t ended that way but there is no way to fix a relationship if someone is no longer interested in being
         around you.
      

      
      Not having company made the desire to get a dog that much stronger. I had always planned on getting one but I wanted to be
         sure I was stable first. I applied to school again, now adding to the application that I ran a dog-walking service, and making
         my personal statement more intriguing. I hoped the candidates wouldn’t be as strong as the year before. As the new year approached,
         the rejection letters began to pour in. I was slightly depressed, but I figured nothing could fix it except an energetic puppy
         to come home to.
      

      
      I contacted a breeder who had recently had a litter and the pups were weeks away from being ready to live with an owner. I put a beige pug on reserve. When I drove out to Manassas,
         Virginia, to pick up my puppy, I was so excited. I was prepared with everything he needed. I decided to name him Bruno. I
         wasn’t sure how we’d manage in the small space we called home, but I knew that I needed him.
      

      
      I went to work after Bruno came home, bragging about my new dog. Thorne, as everyone in the office called him, asked me to
         come into his office. He said, “I’ve been meaning to tell you that I’m sorry about school.”
      

      
      I shrugged. “Well, all I can do is try. Maybe it’s not meant for me.”

      
      “Don’t give up.”

      
      “I guess.”

      
      “So tell me more about your new dog.”

      
      I went on to tell him as much about Bruno as I knew. There was something so smooth and effortless about Thorne. I loved talking
         to him. We connected and I loved all his advice. He was wise for no good reason at all. It was no wonder he could get people
         to effortlessly give him millions of dollars to invest.
      

      
      When I was done with my doggy dilemmas, Thorne removed his glasses and wiped the sweat from between his eyes. There was an
         abnormally distressed look on his face. “So, London, tell me this. How do you plan to really get your dog-walking service
         off the ground?”
      

      
      I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      
      “The reason I’m asking you this is because I was honestly hoping you got into school, and if that’s no option, you really
         need to begin focusing on your service.”
      

      
      “I agree, but it’s kind of hard when you have to pay rent and buy clothes and yada, yada, yada. I guess it’s just easier to
         come to a nine-to-five.”
      

      
      “Unfortunately, a nine-to-five is not a guarantee. Whatever you do, you always have to have a backup plan.”
      

      
      I nodded, slightly unsure of where he was going.

      
      “Anyway, the staff meeting I just left. We heard some bad news.”

      
      “Really, like what?”

      
      “Like there are going to be layoffs next week.”

      
      I blurted out, “Next week?”

      
      “Yes, next Wednesday. They are going to be laying off a large portion of the staff.”

      
      I’d become quite comfortable with my job and this news had my head spinning. I’d been shopping with business money and paying
         bills with work money. I didn’t have a backup plan or a homegirl who would let me live on her couch. This was devastating
         news. I sat there for a few minutes with my lip hanging. Finally, I said, “Thorne, can’t you put in a good word for me?”
      

      
      “I can only request to keep you. It’s possible they’ll listen, but from what I’m hearing these cuts are going to be deep.
         I’m sorry, London, the admins go first.”
      

      
      Tears welled up in my eyes. “This is too much for me to deal with.”

      
      “Have you been saving?”

      
      “No. I don’t have a lot of money to save.”

      
      “What about your business money?”

      
      “You mean my dog-walking money?”

      
      “Yeah, don’t you make good money doing that?”

      
      “About two hundred a week on average. Sometimes a little more and often a lot less. You just can never tell. One day someone
         will want your service. They come home late and find that the dog has peed on the floor; they blame you and then they don’t
         want your service anymore. I can’t depend on that money.”
      

      
      “How much do you think you can make if you did it full time?”
      

      
      “I don’t know. It’s not consistent. Like I said, people fall in and out. Some weeks I make nothing.”

      
      “That means you’re not running your business right.”

      
      “I do the best I can do while working.”

      
      “Run your business first. Work second. You can’t build wealth working a job.”

      
      I was confused. It seemed like everyone I knew who ran a business was broke and everyone with a job lived a comfortable lifestyle.
         Thorne continued to school me and told me that a job’s salary had a ceiling, but running a business you could make as much
         as you were determined to make. He explained that although he worked for Quinn Forrester, he pretty much ran his own business
         unit and could make as much as he wanted. He began putting things in my head that I had never even considered, like making
         my clients sign a contract. If they broke it without certain reasons stated, they would owe me for the term of the contract.
         He also suggested I consider running a doggy day care and having other walkers work for me.
      

      
      It was sad that after I had been faced with losing my job, he was offering all this business knowledge. He said, “And by the
         way, do you come as far as Rockville to walk dogs?”
      

      
      “Not really, because I don’t like to incur traveling expenses. Most of my clients are right in Dupont Circle.”

      
      “I do understand, but my wife and kids are away this weekend and I need someone to walk my dog for me. You think you can help
         me out?”
      

      
      “I guess I can break the rules for you,” I said with a smirk. “I never heard you mention a dog. What kind of dog do you have?”

      
      He smiled sneakily. “What kind of dog does it look like I would have?”
      

      
      “I don’t know. A poodle, maybe?” I said jokingly.

      
      “A black Rottweiler. His name is Bear.”

      
      We laughed and I agreed to go to his house the next afternoon to meet Bear. He promised that he’d pay me well for my travel
         and I was looking forward to it. Also, I hoped he’d give me some more of that business advice. If anyone knew how to make
         someone rich, he was the one, and it was time I used my resources.
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      When I turned into the long entrance to Thorne’s home, I was in awe. It was practically a mansion. The top of the driveway
         was circular and there was a small round pond with a little frost glazed over it and what looked to be a small water sculpture
         inside. I bet it was gorgeous when it was warm outside. The Colonial-style house had a golden-beige stone exterior with extra-large
         brown double doors with polished brass handles. I was almost scared to ruin the scenery by parking my blue Camry out front.
      

      
      When I got out, I looked at the acres on his property. He could have just let the dog run out in the yard. I rang the doorbell.
         Seconds later he opened the door wearing a pair of jeans, a button-down Ralph Lauren shirt, and a pair of tennis shoes. I
         smiled. “This was a long ride,” I joked.
      

      
      “It’s right around the beltway. It should only take fifteen minutes,” he said, placing his hand on my shoulder and massaging
         gently. He invited me into his family room. “Have a seat.”
      

      
      Where is the dog? I wondered. He pulled a case from an armoire and opened it. There were different types of cigars in there. I waved my hand
         to decline. He picked one out. “Here, try a petite one. You’ll like it. Cigars are calming.”
      

      
      “I nearly choked to death when I first tried a cigarette. I know I can’t smoke a cigar.”
      

      
      He sat down beside me and clipped the end of the cigar. “Smell that,” he said, waving the cigar in front of me.

      
      He continued, “Cigarettes are like the chitterlings of tobacco. Cigars are like a premium pork loin. You should try one.”

      
      I felt like I was on a peer pressure commercial. He lit the cigar and inhaled. “Best feeling in the world. This is how I spend
         my time when I’m not working.”
      

      
      “I thought you always worked.”

      
      “Pretty much.”

      
      He inhaled and exhaled like the cigar was sex. Finally I agreed because he made it look so inviting.

      
      “See, this is a Cohiba from Cuba,” he said, handing it to me. “Don’t take a long drag, just inhale slowly, keep it in for
         a minute, then exhale.”
      

      
      I followed his instructions and surprisingly didn’t choke. I nodded, “Not bad.”

      
      “You want to help me finish?”

      
      I shrugged. He’d told me previously that sometimes you have to try a potential client’s hobby in order to seal the deal. I
         wasn’t sure what the deal was, though.
      

      
      We finished that cigar and just as I began to mellow out, I remembered the purpose of my being there. “Where’s Bear?”

      
      He scooted close to me and turned the speaker volume up. Jazz music played as he began to talk. “Look, London, I have a proposition
         for you.”
      

      
      I scooted a little farther away from him because I wasn’t certain where he was going. He reached in his shirt pocket and handed
         me five one-hundred-dollar bills. My eyebrows crinkled. “What’s up, Thorne?”
      

      
      “You’re on the list. You’re going to get laid off next Wednesday.”
      

      
      He put his hand on my thigh. Was he saying that if I didn’t give it up he’d fire me? Or was he suggesting that if I gave him
         some, I’d keep my job and the five hundred bucks?
      

      
      I flicked my hair over my shoulder and looked him in the eye. I wanted him to clarify what I’d be getting out of this deal.
         “So what are you saying?”
      

      
      “Really, I’m just saying that my dog needs walking and I’m willing to pay you for it.”

      
      He reached down and whipped his large hard penis from his pants. “London, meet Bear.”

      
      My vagina immediately began to pulsate. It had been a while since I had a piece. I looked at the money in my hand and looked
         at the king-sized candy bar pointing at me. I wrapped my hand around him. “Does this mean I keep my job?”
      

      
      “I can’t promise you that. That’s not up to me.” He looked down at himself. “I’m offering you a job as a well-paid dog walker.”

      
      My mind was telling me that this was stupid but my body was saying something completely different. It was commanding me to
         take the job. He must have noticed the confusion in my eyes as he leaned over and stuck his tongue down my throat. I obliged
         and wrapped my arm around his neck. He ripped my shirt open and buttons flew all around the room. He kissed my neck and I
         returned the favor. I felt obligated to over-perform.
      

      
      I took his pants down and said, “Do you have condoms?”

      
      He pulled one from his pocket. I grabbed the packet and opened it and proceeded to put the condom on him. He seemed to get a thrill from the touch of my hands as he panted in anticipation. He lay back on the floor and rested his
         hands behind his head. I stepped out of my pants and climbed on top of him.
      

      
      I slowly lowered myself on his pole and began to grind. He started giving me instructions. “Go up and down slowly. Kiss my
         chest and flex your hips at the same time.” I felt like I was in Sex Education 101. It was taking the joy out of the moment.
         When we finished he said, “You’ll be a pro in no time.”
      

      
      I didn’t read much into it, but I wanted to know what our arrangement was and how long I could expect it to last. I rested
         beside him because I’d begun to feel bad about what I had succumbed to. I said, “I never got paid for sex before. I feel kinda
         slimy.”
      

      
      He reached over and stroked my hair. “Why? Do you feel bad when your dog-walking clients pay you?”

      
      “No, but I provide them with a service…”

      
      “And you’re providing me with a service.”

      
      I laughed. He said, “Whether you see it as a service or not, it is. And I plan to pay you for it.”

      
      I rose up on my elbow and rested my head in my hand. “Why would you do that?”

      
      “It’s simple. I get what I want. You get what you want. No lies. No telling you that I plan to leave my wife. All men need
         a side item, but most of them don’t have the means to pay for it, so they mislead you.”
      

      
      Maybe this was his effort to make me feel better but I felt like shit. I wondered if I’d rather be misled. He massaged my
         shoulder. “London, in business, always use your mind, not your emotions.”
      

      
      “I guess. So when you get tired of this side item, you just stop calling.”

      
      “Let today take care of today.”
      

      
      I lay back on the floor and stared up at the complex ceiling fan hanging above us. “So am I done for the day or what?”

      
      “I’d like you to stay awhile longer.”

      
      We had a peaceful evening, smoking cigars and having sex. Before I knew it, it was one in the morning and we were cuddled
         up in his first-floor guest room. I was enjoying him and I wanted to know how long this would last, but he kept it professional.
      

      
      I woke up the next morning and climbed out of bed. I wondered if I should wake him up. Instead I went into the bathroom and
         showered. I kept hearing him tell me this was business and I should save any miscellaneous income like this so that a job
         loss would be nothing. When I questioned him about what I should do when the miscellaneous came to a halt, it shocked me when
         he explained that if a woman isn’t in a committed relationship, she should always get paid well for sex.
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      When I got home, I was confused and uncertain about what I’d just done. I needed someone to talk to. I looked at Bruno as I
         cleaned up the mess he’d made in his crate, thinking he wouldn’t do. Kari and I didn’t talk much and I hadn’t really been
         able to get her to come around. It had been nearly three months, and when I stepped out of my building to take Bruno on a
         quick walk, I looked over at her building wishing we were still close and praying that I could erase my flirtatious spirit
         to make her comfortable. As soon as I stepped back into my apartment, I pressed my luck and I dialed Kari. “Hey, chick, what’s
         up?”
      

      
      “Hey, London,” she said hesitantly.

      
      “I miss you a lot.”

      
      “Yeah, I kinda miss you too.”

      
      We’d been through too much and I was sincerely sorry and I really missed her. I wanted to tell her what I had just done, but
         since my flirtation had ruined our friendship, I didn’t think it was wise. I just wanted to hang out and chat for a minute.
         I needed girlfriend therapy.
      

      
      “Good, so you can come over for a drink.”

      
      “Okay, I’ll be over soon.”

      
      By my giving her space and letting her deal with her issues with me on her own, I think Kari realized as much as I did that we were good friends. When she got there she opened her arms
         to hug me.
      

      
      “I’m sorry about all the mean things I said to you.”

      
      “It’s okay. We’re not even going to go back to it. I really miss hanging out with you. So what’s been going on?”

      
      She pouted slightly. “Nothing, just dating.”

      
      Kari wanted a relationship badly and it seemed as if men were running away like she had a disease.

      
      “So how’s it going?” I asked.

      
      “Not so good.”

      
      “What do you mean?” I stood up. “Wait, let me pour you a drink first.”

      
      “Yeah. Do that. I went on a date last night with a guy I met online.”

      
      I rolled my eyes. She laughed. “Exactly. Anyway, we had a pretty good conversation and all. He was a little older. Very nice-looking.
         He ordered a two-hundred-dollar glass of wine.”
      

      
      “Okay, that sounds good.”

      
      “Wait, I’m not finished. When the bill came, he said he had to go to the bathroom.” She dropped her head. “Thirty minutes
         later, I realized that he wasn’t coming back.”
      

      
      I was so shocked by what she’d told me that I dropped the martini glass on the floor. We laughed, but it was obvious Kari
         was in pain. I resisted the urge to immediately sweep up the glass. Instead I went over to the bed and wrapped my arms around
         my friend.
      

      
      “Kari, your time will come.”

      
      “But when?” she asked.

      
      “Stop looking. It’s a man’s job to find you.”

      
      “I’m just not sure he will.”

      
      “He will, trust me. Just because you try hard to find a guy doesn’t mean that you’ll find the right guy. It just means that
         you’ll kiss a lot of toads before you find your prince. But if you wait for your prince to find you, you avoid all the toads.
         Basically what I’m saying is the right guy isn’t coming until it’s the right time and no matter how much you date before he
         comes, he ain’t coming any faster.”
      

      
      “But it seems like I’ve never had a boyfriend.”

      
      “And that means you don’t have any baggage either.”

      
      “I wouldn’t say that.”

      
      “We all have a little.”

      
      She said, “And I didn’t even tell you.”

      
      “What?”

      
      “I crossed over.”

      
      “Crossed over? As in to white guys or females?”

      
      She pushed me. “Silly, white guys.”

      
      “And how’d that work out?”

      
      “Not so good.”

      
      “What happened?”

      
      “Well I was seeing this guy for about a week and we went out to eat. The waiter asked if we wanted to see the dessert menu.
         And I said yes. Girl, when the waiter left he told me that he didn’t think I needed dessert, trying to insinuate that I was
         fat.”
      

      
      Kari was pretty slim to me. The fact that this guy even made it a point to say that was ridiculous. I hugged her again. “Kari,
         stop dating for a little while. It’s stressful. You just don’t need the headache.”
      

      
      “I think you’re right.”

      
      It was ironic that I had called Kari at a moment when she needed me as much as I needed her. We spent the rest of the day
         together, watching a bunch of romantic comedies. Hopefully they inspired her to believe that when it’s meant to happen it will. Kari went home close to midnight.
      

      
      Listening to her dating drama made me feel better about what I had done as I reflected on Thorne’s words. “If a woman is not
         in a committed relationship, she should be earning something for her services.” That was probably the best advice I’d heard
         in a long time. He knew how to make money and just about anything as far as he was concerned could be a business. And poor
         Kari was dealing with these losers free of charge.
      

      
      As I prepared for work, I was empowered. At least I wasn’t dealing with any bullshit. I had earned a few dollars to spend
         an evening with a gentleman. It wasn’t until the next day when it was time for work that I began to feel sleazy. I stepped
         into the office and opened Thorne’s Wall Street Journal on his desk, like I did every day.
      

      
      It was around noon when Thorne came into the office. “Afternoon, London,” he said, just as casual as a week before.

      
      My heart pounded, but I smiled. “Afternoon, Thorne. There are two urgent messages on your desk.”

      
      “Cool. Yeah, had to wait for the wife and boys to come in from vacation this morning.”

      
      I looked across at the other assistant and she curled her lips. My eyes shifted. I began to wonder why she had done that.
         Had she been with him in the same way that I had? She mouthed, “He probably overslept.”
      

      
      I smiled tightly. “Probably.”

      
      Thorne stepped out of the office about an hour later and handed me a phone message: HYATT. ROOM 724. 3:30 P.M. TODAY. I didn’t read it until he stepped away. My heart dropped. I wasn’t sure what the frequency of our arrangement would be but
         I hadn’t expected it would be daily.
      

      
      When he returned to the office from the restroom, he looked at me for a response to his note. I nodded. He smiled and told
         Amanda, “I’m going to be in a meeting this afternoon.”
      

      
      He looked at me. “Monday is your early day. Right?”

      
      “Yes, sir.”

      
      “Well, I’m going to be skipping out of here around two. So, Amanda, hold down the fort.”

      
      “Always,” she said, smiling.

      
      I hoped she hadn’t noticed our exchange, and I wondered if she knew something about Thorne that I didn’t know. What if this
         was what he did with all his second assistants? He definitely had a high turnover. I racked my brain with questions, but I
         kept reminding myself that we didn’t have that type of relationship. I shouldn’t even want to know these things.
      

      
      Around three-thirty I began to gather my things and headed out of the office. I knocked on the hotel room door around quarter
         to four. When he swung the door open, he had a stern look on his face. I smiled, and he barked, “You’re late.”
      

      
      “Yeah, I know. I had to send out some e-mails and…”

      
      He covered my mouth. “Being punctual is important. Are you ever late for work?”

      
      I felt like he was taking this business thing a little too far. “I’m here now. That’s all that matters.”

      
      “What’s your hourly rate?”

      
      My neck snapped back. “Whatever you give me.”

      
      “So if I only have an hour to spare, should I give you three-fourths of your money?”

      
      I walked up to him and kissed him on the mouth. “Is that worth my fifteen minutes?”

      
      I untied his robe and began to bite his nipples. “Is this worth my fifteen minutes?”
      

      
      He said, “Take your clothes off.”

      
      As I undressed, he helped me and pushed me onto the bed. He rammed his penis inside me. He pounded rapidly. It was far from
         the passionate experience we had shared on Saturday. As he quickly released and pulled out, I felt like a slut. He walked
         into the bathroom and I heard the shower running. This wasn’t what I wanted. No money was worth that feeling.
      

      
      Why did I want to pretend I could handle this? I had always been able to completely forget about a guy after sex, but it was
         my choice. There was an unhappiness brewing inside of me from this quickie and his lack of affection afterward. He stepped
         out of the bathroom and began to put on his clothes. He walked over to the bed. “You, okay, London Bridge?”
      

      
      I shrugged. He was in front of the mirror fixing his tie and looking at me in the reflection. I was still naked, sitting on
         the bed Indian-style.
      

      
      He began to talk. “Sex minus emotion. Can you do it or not?”

      
      “I don’t think so.”

      
      After he tied his tie, he sat on the bed. “Paid sex is not always sensual. Every dog you walk isn’t well trained, is he?”

      
      I pouted a little and hung my head. He lifted my chin with his finger. “The only reason I did what I did today was to remind
         you that this is business. There are going to be days when I need to get in and get out. And you’ll have to respect that.
         The quicker you see it the way I do, the better we’ll be.” He stood up and grabbed his jacket out of the closet. “Or maybe you’re not the businesswoman I thought you were.”
      

      
      I just looked at him. He extended his hand to shake mine. There were five one-hundred-dollar bills clasped in between our
         grip. “London, a fair exchange is no robbery.”
      

      
      I’d made one thousand dollars in less than three days. It would take me four weeks of walking dogs to make that kind of money
         and two weeks of my gross salary. Emotionally, this definitely didn’t seem like the ideal profession. Financially, it seemed
         brilliant, almost too good to be true.
      

      
      Just as he was about to leave, he said, “We cool?”

      
      “Yeah, we cool.”

      
      As he turned the doorknob, he added, “Do you have a passport?”

      
      “Yes, why?”

      
      “We may have some opportunities abroad.”

      
      Abroad? I looked in the mirror, thinking, This is better than a real job any day. After he closed the door behind him, all the discomfort and confusion from the quick boom-boom bang-bang he’d just served
         was now discounted and I was wondering what would be next.
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      When I arrived at work on Pink Slip Wednesday, people were crying as they were escorted out of the building. My mother always
         taught me not to wear my heart on my sleeve. “Dress up stress in the best garments you own,” she’d say. I walked into the
         office wearing a knee-length stiffly tailored trench coat from Banana Republic, a short black skirt, and a plum silk three-quarter-length-sleeve
         fitted button-up top from J.Crew. I wore silver accessories and a pair of black Nine West pumps. I sashayed through the doors
         like I knew I still had a job.
      

      
      On normal days the brokers strolled in between the hours of nine and eleven. Everyone was there by seven-thirty. The brokers
         were responsible for breaking the news to the unlucky members of their teams. When I walked in, Amanda appeared shocked by
         my positive energy. I smiled. “Hey, you.”
      

      
      Looking at me suspiciously, she responded slowly. “Hey…”

      
      I asked, “Did he talk to you yet?”

      
      Almost apologetically she nodded.

      
      I smiled. “Okay, so…”

      
      “I’m still here,” she said in a guilty tone.

      
      “It’s okay, Amanda.”
      

      
      “But I think…”

      
      “You think I’m gone. I think so too, but it’s okay. I’ll find something.”

      
      She reached out for a hug. While we embraced, she said, “I’m sorry, London.”

      
      “Don’t be, sweetie. I’ll just walk more dogs until I find something else.”

      
      I almost laughed out loud. Before I could get to my desk, Thorne came out of his office and asked me to come in. Amanda mouthed,
         “Good luck.”
      

      
      I curled my lips, thinking Don’t be phony. We both knew that one of us would go and if it wasn’t her, obviously it was me. Inside Thorne’s office there were two human
         resources representatives.
      

      
      Thorne sat in his chair uncomfortably, like it was a challenge to find the words to let me go. He grimaced before speaking.
         “London, I regret to inform you that there have been major budget cuts in the last quarter and as a result your position has
         been eliminated. As of five o’clock this evening you will be escorted out of the building and asked to return any of Quinn
         Forrester’s equipment and/or belongings.”
      

      
      While handing me a black folder, he continued, “There is an exit checklist enclosed to assist you in the departure process.
         Do you have any questions?”
      

      
      “No, not really.”

      
      One of the human resources representatives spoke up. “Also, you’ll note in your departure letter, you are eligible for two
         weeks of severance for each full year of service.” She looked down at a form in front of her. “So you get one week. It’s prorated,”
         she said, smiling as if that was something to be excited about. After a week, then what? I was out of a damn job. Being that I was no longer gainfully employed, I planned to walk Thorne until his paws fell off. I loved having
         my own place and my own money. Although it had been only a few months, I was so far beyond struggling and living on Kari’s
         sofa. Also, Kari had made it clear that she did not want me back.
      

      
      When I walked out Amanda’s face was beet-red. I smiled. She said, “What happened?”

      
      “Take a wild guess.”

      
      “I’m so sorry.”

      
      I shook my head. “Don’t be.”

      
      It was interesting that there were Office Movers boxes strategically placed on the wall adjacent to my desk. I couldn’t recall
         if they had been there before I went into Thorne’s office or not, but suddenly a feeling of rejection came over me. I didn’t
         like it, so to avoid letting this get to me I proceeded to pack my things in the boxes. Amanda kept trying to make small talk
         but I practically tuned her out.
      

      
      I stepped out for lunch to get some fresh air. I went down the block to a deli. After I ordered my food, and a double shot
         of espresso in my caramel latte, I sat on a stool in front of the counter facing the large glass window so that I could people-watch.
         I daydreamed momentarily. Finally a server came to bring my food. He grabbed my number off the table and slid the tray in
         front of me.
      

      
      “It’ll get better.”

      
      Slightly taken aback, I said, “Oh, I’m fine, but thanks.”

      
      He nodded. “Good, enjoy your lunch.”

      
      And I did just that. My lunch lasted longer than normal. There was no reason to rush back only to be escorted out in a few
         hours.
      

      
      When I returned to the office I sat around, doing nothing. There was no real reason to be there in my opinion, except that I got paid for those hours. As I sat at my desk doodling on
         a notepad, Thorne walked out of the office looking exhausted. I asked, “Are you okay?”
      

      
      “Are you okay?”
      

      
      “I’m fine. Just on to the next thing, whatever that may be.”

      
      He sat on my desk, which he’d never done before. Quickly I looked up to see if Amanda was watching. He slightly lifted his
         hands up in a defenseless gesture. My assumption was that he was trying to let me know this was out of his control.
      

      
      “You know, London, I know an entrepreneur when I see one. This isn’t for you anyway.”

      
      “Are you saying that you got rid of me because you want me to focus on my business?” I asked, laughing.

      
      He nodded. “Exactly.”

      
      “Whatever.”

      
      “Do you need any help getting this stuff home?”

      
      I shrugged.

      
      “You catch the train to work, don’t you?”

      
      “Yes, I probably should’ve driven today.”

      
      “I’ll drive you home since I had to do the ungentlemanly thing and lay you off.”

      
      “How nice of you.”

      
      Amanda said her goodbyes close to three. She promised to keep in touch and to let me know about any other opportunities that
         she heard of. I didn’t believe her, but I said, “I’m going to hold you to that.”
      

      
      She said, “I’m going to miss you. It’s been fun.”

      
      We hugged and she rushed out of there like she was trying to avoid the close-of-business drama that would probably occur.

      
      Shortly after four-thirty, Thorne came out and asked if I was ready. I looked at the boxes atop my desk and said, “Looks like
         it.”
      

      
      “I’ll take a box with me and I’ll meet you at the seventh-floor exit in the garage. You can put the other two on a mail cart.”

      
      He grabbed one of the boxes and walked out. I stood up thinking, Damn, this was a pretty good first job. I had realized that not all of corporate America was completely stuck up. Unfortunately, nothing lasts forever. It could
         have at least lasted longer than six months, though. I turned the lights down and pulled the door closed for the last time.
      

      
      I opened the door to Thorne’s Benz S500. I loaded the boxes in the back and pulled the mail cart back into the building. When
         I sat in the passenger seat, I asked, “So did you fire me so that I could be your mistress?”
      

      
      “You’re not my mistress.”

      
      “We’re sleeping together. So what am I?”

      
      “We’re two people in business. We are exchanging goods. I thought we settled this the other day.”

      
      We headed to my apartment. When we arrived I invited him in. Without hesitation he dropped the boxes off in the lobby. “I’m
         going to find a parking space and I’ll be in in a second.”
      

      
      He knocked on my door within minutes. When he first walked in, Bruno started barking aggressively. He probably sensed Thorne’s
         authoritative energy and felt he had something to prove. He was locked in his crate and I knew he wanted to get out and sniff
         Thorne, but he had to wait a moment while I entertained. Thorne walked in a small circle around my one-room apartment and
         nodded. “Very nice for a first apartment.” He continued scoping. “Someone has OCD.”
      

      
      “What?”
      

      
      “Obsessive-compulsive disorder.”

      
      I laughed. “No. I just really like a clean place. And not to mention, this place is only like four hundred square feet, I
         have to keep it clean or it can get really junky, really fast.”
      

      
      “Damn. I mean, everything is in order like you’re a serial killer or something.” He laughed. “You hiding something, London
         Bridge?”
      

      
      “Whatever, it’s not that bad.”

      
      “You’re crazy, I have a cleaning lady and my house isn’t nearly this clean.”

      
      “But you have kids.”

      
      “Yeah, but it’s like a damn operating room in here.”

      
      “Well, I’m in the job market if you need to replace your housekeeper,” I said, laughing as I hopped up on the countertop in
         my kitchenette. He walked up and stood in between my legs.
      

      
      “London, are you really trying to work for me?”

      
      “One part of me says yes, but the other side says no.”

      
      He kissed my neck on each side. “Where’s the no side?”

      
      “It’s just that I don’t know about being a random booty call whenever you feel like it. What happens when you start looking
         for something else on the side? Am I going to be out here searching for a job?”
      

      
      “What if I told you that you had a guaranteed weekly salary?”

      
      “Will you give me two weeks’ notice when the job is coming to an end?”

      
      “What makes you think it will end?”

      
      “All good things come to an end.”

      
      “If you learn how to manage good things, they can last forever.”

      
      “You think?”

      
      “I know.”
      

      
      He unbuttoned my shirt and I twirled his tie in my hand. He leaned in for a wet, sloppy kiss.

      
      “Yeah, London. Walk this dog.”

      
      I yanked his tie harder. He bit softly on my neck. Bruno growled as he watched on. Thorne lifted my skirt over my hips and
         cupped my vagina, massaging vigorously. He yanked my tights down. “You like it like that, mommy.”
      

      
      I panted heavily, wanting him to shove himself into me. He unbuckled his pants with the other hand and pulled a condom out
         of his pocket just before he let his pants fall to the floor. He placed the condom on the counter beside me. With his penis
         poking proudly through his boxers, my eyes quickly focused on the beautiful structure inside his underwear. He smiled and
         grabbed my hand, guiding me to stroke him. He said, “Get down.”
      

      
      I hopped down from the counter and stood close to him, with his penis in my hand. He looked deep in my eyes. “Put it in your
         mouth.”
      

      
      The sound of loud screeching brakes rang in my ear. I wasn’t sure I wanted to do this with a man that I wasn’t in love with.
         Sex is reciprocal, but oral sex is a service. Sure we’d discussed this whole exchange of services, but concept is one thing.
         Reality is another. I didn’t want to come across as immature and unequipped to handle our arrangement. When I felt the pressure
         of his hands on my shoulders, a piece of me felt like I had no choice. Being that I had already succumbed to him, it was too
         late to start pleading my morality. Slowly, one knee at a time, I knelt before Thorne. As if my mind were free of all apprehension,
         I opened wide and let him push back until he was in my throat. Maybe it was my strong attraction to him or maybe it was what
         I had to convince myself of to get it over, but he smelled almost like a watermelon Jolly Rancher. My tongue slipped and slid up
         and down his candy stick. His fingers were tangled in my hair as he groaned with pleasure.
      

      
      He reached for the condom on the counter and ripped the packet open. “Get on the counter,” he demanded.

      
      I wiggled out of my tights and underwear, then jumped on the counter and scooted my hips to the edge. His height put him in
         a perfect position to just slide right in. My jaw muscles relaxed as his throbbing penis filled me. My neck fell back and
         my eyes closed as he stroked. My hands rubbed up and down his chiseled back, touching his tight ass.
      

      
      “Talk dirty to me, mommy.”

      
      At first I didn’t say anything. Then he began instructing me, telling me to repeat after him. I started to repeat after him.
         Then he would demand, “Say it like you mean it. Say you love this dick.”
      

      
      And so I did. I said everything like I meant it, even if I didn’t. I performed to the best of my ability while Bruno acted
         like a fool, barking angrily in his crate. When we were done Thorne was satisfied. He carried me to the bed and we lay across
         it together.
      

      
      He rubbed my stomach and said, “You have the perfect body. Do you know that?” After a short pause, he said, “Honestly, you’re
         definitely the full package.”
      

      
      “Is that why you picked me to work for you?”

      
      “Not necessarily. Every woman with the perfect body and perfect face isn’t equipped for this type of work.”

      
      “So what about me makes you think that I can handle this type of arrangement?”

      
      “Remember when you first started working in my office and I asked you about your life and your hobbies?” I nodded, and he continued, “Well, I knew then that you were an emotionally detached person and that’s not all women.”
      

      
      “I don’t think I’m emotionally detached.”

      
      “Let me say this, I think you have the potential to be emotionally detached and that’s a plus. You may never have to work
         a real job in your life if you master that.”
      

      
      I looked up at the ceiling, wondering why he’d picked me and how many women he’d picked before and what they were like.

      
      “When I first saw you, I thought to myself, He’s a dream man. I mean, a dream black man. You’re attractive, you’re smart, you’re rich, and every day since Saturday I keep thinking, Why me? Why is sex with me worth so much to you?”
      

      
      He began to speak and than he stopped. “Let’s say this. You’ll understand me and what I do better after this weekend.”

      
      “What happens this weekend?”

      
      “I want you to go to LA with me.”

      
      “Really? What’s in LA?”

      
      “Number one, the Golden Globe Awards is this weekend. That’s the bulk of my clientele in one place at one time. You have to
         mix and mingle with the money if you want to stay at the top of your game. It’s not always your reputation that takes you
         to the top, it’s your representation.”
      

      
      I squinted and he clarified. “You have to be at all the right events. People gauge if they want to get to know you or if they’re
         interested in doing business with you based on where they meet you. If you’re at the right events, you’re obviously in the
         circle. So they want to work with you just because of what they think you represent.”
      

      
      He paused for a reaction and then changed the subject. “Do you have a business bank account?”

      
      “No. I just use my personal account.”

      
      He frowned at me. “London, is your business even registered?”
      

      
      I felt slightly stupid as I shook my head no. I hadn’t worried about that part yet. For me, walking dogs was a hobby that
         I got paid for. He told me to register my business as soon as possible, as in it should be the first thing I did in the morning.
         He suggested that I put at least half the money I earned from him into my business account.
      

      
      He advised, “When you own your own business, only you get to say what you earn.”

      
      “But I don’t make a lot of money walking dogs.”

      
      “Let’s say you continue to work for me. You want to report those earnings as business income, so that you can build your credit
         and be able to purchase things like houses and cars. What good is making money under the table if you have nowhere to shelter
         it? Always remember, you are your recorded income, anything that’s not recorded is nothing.”
      

      
      It was a lot of information to take in, but it made a lot of sense.

      
      “The government doesn’t really care where you get the money from; all that matters is that you pay taxes on it. I’ve been
         doing this since college.”
      

      
      I wasn’t exactly sure what this was, but I nodded as if I understood. He continued, “I’ve always had a business, and anything I make on the side from the
         odds and ends I record as business earnings. You’ll never get caught that way.”
      

      
      “Get caught?”

      
      He sat up on the bed and leaned over to kiss me. “Yes, get caught. Let me get out of here.”

      
      He stood up and walked toward the kitchenette and I lay on the bed feeling overwhelmed with information and uncertain about
         what was going on between me and Thorne.
      

      
      He walked back toward the bed buttoning his shirt. “Yeah, and your plane leaves at seven-thirty Friday morning. I’ll e-mail
         your itinerary tomorrow.”
      

      
      “Wait. Am I going to be with you?”

      
      “No. I’ll meet you in LA. I’m leaving tomorrow.”

      
      “Okay,” I said hesitantly.

      
      “And make sure you handle your business tomorrow. Register your company. It’ll take about thirty minutes. If your name search
         is cleared, you’ll have a confirmation right there and you need to go straight to the bank and get an account in your business
         name.”
      

      
      “But I don’t have a name.”

      
      He smiled. “The Dog Trainer.”

      
      “But I’m not a trainer.”

      
      “Not yet, but you will be,” he said with a smirk.

      
      I said, “You really think so?”

      
      “Yeah, that’s enough for one day,” he said, tossing his suit jacket over his shoulder. “I’ll meet you in LA.”

      
      “So will I talk to you before then?”

      
      I stood up and walked toward him. He placed his hand on the knob. “Oh, and one last thing, we need to upgrade your apartment.”

      
      I definitely wanted an upgraded place to stay, but I needed to be sure this income was consistent before I agreed to that.
         I called a few of my clients to let them know that I wouldn’t be available for the upcoming weekend. I explained that I had
         a last-minute engagement and apologized for any inconvenience. It was almost a definite that I would lose one or two as a
         result. Dog owners are so temperamental.
      

      
      While I was out walking Bruno, it dawned on me that Thorne hadn’t given me any money. I wondered if it was an oversight or
         if it was intentional. Did he think I should ask for it? I didn’t know, but I did know that it concerned me. It was possible that this so-called working-for-him was shady.
      

      
      When I got back home I immediately turned on my computer and started updating my résumé. I needed a backup plan in case this
         alternative way of making a living wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.
      

      
      Bruno and I stopped over to visit Kari and to ask if she would keep an eye out for my pup over the weekend. She reluctantly
         agreed. I told a little white lie, claiming that I needed to visit my mother because she wanted to see me after she found
         out about my job loss.
      

      
      The next morning I woke up early and headed to the Department of Consumer and Regulatory Affairs to register my company. I
         was one of the first people in line to fill out my paperwork. While Thorne had schooled me on starting a business, he hadn’t
         given me full details on the type. So I had to ask one of the customer service representatives. I would be applying for a
         limited liability corporation. The name search was successful and The Dog Trainer was available. When asked about the description,
         I basically listed all dog services from kenneling to walking to training. It was Thorne’s suggestion that I look at the bigger
         picture. And just like that, I owned my own business. I left the building feeling accomplished. Despite the fact that I’d
         been a dog walker for almost six months, something about having the papers listing me as the owner/founder made me proud.
         I headed straight to the bank with five hundred dollars of the money that Thorne had given me and opened my business account.
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      I arrived in LA around noon. Assuming Thorne would meet me, I anxiously headed for baggage claim. Instead I was greeted by
         a man in a black suit carrying a sign that read LONDON REED. For me? But without reservation I walked up to the guy holding the sign and said, “Hi, I’m London.”
      

      
      He was a middle-aged Hispanic guy. “You have your bags?”

      
      “Not yet.”

      
      We walked to the conveyer belt and I pointed out my bag. After he grabbed it we headed for the car. There was a black Lincoln
         waiting outside and he opened the door to let me in. Then he tucked his head in with me, showing me the drinks. Soda. Champagne.
         Wine. He told me that he’d open the champagne if I wanted. Why not live it up? Thorne didn’t know what he was creating, because
         just from sitting in the limo I was certain this was the type of life I deserved to live. The driver popped the champagne
         and the bubbles spilled from the bottle as he poured it into the flute. He placed the bottle back on ice and closed the door.
         I downed what he’d poured. It was a little bitter, but I liked the taste and the mere thought of sipping bubbly in the back
         of a limo was quite appetizing to me.
      

      
      I rested my head back and thought, What did I do to deserve this? My phone rang and before I even checked I knew it was Thorne. I answered, “Hey, how are you?”
      

      
      I heard a lot of giggling in the background, but he said, “Just waiting on you.”

      
      “I guess I’ll be there shortly.”

      
      “See you soon.”

      
      I poured more champagne when I hung up, hoping to be nice and toasty by the time I arrived. When we rode down Sunset Boulevard
         the driver pointed out the famous shops on the Strip. We then headed to Rodeo Drive and there were more television-popular
         spots. I couldn’t wait to spend my money. I’d been turning the pages of InStyle magazine since my last year at Georgetown, hoping that one day I’d be able to dress like the girls on them. I’d always liked
         expensive things. They seemed to fit my shape better. It’s possible it was all in my mind, but I really didn’t think so. I
         couldn’t wait to get where I was going, settle down, and get back out on the Strip to shop.
      

      
      We traveled up a mountainous road off of Rodeo Drive; each home was nestled and gated behind beautiful greenery. Finally we
         turned into one of the driveways and the driver spoke into the intercom. The large steel gates opened and granted us access.
         A beautiful multi-tier home with a brown stucco exterior awaited us. Large windows enclosed most of the house and a stone
         walkway led to the entrance on the second tier. The driver pulled my luggage from the car and we headed to the door. He rang
         the bell and Thorne opened the large French doors with shiny brass accessories. His muscular arms spread, welcoming me to
         the castle as he stood there looking even more fine in swim trunks and baring his abs of steel. My mouth watered. I liked
         him a lot and luckily he liked me enough to want to pay me for my goodies.
      

      
      I stepped into the home, which was decorated in a contemporary style. Nice artwork adorned the walls. There was a sleek crème
         leather couch in the living room with two accent chairs. A multicolored rug with a geometric pattern was in the middle.
      

      
      After hugging me tightly for many seconds, Thorne said, “Welcome to my LA home.”

      
      “Thank you. Very nice.”

      
      “I’m glad you like.”

      
      It sounded like someone was in the kitchen mixing drinks and I could hear noise coming from the back patio. I said, “Is there
         a party here?”
      

      
      “Something like that. Let me introduce you to everyone.”

      
      I followed him into the kitchen, where an attractive girl with long curly hair, wearing a bikini, was blending margaritas.
         “This is Jasmine. Jasmine, London.”
      

      
      I reached out to shake her hand, but she offered a hug. “Hi, London. Welcome aboard.”

      
      Aboard? A strange greeting but I smiled it off. We proceeded out through the sliding glass door into a breathtaking landscape of
         huge stones, green bushes, and waterfalls surrounding a medium-sized pool. At least six to eight women, each one in tip-top
         shape, jumped in and out of the water, splashed each other, and appeared to be having a blast. Thorne walked me around, introducing
         me to each girl.
      

      
      I didn’t know what the hell I had walked into. Did all these girls work for him? Was he paying us all to sleep with him? There was no way one man could have this much energy. Thorne noticed the perplexed look on my face and
         told me to follow him into the house.
      

      
      He first poured me a drink and told me that he was going to take me up to the room I’d be staying in. We walked upstairs into an artfully decorated room with a queen-sized bed and no headboard. Thorne sat on the bed and gestured for me
         to stand between his legs. He rested his head on my stomach and looked up at me. “Did you have a good flight?”
      

      
      “For the most part, yes.”

      
      “Did you do everything I asked you to do yesterday?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “Good, because you can potentially make a lot of money this weekend. I mean, it depends what you’re down for.”

      
      I slouched down beside him and looked him straight in the eye. I was tired of his evasiveness. “Why are all these girls here?
         Are you paying them all?”
      

      
      “No, technically they’re paying me.”

      
      “What do you mean?”

      
      He took a deep breath. “When I asked you to work for me, I don’t know if you thought you’d only be working directly for me
         or not. But I need to let you know, that’s not the case.”
      

      
      My heart pounded, because that had been my understanding. I thought he was paying me to be his mistress, but from the tone
         in his voice and the look in his eyes, I knew this was definitely something else.
      

      
      “So you expect me to sleep with different men for money.”

      
      “Only my clients. They’re not random. I only deal with men that can afford what I charge for my women. Every one of my girls
         is hand-selected.”
      

      
      He made us sound like nothing more than pieces of meat. I felt like he’d taken advantage of me, or better yet misled me. “Why
         didn’t you just tell me you wanted me to be a prostitute? I could have told you no before you wasted your money and flew me
         to LA.”
      

      
      He stood up and closed the bedroom door. “London, you probably would have said no. And you would have said no because of the
         negative stigma associated with being a call girl. But let me ask you something, what were your plans for the weekend?”
      

      
      “What does that have to do with anything?” I snapped.

      
      “We all like to have sex. We all need to have sex. Why not get paid to do something that you’re going to do for free anyway?”

      
      “I wouldn’t sleep with strangers for free.”

      
      “Exactly, but you’d have sex with some knucklehead for free because he promises you fidelity?” He paused for a response and
         I looked away. He continued, “So can you tell me what’s so bad about sex with a stranger for a premium fee? It affords a lifestyle
         that most girls only dream about.”
      

      
      “A life of a prostitute?” I said, with my lips curled because I couldn’t fathom how this could give me some dream life.

      
      He smiled. “The correct term is call girl. My girls are all quality.”
      

      
      My eyes squinted and I sighed in frustration. “I just don’t get it. You’re a millionaire banker. Why do you do this?”

      
      “I have well-respected clients that look for a service and I provide it. To me it’s just another business. I get paid off
         the top and everyone is happy.”
      

      
      “So you’d get a cut of my five hundred?”

      
      He laughed. “Five hundred? London, that was nothing more than a love offering to test your willingness. My clients pay on
         average about three thousand per night for regular sex and a premium for multiple girls and/or kinkier things.”
      

      
      My mouth hung open. I mouthed, “What the fuck?”

      
      He smiled. “Quite the commodity, huh?”

      
      “Are you serious? What do the men get out of it?”

      
      “Drama-free stress relief. I mean, you have to understand I only deal with clients that have money to throw away. A few thousand
         dollars here and there won’t break the bank.”
      

      
      “But why? Why do you feel like you need to do this?”
      

      
      “This business opportunity actually found me when I was at Wharton.”

      
      My eyes stretched and he noticed. “That’s where I went to business school.”

      
      “Oh no, I know. I’m just shocked that’s where you started.”

      
      “Anyway, I had a class studying business modeling and what professions were recession-proof. The subject of prostitution surfaced
         and as we talked about it, my mind began to wander. I thought that selling sex would be too stressful. I actually made the
         comment out loud. And a white chick in my class said, ‘That’s only if you’re sloppy. If you run it like a business, you could
         probably get rich.’ ”
      

      
      He chuckled as he continued to reflect on it. “And it just sparked a nerve in me. I started my own personal science project,
         asking other men if they would pay for sex. And if so, what would they expect. Then I started profiling women and asking if
         they would accept money for sex. Before I knew it I was swept up in a whirlwind. The more successful I became as a banker,
         the more successful my client base became and the price for the sex skyrocketed. It became too lucrative to quit and I think
         somewhere along the way I got addicted.”
      

      
      “Why is it so addictive?”

      
      “It’s so easy. I mean, you have a little drama here or there, but for the most part all I do is matchmake.”

      
      “Do you think you’ll ever stop?”

      
      “I’ve tried a time or two.”

      
      I longed for a better explanation but I could tell by the look on his face that was all I was getting. My chin lowered. I was confused. It sounded good, but I was scared. Not everything
         that looks good is worth it. He reached into my jeans and his fingers crawled down my panties. “I’ll protect you. I promise.”
      

      
      I wasn’t sure I was up for it, but then again I wasn’t sure that I wasn’t. Where else could a chick with a bachelor’s degree
         in biology make that kind of money? Maybe I’d do it a few times and get out. Then again, maybe not. I took a deep breath.
         My head was pounding and my palms were itching. It was the battle of common sense versus morality. My hand ran over my face.
         “Can you give me a moment to think about it?”
      

      
      “Sure. And talk to some of the other girls about their experiences. That’s why I wanted to bring you out here this weekend.
         The girls here this weekend are my best girls. They only work for the highest-paying clients. So talk to any of them. They’ll
         give you the 411 from their point of view. But I’ll say this: I already have people requesting you.”
      

      
      “Why me?” I thought out loud, meaning as compared to all the other beautiful girls downstairs.
      

      
      “You have a platform. All men want to be trained, Ms. Dog Trainer.” He opened the door. “Get some rest, and when you’re up
         for it I’ll have one of the girls come talk to you. Deal?”
      

      
      “I guess.” I sighed, before plopping back on the bed.

      
      My veins pumped with anxiety. I knew this wasn’t right, but Thorne made it sound sensible. My balled fists covered my eyes
         and I let out a sigh of frustration. Then I stood up and walked to the window that faced the pool. I looked out and watched
         the girls swimming, wondering how they had gotten there and how being a call girl had become an acceptable profession. I sat back on the bed wondering if I was wrong for even being interested. Was I stupid for agreeing to let Thorne
         pay me? I decided to sleep on all my decisions and indecisions, because I was too confused to do anything else.
      

      
      I heard a soft knock, and my head popped off the pillow as I sprung from a deep slumber. For a moment I didn’t know where
         I was. My heart raced as I took in my surroundings. A calm voice called out, “London.”
      

      
      “C’mon in.”

      
      I raked my fingers through my fresh weave, and the girl named Jasmine came into the room. She smiled. “Hey, Thorne told me
         to come talk to you. He said you were having second thoughts.”
      

      
      “Second thoughts, huh? I’m not sure I agreed to anything in the first place.”

      
      “I understand. It’s very different than you can probably imagine. The biggest thing I had to learn is not to ask why. You’d
         be surprised at our clientele. Celebrities. Athletes. Businessmen. Politicians. It’s not like streetwalking and sleeping with
         slimy old perverts.” Her body shivered like the thought repulsed her, and she continued, “I can honestly say that every man
         I’ve been with was respectable and possibly someone I’d want to date anyway. I mean, like look at Thorne.”
      

      
      “I’m sure they aren’t all as attractive as Thorne.”

      
      I was slightly leaning toward doing this, but I wasn’t going to believe that I would be paid to sleep with some fine man every
         night. If that were the case, there probably would be more women agreeing to it.
      

      
      She said, “No, they don’t all look like Thorne, but most of them are financially stable like him. Some are attractive. Some are not so attractive, but trust me, after your third encounter, it won’t even matter what he looks like. Then it’s just
         a well-paying job.”
      

      
      “So three’s the magic number?”

      
      She laughed again. “That seems to be the consensus around here.”

      
      “So everyone had reservations at first?”

      
      “Everyone.” She paused. “I mean, I’d say at least all of the girls here. Thorne usually recruits the non-typical girl. He
         likes cultured girls with class and usually they’re a harder sell, so it took some convincing for most of us, but I think
         what gets us all is that nothing rakes in money like this. I don’t care if you’re a damn surgeon; most people don’t make a
         couple of thousand dollars in one night. Depending on what you’re trying to gain from this, you could work once or twice a
         month.” She shrugged. “That’s all I do.”
      

      
      “Do you work?”

      
      “Yes, and I also have two small children at home.”

      
      “Wow. How do you manage it all?”

      
      “I’ve been doing this since medical school.”

      
      “You’re kidding me, right? You’re a doctor?”

      
      “Yeah, an emergency medicine physician.”

      
      “And this still is worth it to you?”

      
      “Listen, London. I’d have to work about a week to make what I make in one night doing this. I don’t do this all the time.
         I moved to Chicago after my residency, so I only have Chicago clients. And I’ll come out to do an event weekend like this.
         When there are a lot of players in one city, Thorne makes sure he has a bunch of girls on tap and I’ll usually come through.”
      

      
      “If you don’t mind me asking, are you married?”

      
      She smiled. “Yes, I’m married. I guess you’re curious how I manage it. Well, I think of it like this: Most women have two lives. Maybe not to this extreme, but there are two sides
         to every woman.”
      

      
      “So you’re not afraid of your husband finding out? I mean, don’t you feel guilty?”

      
      “No, this is a business. When you remove the emotion, it eliminates the guilt.”

      
      Jasmine helped me come to terms with what I was about to agree to do. At least I’d give it a try. One way or the other, I
         would know if I was cut out for this or not. If I felt grimy afterward I’d fly back to DC and leave this world behind. Jasmine
         and I talked for several more hours. She walked me through her first time and her last time and the time before the time before
         that. After a few cocktails I told Thorne to close the deal. And before I knew it I was dressed in pantyhose, garters, and
         a black cotton dress, knocking on a room door at the Roosevelt Hotel.
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      After thanking me, the snoring man in the bed managed to tell me that the money was in an envelope in the top right drawer
         of the dresser. I stepped out of the bed and turned on the shower before going to confirm that the money was there. King,
         as he had asked to be called, was practically comatose. It had been a two-hour job, but it seemed that time had gone really,
         really fast. King knew just how long he needed because the envelope was stacked with two thousand dollars cash.
      

      
      By the time I stepped into the shower the water was hot just like I like it. As the water poured down my face I was disturbed
         because for sure I should feel slimy, but I didn’t. I didn’t feel anything. It was weird because although I tried to control
         my thoughts by telling myself this was just work, I didn’t feel good about actually believing it. While I scrubbed my skin
         of my first client’s scent, I wondered if Thorne knew what he’d done to me. I really couldn’t see working for the average
         dollar again if this was all I had to do. I thought about Jasmine and how even though she was a physician she still did this
         on the side. It was too easy. Even working a couple of hours once a week would be equivalent to a six-figure salary. I wrapped
         a towel around me and called the driver before coming out of the bathroom. After drying off and putting on lotion, I slipped back into my dress.
      

      
      It was crazy how he’d charmed me into the business, I thought as I rode back to the house. We drove up the winding driveway
         and the lights were still on. I rechecked the time, making sure it was as late as I recalled. It was definitely three in the
         morning. When I opened the door the other girls clapped like I’d just been inducted into a sorority. They cheered loudly and
         I felt bashful. I covered my face and Jasmine stood up and grabbed my arm. She said, “It wasn’t bad at all. Was it?”
      

      
      Initially, it popped in my mind to say, “Hell no, not for two thousand dollars.” But then I recalled Thorne telling me to
         keep the financials confidential because each girl was paid differently based on the level of requests. I laughed and said,
         “Nope, not at all.”
      

      
      A few of them screamed and comments were made. “It’s the easiest thing you’ll ever do.” “It becomes fun after a while.” “Wait
         until you get used to it.”
      

      
      I was slightly excited but the other piece of me wondered if I’d done a good job. Thorne sat up from lying on the couch and
         yawned. My attention immediately went to him. He stood up and groggily walked over to me, offering me a pat on the back. “Did
         you do a good job, London Bridge?”
      

      
      For the sake of not lying, I shrugged. I felt like I’d done my job. I felt like the guy was satisfied. He’d even told me that
         I was good, but I wasn’t totally confident that he’d request me again. Thorne ignored my concern. “I’m sure you did well.
         Go ahead up and get ready for bed.”
      

      
      I stepped away from him and headed up the stairs. It was as if he were the father of the group and he pimped out all his daughters. I noticed that each girl pretty much did what he said and yearned for his approval or praise. He seemed to treat
         everyone with sensitivity, certainly a gentleman across the board. I wondered if he’d always be so kind or if that was only
         during the initiation phase, but the fact that some of the girls had already been working for him for some time made me believe
         that despite selling sex, Thorne was the perfect guy.
      

      
      After changing into my nightclothes, I lay in bed looking at the ceiling fan and out of nowhere I felt engulfed by guilt.
         I felt like I’d gone against some morality code, but I couldn’t say I would refuse to do it again. While I flipped around
         trying to get comfortable emotionally and physically, I heard a knock at the door. “London?” Thorne said softly.
      

      
      I quickly sat up and said, “Yes?”

      
      He turned the knob and walked into the room. I moved over in the direction of the sliding glass window, hoping he’d climb
         in, and he did. I faced away from him and curled into a fetal position. He spooned me, wrapping his arm around my waist. After
         pushing my hair away from my neck, he began kissing it.
      

      
      “You okay?”

      
      “I’m not sure.”

      
      “It’s normal to feel that way.”

      
      “You sure?”

      
      “Yes. I’m going to hold you to make it all better. A’ight, London?”

      
      I nodded and he pulled me tighter and closer to him. His arms removed my feelings of guilt, leaving me with the conclusion
         that a woman just needed to feel connected to someone after sex, not necessarily the man she’d shared her body with.
      

      
      “So how do you make money? Am I supposed to give you a portion of what I make or what?”
      

      
      He laughed as he softly kissed on my shoulder. “I’m more like a booking agent instead of a pimp. I make my money straight
         off the top. So whatever they give you is your money. I give them a rate, and for booking I get a flat fee of one half hour
         of that hourly rate. At minimum they will pay the stated rate, but if you exceed their expectations they may give you more.
         I have nothing to do with that.”
      

      
      “That makes sense.”

      
      “Always.”

      
      The room-darkening window treatments made me feel like it was the middle of the night, but when I finally awoke it was eleven-thirty.
         I sat up in bed and rubbed my eyes. Thorne wasn’t beside me, but I didn’t feel abandoned. In fact, I felt fulfilled and peaceful.
         The range of emotions was frightening. I got out of bed, grabbed my case of toiletries, and headed to the bathroom.
      

      
      After I put on some clothes I headed downstairs. A lady was cooking brunch for everyone in the house. I automatically searched
         for Thorne, but they told me he’d gone out. Although Jasmine and the other girls seemed friendly, I wasn’t sure that I wanted
         to be around them 24-7. I didn’t know them that well. I asked them if I could call the same limo driver so I could go shopping.
         Jasmine told me Thorne kept a car there and she’d tell me where to go.
      

      
      I pulled the convertible Benz out of the garage and headed to the Beverly Center. Shopping was always a stress reliever. I
         took an initial walk through the mall to scope out the stores. Everything was screaming my name and the money in my pocket
         was telling me to answer, but I kept thinking, What if I get no more requests or what if I decide I can’t do this? I opted to hold on to my money and just try on the nice things as an incentive to keep doing it if there were interested
         clients. In a way it seemed like fate: As I was going back and forth with myself standing in the Dior store, my cell phone
         rang. It was Thorne.
      

      
      It seemed like he didn’t hear me say hello, but he began to speak. “What’s your availability this evening?”

      
      I was thinking he should know better than me. My flight didn’t return to DC until Monday morning, and as far as I was concerned
         I was on his schedule. I said, “Uh, I guess free. I don’t know.”
      

      
      He laughed. “Okay, you have an appointment at twelve. You down?”

      
      Standing in the mirror, looking at the form-fitting leather jacket with a two-thousand-dollar price tag, I said, “Yeah, I’m
         down.”
      

      
      It was at that moment that I knew this lifestyle would be the only way to afford items like the one I was wearing. For some
         reason, looking at expensive clothes and trying them on made me feel like this was where I belonged.
      

      
      I left the Dior store and headed to Louis Vuitton. I had a few Louis bags that I had scraped up money in college to buy, but
         I wanted a new one. As I stood there, posing in the mirror with my bag, 650 bucks didn’t seem like a large amount to pay after
         what I’d made in one evening. I copped it and felt like I was walking on air as I headed out of the store.
      

      
      Once the buying bug bit I was ready to spend more money. Maybe I needed to splurge to console myself and make me feel like
         my new career was worth it. A pair of Gucci shoes and a denim Dior jacket later, I left the mall with 120 dollars in my pocket.
      

      
      When I got to the house it was around three and no one was there except Thorne. I sashayed in, carrying my bags and feeling
         proud of myself. He frowned at me and I smiled. “So what’s up?”
      

      
      “The photographer will be here to take your head shots in about two hours. The makeup artist and hairstylist should be here
         any minute.”
      

      
      “A photographer?” I asked, with a perplexed stare.

      
      “Now that you’re in the club…” He paused. “You are committed to being in the club, right?”

      
      With all the money I just spent, I thought, how can I not be in the club? I nodded. “Yeah, I’m in.”
      

      
      “Good, I’ll need to put you in the portfolio.”

      
      “Portfolio?”

      
      “Yeah, grab the one on the island in the kitchen on your way up. It’s outdated, but you’ll get a clue of what I include for
         my clients’ perusal.”
      

      
      He seemed short with me, but I didn’t know what that was about. Maybe we’d transitioned into the more professional phase of
         the process. I didn’t like it but I had to handle my business. As I headed up the stairs I tried psyching myself out. This is a job. Thorne is your boss, not your friend.

      
      Before jumping in the shower I browsed through the portfolio. Each girl had her own profile with several head shots, a summary
         of her likes and dislikes, her measurements, her educational level, and her profession. It simply amazed me that some of these
         women had doctorate degrees and professional jobs, many were business owners, but they still chose to do this. It made me
         feel almost honored. It seemed like almost every girl had at least a bachelor’s degree. I’d been looking at it as just sex,
         but the clients obviously had requirements. Apparently any old girl would not do. They were willing to pay the price for the pedigree Thorne offered.
      

      
      I took a quick shower and put on the brand-new robe that was lying on my bed. When I headed downstairs the family room had
         been transformed into an all-out spa. There was a massage table in the middle of the floor. The makeup artist introduced herself
         to me. After wiping her hands with an alcohol towelette she began touching my skin. She asked, “What type of skin regimen
         do you have?”
      

      
      I shrugged. “Neutrogena, witch hazel.”

      
      She laughed. “You have pretty skin, so you can get away with that for a while. If you don’t mind me asking, how old are you?”

      
      “I’m twenty-three.”

      
      She nodded like she could tell my age. “As you get older, your skin won’t shed the dead skin cells as much. So you need to
         adopt a healthy skin regimen now. A facial every two months or so will have you flawless.”
      

      
      She explained that prior to making up my face she was going to give me a therapeutic facial. I lay on the table and it felt
         like she was doing some sort of wax-on-wax-off with creams and scrubs. My mother got facials at least monthly and it never
         seemed to do much for her skin or her attitude. I lay there thinking this was a huge waste of time. After the makeup artist
         was done she handed me the mirror and said, “Look at the difference in your skin.”
      

      
      I rolled my eyes, feeling a little doubtful. I didn’t believe that a difference would be immediately apparent, but I was shocked
         by my reflection. My skin felt like a baby’s bottom and my complexion was completely blemish-free. I kept touching it and
         she laughed.
      

      
      I said, “Oh my goodness, it feels great.”
      

      
      She told me that she would apply the makeup once my hair was done. Shortly after, a flaming gay guy stormed in. I assumed
         he was the hairstylist and it was confirmed when he introduced himself. He stood behind me and hesitantly picked through my
         hair.
      

      
      He said, “Oh, honey, we got to do something about these glued-in tracks.”

      
      Neither the makeup artist nor the hairstylist was making me feel pretty. If I’d been asked twenty-four hours earlier about
         my cute factor, I would have rated it pretty high, but I was feeling pretty subpar as Lenny continued to critique me. “Where
         did you get this hair, honey?”
      

      
      “The hair store,” I said apprehensively, because the frown on his face stated that wherever I got it wasn’t the right place.

      
      He laughed. “Once I’m finished with you, you’ll never go back to a homemade weave.”

      
      I never considered my weave to be homemade. I’d actually gone to a professional stylist and I usually got a lot of compliments. Frowning, I said, “Probably not.”
      

      
      He said, “Trust, honey.”

      
      It was clear that Lenny knew he was the hair king. In the portfolio all the girls looked like models, and certainly, if I
         wanted to increase my clientele, I needed to be sure my pictures represented me appropriately or at least made the best of
         what I had.
      

      
      Lenny literally ripped all those tracks from my hair and left me touching my scalp wondering if any of my own hair remained.
         After giving me a treatment, Lenny cut much of my hair. That was fine because it had been a long time since I’d worn my own
         hair, so that length didn’t bother me. He blew the short mushroom hairstyle out and the roots felt bone-straight. He began sewing in tracks in strategic places throughout my hair. After he trimmed the hair he let me touch
         it.
      

      
      “Feel that, honey. See, that glue stuff is played.”

      
      I smirked slightly, but it felt good and quite natural. The long hair flowed down my back. It was light and bouncy. His technique
         was certainly better than what I’d had. I wanted Thorne to see me but I hadn’t heard his voice the entire time I was getting
         polished.
      

      
      The makeup artist came back to the family room with a large suitcase full of makeup. I was thinking, That’s a lot of face painting. She sat me down in a brightly lit place and quickly got down to business. It felt like she was literally putting layers
         and layers of mud on my face. I began to feel uncomfortable, wondering if I looked like a cake face, but I assumed that this
         was the same beauty team Thorne had used many times before. Knowing him to be a perfectionist, I was certain that if I didn’t
         look right, he wouldn’t have a problem asking to have my face redone. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, she told
         me that she was done. I stood and walked to the bathroom. I stared in the mirror at a beautiful stranger. I had never known
         that I was capable of looking so flawless. It felt like I should be on someone’s runway instead of in someone’s bed.
      

      
      As I admired myself, I heard Thorne’s voice. “Where’s London? We have to get a move on. The stylist is here. Let’s go!”

      
      I rushed from the bathroom. “I’m ready.”

      
      “Go in that room right there.”

      
      When I walked in I saw a white English bulldog in a cage. “Hey, buddy,” I said, stooping by his cage.

      
      He lazily looked up at me and Thorne came in the room. “Hey, I’m glad you two are getting along. Your shoot is going to be done with Oscar.”
      

      
      Speaking to a young lady with a real earthy, Zen vibe, Thorne said, “Nori, get her clothes on.”

      
      Her Afro was about ten inches high and she wore an entire arm of metal bangles. How the hell did granola girl become my stylist? She removed the cover from a rolling rack of clothes and grabbed a cream-colored straight-cut three-quarter-length
         trench coat with a butterfly collar and large gold buttons. Handing the hanger to me, she said, “This is your first look.
         We can go in this room right here.”
      

      
      When I walked into the bedroom, there were large gold accessories lying on the table and gold platform shoes on the floor.
         I dropped my robe and asked the stylist, “Should I keep on my underclothes?”
      

      
      “Just your panties,” she said, as she held the coat out for me to put on.

      
      As I unsnapped my bra I felt a little bashful. When I looked at her this-is-just-business expression, I quickly pulled it
         off and slipped into the coat. She hooked a gold slave choker around my neck. Then she grabbed the bracelets. “Here, put these
         on.”
      

      
      She stepped back and looked me up and down. Her face squinted like there was something not quite right. She unsnapped the
         necklace. “Let it hang off of you a little.”
      

      
      It was as if I were a three-year-old being dressed by my mother. Considering that I think of myself as relatively stylish,
         it was a bit of a challenge to let this lady have complete control over me. Finally, after she swiftly switched and swapped
         accessories, she nodded. “Okay, you’re good.”
      

      
      She opened the door and I said, “Can I look in the mirror?”

      
      “Go ahead, but we have to move fast. We don’t have all day.”
      

      
      Trying my best to ignore her frigid demeanor, I pranced over to the mirror and offered her a partial smile. She smirked with
         an arrogant shrug, like she was thinking, I know I’m bad. I was looking good thanks to Thorne’s glam clan and I knew it. I strutted out of the bedroom and into the room where the
         photographer had set up a studio. Lights. Camera. Action.
      

      
      There were a white backdrop and huge studio lights in the roomy space. Thorne entered the room with Oscar, who seemed to be
         quite calm. He lifted the heavy dog and put him in my arms. I nearly toppled over. “Wow, he’s solid.”
      

      
      As the photographer instructed me, I sat down and lay down on the floor. Lenny rushed over to fix my hair to make it spread
         out like a fan. Thorne placed the well-trained Oscar on top of me, almost like a baby resting on its mother’s breast. The
         photographer stood over us and took several shots. With each snap of the camera the energy in the room seemed to increase,
         and everyone nodded with approval. We then moved to the fireplace, and the photographer had me stand with my legs apart and
         Oscar at my feet. Then he took some shots without the dog.
      

      
      We moved to the next outfit, black lingerie with leather trim and thigh-highs. I posed in various positions with a silver
         dog chain. As I knelt on all fours with the dog chain in my mouth, the photographer turned on a fan that made my hair blow.
         Thorne clapped. “That’s the money shot.”
      

      
      A part of me hoped that meant we were done. Unfortunately that wasn’t the case. I changed clothes two more times and the photographer
         took what felt like a thousand more shots. I was exhausted and irritated with people shouting instructions at me by the time we were finished. I really just wanted to go upstairs and take a damn nap.
      

      
      Before everyone rolled out, I headed up to my bedroom to prepare for the night. I sat on the bed thinking that if I could
         just snooze for fifteen minutes I would be good. It was thirty minutes later when Thorne knocked at the bedroom door. I popped
         up and looked at the clock on the nightstand. My heart raced as if I were doing something wrong. I rushed to open the bedroom
         door and a weird-acting Thorne entered.
      

      
      He had seemed strange all evening, but I assumed it was because he was in business mode while conducting the photo shoot.
         Clearly there was something on his mind, as my smile was greeted with a raised eyebrow and a disappointed expression.
      

      
      “What’s up?” I asked, letting it roll slowly off my tongue.

      
      He kicked aside the bags sitting on the floor as he sat down on the bed. “Is this what you plan to do with your money?”

      
      “No. I just picked up a few things.”

      
      “London, I want you to be smart. It’s easy to get caught up in this lifestyle and want to spend every dollar you make, but
         that’s not the point. You want to secure your future doing this. Always save a portion of your money. In a couple of months
         you’ll have the spare change to splurge on foolish things. But if you’re doing it with the little money you just made, you’ll
         always be working just for today.”
      

      
      There was nothing I could really say, but no matter what he said, I had needed that shopping spree to rationalize my actions.
         I said, “I understand.”
      

      
      “Did you spend all of your money?”

      
      “No, not all of it.”
      

      
      “Keep your mind on your money. That’s why I told you to shelter your money in a business account. If you don’t, mark my words,
         you’ll wake up at forty wondering where all the money and time went.”
      

      
      I hoped to have more self-control in the future. He gave me the details and location of my appointment. Then he left the room
         without his extra affection, and it left me longing for one of his hugs or kisses on the forehead. It didn’t feel good, but
         work never does.
      

      
   
      
      
      11

      
      
      [image: image]

      
      The only information Thorne provided me about client number two was that he was a professional football player. He had selected
         me from a snapshot that Thorne provided him. The driver pulled up to the W Hotel in Westwood. My heart raced a bit faster
         than the evening before. It seems like the first time you do something outlandish it’s easier. I slowly stepped out of the
         car, wondering if it was too late to turn around. Did I really have the gall to do this night after night? Could I wake up
         to a stranger every day? Would the money always be enough to keep me going? With each step I contemplated, but came closer
         and closer to the hotel room door of my second client.
      

      
      To reduce the anxiety spilling out of my pores, I rubbed my hands together and gently cupped them over my nose and mouth in
         a prayer-like gesture. I took a few deep breaths and finally tapped gently on the door. A few seconds passed. Maybe I should just leave. Just as the thought entered my mind, he opened the door. I prayed that my expression did not reflect what I felt inside. Utter shock. As I stood there looking at one of the most popular football players in the league, I scrambled to find what I was supposed
         to say or do next. What were the chances that I would get the opportunity to be with a man I loved on my second encounter? I was starstruck. One side of me was honored, but the other side was nervous
         as hell. I didn’t want to mess up. With him, I felt like I had something to prove.
      

      
      I smiled because I didn’t know what else I should do. The door opened wide to reveal all of him. He wore nothing except a
         white towel wrapped around his waist. He was taller in person than he appeared on television and his muscular arms looked
         like works of art. His chest was rock-solid. Tattoos spanned the length of his arms, although I could barely make out any
         of the symbols. His skin was the color of onyx and it glistened as if he had just taken an oil bath. I instantly wanted to
         slip and slide all over him. He was fresh, clean, and smiling back at me as I entered his suite.
      

      
      “Hello,” I said, brushing past him.

      
      As the door slammed shut he grabbed my arm and pulled me to be face-to-face with him. “What’s up, ma?”

      
      “You,” I said, as his sensual scent captivated me.

      
      Getting down to the reason for my visit, he dropped his towel and guided my hand to touch him. My hand struggled to surround
         the circumference of his endowment. It felt like he had implanted a can of Lysol in place of his penis. As I stroked up and
         down, I thought maybe Thorne should implement a size pay scale: Anyone over a certain length should be required to pay a bonus.
      

      
      “Take this shit off,” he said, referring to my dress.

      
      I raised it over my head and stepped out of my heels. He backed up and sat on the bed. I knew what he wanted next, but I wasn’t
         sure I was capable of stretching my mouth that wide. As if he could see the hesitation, he looked down at the stiff monster
         protruding from him and said, “Kiss it.” I coaxed my brain to crave him so that I could produce enough saliva to manage the task at hand. Slowly, reluctantly I knelt down and began handling my business. There was absolutely zero
         pleasure for me, just jaw pain and irritation, yet I pretended to be indulging in a tantalizing treat. I prayed he would climax
         so I could just stop. Finally, he said he wanted to feel me. I yanked off my panties and grabbed a condom from my purse. He
         said, “Naw, I got my own condoms.”
      

      
      He grabbed a condom from a pile on the bed and quickly rolled it on.

      
      “Lay on your back.”

      
      He climbed on top of me and looked into my eyes as he attempted to fill me to capacity. He made distressing facial expressions,
         and I took deep, long breaths. Finally I received him. He ground passionately and I studied his every move. I hoped, I wished,
         I wanted to be pleasing to him despite the torture for me. I screamed and talked dirty. We moved from position to position.
         I stared at the clock, wondering how much longer.
      

      
      Finally he humped rapidly and I kissed on his chest, hoping that yes, this was it. When he collapsed on me I was like Thank you. He rolled onto his back and we both faced the ceiling in the dark room. He turned over on his side and propped his head
         up on his hand. He slung his other arm over and began to play with my nipples. It was awkward because I wasn’t sure what we
         should be talking about. I wondered when he’d ask me to leave. He sat up and grabbed another condom.
      

      
      “Get on top?”

      
      You have to be friggin’ kidding me. He was serious, though. In less than ten minutes, this man was ready for another round. I climbed on top of him and went
         to work, hoping to put him to sleep, but he showed no signs of fatigue. Round two lasted longer than the first. Not only did he endorse an energy drink, he obviously overdosed on it too. I was completely
         worn out, but that didn’t seem to matter to him as we had rounds three and four. It was no wonder he had to pay for sex. I
         couldn’t imagine that anyone would volunteer for this abuse. I hoped I’d still have some left after being with him.
      

      
      Finally he began to snore. Please don’t wake up, I prayed. After about twenty minutes passed I assumed he was done. I tried to slide out of his strong embrace to shower,
         but when I moved, he moved. I didn’t want to wake him, so I lay there looking at the sunrise. My mind went back to my conversation
         with Thorne. This was not free money, because I had earned every penny that night. I planned to find a way to make my money
         work for me.
      

      
      He got a wakeup call at around eight in the morning, less than two hours after he had dozed off. Ugh! I was so irritated and exhausted. I lay there praying he didn’t want any more and that he would just let me rest. He sat
         up on the side of the bed and walked over to pull the curtains back. The sun beamed right into the room. I stretched and turned
         in the opposite direction.
      

      
      “Good morning, soldier.”

      
      Assuming he was talking to me, I said, “Good morning.”

      
      “You up?”

      
      As a rule, you stay until the client asks you to leave. I hoped that was next as I sat up, yawning. “Yes, I’m up.”

      
      He scrambled in his luggage. “You good?”

      
      Aside from my vagina being chafed, my legs muscles being sore, and my head spinning from the lack of rest, I was okay. I nodded
         and offered a fake smile. Just say thank you so I can leave!

      
      He headed toward the bathroom. “I’m ordering breakfast. You want something?” He tossed the room service menu onto the bed.
         “Here you go.”
      

      
      As I perused the menu he told me what he wanted and asked me to call it in whenever I decided. He walked into the bathroom
         and turned on the shower. I wasn’t sure if he wanted me to spend the day there, but I was ready to go. I wanted to shower
         and take a nap. Instead I picked up the phone to order breakfast.
      

      
      “Good morning, Mr.—”

      
      My heart skipped a beat as if I were doing something wrong. I said, “Ah, yes, I’d like to place an order.”

      
      She confirmed the suite number and took the order. I don’t know why I was nervous when he was the one who had suggested I
         call. Obviously he didn’t care that the hotel attendants knew he had a woman in his room. I would think someone of his caliber
         would have to be more cautious, but I guess not.
      

      
      After he got out of the shower, I headed in. When I came out of the bathroom my client was watching ESPN and our food had
         arrived. He was sitting on the bed, eating from the tray, which was set nicely with white linen. I walked over and lifted
         the cover from my food. He reached over and grabbed one of my turkey sausage links. “These joints are slammin’.”
      

      
      I smiled and he said, “What’s wrong? You don’t want my fingers in your food?”

      
      “Oh no, you’re cool.”

      
      “So, you new at this?”

      
      I wasn’t sure what Thorne had told him and I didn’t recall that years of service were listed in any of the other girls’ profiles.
         I asked, “What makes you say that?”
      

      
      “You seem a little shy.” He laughed. “Not in the sack, though.”

      
      “I’m not shy.”
      

      
      “It’s like you don’t know what to say to me.”

      
      It wasn’t that I didn’t know what to say to him. It was more that I was one of his biggest fans and I was sure he heard that
         all the time. Why should he pay for sex with a groupie? So I kept my composure and tried to remain businesslike. Apparently
         I’d overdone my job and appeared too standoffish, because he was probing me for more.
      

      
      “No, I’d rather you lead the conversation. I’m at your service.”

      
      His hand rose, requesting a high five. “That’s what I’m talking about, ma. I like that.”

      
      From the pleased expression on his face, I had scored big with that response. He continued, “Yeah, I really enjoyed last night.”

      
      “Good.”

      
      “Dudes need that.”

      
      “I bet.”

      
      “I’ma be honest. Sometimes you just want to spend a night with somebody. No questions. No drama.”

      
      “I understand.”

      
      “You’re probably not like that with ya man, though.”

      
      My neck snapped back. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to have a man or not. I laughed. “Why you say that?”

      
      “I don’t know, y’all get all crazy once you snag something.”

      
      I shook my head. “That’s not true.”

      
      “Y’all be like, ‘Gotcha! Now I can nag your ass to death.’ ”

      
      “Is that what you think?”

      
      “That’s what I know. I’ve been married for six years.”

      
      He said it so carelessly, as if there were nothing wrong with my being there with him. He was open and waiting for me to open up. So I did. “So you’re telling me that your wife nags
         you to death.”
      

      
      “Damn right, and every married man I know is going through the same thing.”

      
      I shrugged. “So why get married?”

      
      “I got married ’cause I owed her that. She been riding wit’ me since high school, but that still don’t mean she don’t get
         on my goddamn nerves.”
      

      
      Shaking my head, I laughed. He started laughing too. “You see what I’m saying.”

      
      “Yes, I see what you’re saying. Women are a pain in the ass.”

      
      “Yeah, that. Plus y’all manipulative as hell too,” he said, laughing. “Y’all can’t be taken at face value.”

      
      I looked him in the eye. “Do you really believe that?”

      
      “Hell yeah. You fall in love with Cinderella and wake up one day to the damn Wicked Witch of the West.”

      
      “It’s not that bad.”

      
      “Man, even my daughter is manipulative. I feel like my wife is teaching her how to manipulate and that shit ain’t right.”

      
      “I think women have to be manipulative for our survival.”

      
      “That’s what I’m talking about. At least you’re honest about it. I can tell you every woman I talk to about this tries to
         act like I’m crazy. If y’all do it for survival or not, it’s still manipulation.”
      

      
      “Yeah, it is,” I said to appease his philosophy.

      
      “Y’all call us dogs but women are the sneakiest creatures alive.”

      
      “I agree.”

      
      He put his fist out to give me dap. “See, I like that. You are real. Most women are so self-righteous, they would never admit.
         At least you’re real about it. I appreciate that.
      

      
      “You really are the dog trainer,” he said, nodding his head slowly. “Teach a nigga some new tricks. Have him reevaluating
         what he thinks about chicks.”
      

      
      I blushed. I really didn’t deserve that much credit, but if he wanted to give it to me I was going to accept it. We talked
         for a while longer before he had to leave. He pulled out a stack of cash and handed it to me.
      

      
      “This should take care of you.”

      
      I took the money and put it into my purse. After kissing him on the cheek, I headed to the door. He walked behind me and said,
         “See you again.”
      

      
      “You know how to reach me.”

      
      I hoped he would want to see me again. The next time I would know to sleep the entire day before. Inside the taxi I counted
         the money and was shocked to discover that he had given me ten thousand dollars. Thorne had told me that I would earn one
         thousand dollars an hour, but I hadn’t known every hour counted. I guess men like that could throw that kind of money away
         at the bar, so why not spend it on good sex, good company, and good conversation?
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      Thorne and I caught the same flight back to DC on Monday morning at five forty-five. The ride to the airport was the first
         time since I’d brought those shopping bags in the house that we’d spent any quality time together. He placed his hand on my
         thigh and said, “I’m proud of you.”
      

      
      It was as if I’d been waiting for his approval because a wide smile spread across my face. He continued, “What are your plans
         when you get home?”
      

      
      “Nothing. Are you coming over?”

      
      “London Reed. It’s family time. I’ve been out of town for a while. It’s time to spend time with the wife and my boys.”

      
      I nodded. I really wasn’t sure what to say because it seemed oxymoronic to me that he could speak so endearingly about his
         family, yet be running a sex-trade empire at the same time.
      

      
      “So does your wife know?”

      
      He smiled. “Know what?”

      
      “About this. About what you do on the side.”

      
      “In order to protect her, I think it’s best that she not know.”

      
      “So what do you tell her when you’re out of town or handling the phone calls?”

      
      He took a deep breath, seemingly irritated by my questions, but I planned to get as much as I could get out of him.
      

      
      He said, “Well, she knows I’m a businessman and she has always given me space to do what I had to do. She doesn’t work, she
         has no plans to work, and she trusts that I’ll make a way for her to live in a lavish home, have a beach house, drive a nice
         car, and that there will be money in the bank to buy whatever she wants. So she doesn’t stress me. She never has.”
      

      
      I envied her. What did she do to deserve that lifestyle? A piece of me felt Thorne and I were growing closer and I wondered
         if she’d worked for him before they fell in love.
      

      
      “So where did you guys meet? Were you in this business?”
      

      
      “Absolutely. We met a few years after I got involved in this.”

      
      “Did she ever work for you?”

      
      “Nope. Never,” he said, definitely.

      
      I smiled tightly, not sure what I wanted to say next. There was a lump in my throat as I searched my soul for why he had bribed
         me into working for him but not her.
      

      
      “So did you know you wanted something different from her when you met her?”

      
      The expression on his face softened like he was visualizing her. “Not really, she was just different.”

      
      “Did you try to get her in the business?”

      
      “I tried, but she didn’t bite.”

      
      “I thought you said that almost all women will bite, especially if you present it right.”

      
      “Almost is the key word. I didn’t think I could convince her.”
      

      
      My heart raced like he’d just smacked me. What about my character had made him think he could convince me? After noticing the disappointment in my face, he said, “London, some girls do. Some girls don’t, but one isn’t better than
         the other.”
      

      
      He softly pinched my cheek. “No big deal.”

      
      I smirked. Certainly he was bullshitting me, but what could I say? I’d fallen for his proposal and not only had I fallen for
         it, I was convinced it was a great opportunity. Maybe he’d taken advantage of my adverse circumstances. Maybe I’d had a FOR SALE sign stamped on my forehead. Whatever the case, I wondered what was so special about her and I knew it was too late to prove
         that I was special too.
      

      
      “So what are you going to do with that large sum of money you got this weekend?”

      
      I was agitated that he was trying to change the topic, so I said, “I’m not sure.”

      
      “I would think you’d get somewhere larger to stay.”

      
      “Well, I do have another nine months on my lease.”

      
      “You can get out of that, you know. Always remember, every contract has a way out.”

      
      “What are you saying?”

      
      “I believe you’d just have to pay two months’ rent and give a thirty-day notice. Most leases have a cancellation clause. You
         should never sign one without it because you never know what can happen.”
      

      
      “I’ll have to see if my lease has one.”

      
      “I hope it does and if not, don’t ever sign another without it. You have the right to see the lease before your actual move-in
         day so that you can make sure it meets your needs. If you wait until the day you’re scheduled to move in, you already have
         movers and helpers lined up. That puts you in a desperate situation and you’ll sign anything. Never sign a contract out of
         desperation. Always with clarity and calm.”
      

      
      “Yeah, when I moved into that place I was definitely desperate. So it’s likely anything could be in that lease,” I said with
         slight chuckle.
      

      
      “Yeah, that’s in the past, but no more of that.” Raising one eyebrow, he said, “Got it?”

      
      I nodded. “I got it.”

      
      “Nine times out of ten, contracts are not written in your favor, so always cover your ass.”

      
      “I agree. I guess you just assume that some things are standard.”

      
      “Assume nothing. Know everything whenever you sign your signature.”

      
      “That’s good advice.”

      
      He put his hand on my knee and said, “Always.”

      
      “You’re funny.”

      
      “I’m not trying to be,” he said with a smile. “For real, though, back to the lecture at hand, that dog of yours definitely
         needs his own space. It just ain’t cool having him growling like that while you’re getting it on.”
      

      
      “But I thought you told me that no one would ever come to my house.”

      
      “I was just joking about that. Seriously, though, when you do your taxes, you can write off the portion of your home that
         you use as office space. It’s calculated by square footage. You don’t have much to write off when your entire living space
         is four hundred feet, now do you?”
      

      
      “It’s closer to five or six hundred.”

      
      “You’re missing the point. Make your business work for you. You can afford it now.”

      
      We arrived at the airport and the driver took our luggage to the skycap. After we checked in, we headed to our gate. Shortly
         after, we were boarding the plane. Luckily we were in first class. The flight attendant offered us drinks while the other passengers boarded. Thorne said, “Mimosas for the lady
         and me.”
      

      
      When she brought the drinks, Thorne raised his glass. “London Bridge, you really handled your business. Keep up the good work.”

      
      As I tapped my glass against his, I wondered what type of feedback he had received. I gulped down my drink. Within minutes
         both Thorne and I were asleep. I didn’t know when the plane took off.
      

      
      When we arrived in DC I felt abandoned once we got our luggage. Thorne waved goodbye as if I were a stranger he’d met on the
         plane and headed toward the town car waiting for him. My pockets were full, but I felt empty as I watched him walk away, detached
         and carefree.
      

      
      By the time I got home, after sitting in traffic for what seemed like forever, it was a little after five. Bruno, his crate,
         and his food were gone. Kari must have decided it was easier to just take him home with her instead of going back and forth.
         I quickly searched for my lease to see if moving was a possibility. As I read through it, it appeared I could upgrade my apartment
         in the same building without penalty and with only a nominal transfer fee. It was just about ten minutes to six and the leasing
         office was about to close. I rushed downstairs and into the office.
      

      
      I smiled at the leasing agent. “Hello.”

      
      He smiled politely. “Hello. Can I help you with something this evening?”

      
      “Well, I moved into a studio in November and I was looking to upgrade because it’s a lot smaller than I realized. I was wondering—”

      
      He smiled. “You wouldn’t believe this. I got a letter today from a tenant who won’t be renewing the lease. It’s a two-bedroom
         on the sixth floor. Do you think you’d be interested?”
      

      
      “What’s the rent?”

      
      “Sixteen hundred.”

      
      “Yep, I’d love to see it.”

      
      “We don’t have any two-bedrooms available to see, but I can show you the floor plan. All the appliances are the same. Hardwood
         floors, et cetera.”
      

      
      “Cool, when can I move in?”

      
      “If you’re interested, you can move in on March fifteenth.”

      
      “Okay, so what do we need to do?”

      
      “You will have to put your intentions in writing and my manager will have to agree to it, and she will. Then you pay the transfer
         fee and we’ll be set for March.”
      

      
      I nearly hugged him, but I shook his hand. “Sounds good to me. I’ll get that letter to you tomorrow.”

      
      “Okay, cool. What’s your name and apartment number?”

      
      I gave him my information and headed across the street to get Bruno. I called Kari just before walking into her building.

      
      “You home, chick?”

      
      “No, Bruno and I walked down to the Starbucks on M Street.”

      
      “Oh, well, I’ll meet you guys.”

      
      “No, it’s okay. I’ll just bring him home when I get back.”

      
      She probably had a blind date at the coffee shop, so I backed off. If I’d been on some of the horrific dates she’d been on,
         there would be no way I’d keep hopping on the dating treadmill. Some people are fine with disappointment. I would just wait for a guy to find me instead of being on the prowl 24-7.
      

      
      I went back home and stretched across my bed. Kari knocked on my door about an hour later. When I opened it Bruno nearly attacked
         me, sniffing me like crazy. Kari struggled to control him before handing the leash to me. I sternly shouted, “Sit!”
      

      
      He whined a little before sitting. Finally I hugged Kari. “Thanks so much.”

      
      She said, “Anytime, girl. So how was your visit?”

      
      She’d caught me completely off guard. I hadn’t thought about what I would tell her about my visit with my mom. I smiled. “Surprisingly,
         it was pretty good.”
      

      
      “Your hair looks good.”

      
      “I know. I went to her stylist and he hooked me up.”

      
      “I like it. It looks so natural.”

      
      “You trying to say my other hair looked cheesy.”

      
      “No, not at all. It always looked good, but you could tell it was fake. This looks like it’s coming out of your roots. You
         look Hollywood.”
      

      
      My heart skipped a beat because I wondered why she had picked that term. I quickly looked at my luggage and hoped she didn’t
         pay attention to the baggage claim sticker. It was time for Kari to go. The past weekend had too many secrets and I hadn’t
         fully figured out what I planned to tell her.
      

      
      I petted Bruno and said, “I’m glad you like the new hair. I am so sleepy; I don’t know what to do.”

      
      She said, “I bet you are. Let me go.”

      
      “Thanks again for keeping my baby.”

      
      “Anytime, he was a lot of company.”

      
      “Good.”

      
      As she approached the door, she said, “Your mother must have been feeling really sympathetic.”

      
      “Why you say that?”
      

      
      My eyes looked in the direction she was looking. My new purse sat on top of my luggage.

      
      “I see she bought you a brand-new Louie. Or was that just her way of trying to convince you to apply to medical school?”

      
      I laughed. “Probably.”

      
      We exchanged a hug and Kari was gone. I was consumed with how I planned to live this double life. How long would I be able
         to keep this from Kari? How could I explain all the new designer clothes when I’d just gotten fired? How could I explain my
         late nights? I didn’t have any answers, just questions and uncertainty.
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      The next day Thorne asked to meet me for lunch. We had an early afternoon meeting not far from his office. I stopped at the
         bank to deposit half of my earnings just before hooking up with him. When I walked in the restaurant, I looked around and
         spotted him in a booth in the corner. How can you miss someone you don’t really even know? I wanted to skip over there and
         hug him. Instead I headed in his direction, trying to suppress my schoolgirl excitement.
      

      
      As I was about to sit on the bench across from him, he patted the seat beside him. When I sat down I leaned over to kiss his
         cheek. It was as much of a surprise to me as it was to him. He blushed. “Thank you. I needed that. I’ve had a crazy day at
         the office.”
      

      
      “You’re welcome.”

      
      He pulled out his laptop and said, “I have something amazing to show you.”

      
      “Amazing?”

      
      “Absolutely,” he said, as he began to start up his computer.

      
      Before turning the screen so that I could see, he continued, “I told you that my team works fast. My graphic artists touched
         up your shots and uploaded them to the website last night.”
      

      
      “Those pictures are on the Web?”
      

      
      “Calm down. The website is secure, everything is encrypted. Nobody is going to see these pictures who isn’t supposed to see
         them. You can’t download or copy them. You know me, London. Whatever you’re concerned about, I’ve already handled.”
      

      
      “I believe that.”

      
      He opened a folder titled THE DOG TRAINER and my jaw dropped to the ground. I covered my mouth, slightly flattered but mostly puzzled.
      

      
      “Thorne, I hope you don’t plan on showing these to clients. They’ll be disappointed when the real me shows up.”

      
      He laughed, “London, what makes you think you look any different in person than you look in these pictures?”

      
      “I look in the mirror every day and I certainly don’t see her.”

      
      “Listen, you’re too hard on yourself. I’m a man and I’m telling you that you look exactly the same.”

      
      “If you say so, but I’m not comfortable with you showing these.”

      
      “Too late, you’ve gotten a bunch of requests in the past twenty-four hours.”

      
      My palms started to sweat. I felt pressured by the image he was selling. It was like false advertisement.

      
      “Thorne, I just don’t know.”

      
      “Look, I’ve been doing this for a long time. You’ll be fine. So let’s talk about your schedule. How often do you want to work?”

      
      “Twice a week, I guess.”

      
      “London, you don’t have a job, you can do better than that.”

      
      “I just don’t want to wear my body out, if you know what I mean.”

      
      He laughed. “I’ve never had that problem.”

      
      I smiled to appease him but I didn’t find that funny. He’d lured me into this using his body and I wondered if that was how
         he recruited everyone. I wondered how many women he slept with in one week and how he could in turn trade them for sex. He
         was no doubt a damn Rottweiler.
      

      
      “At this time, I would prefer no more than two, maximum three a week.”

      
      “I gotchu. I was just messing with you. You tell me how much you want to work and I’ll take care of the rest.”

      
      “I understand.”

      
      “I have someone on hold for tomorrow. You up for that?”

      
      I shrugged.

      
      “Listen, let me know.”

      
      “I guess so.”

      
      He typed into his laptop. “Okay, that’s at six tomorrow evening. Downtown. Also, the football player wants to see you again.”

      
      “Really?” I said, blushing momentarily, as much work as a night with him had been.

      
      “He’ll be in Miami this weekend if you don’t mind flying down. I have to talk to him, but I think it’s a two-day job.”

      
      “So how does that work?”

      
      “What, the two-day job?”

      
      “I mean, am I supposed to book my own flight and am I supposed to stay with him for two days?”

      
      “They pay for travel. I book it through my travel agency. You just show up. If they request multiple days, the assumption
         is they are taking care of you. You’re staying with them or in a room they provide.”
      

      
      He sure knew how to milk every dime out of every angle of a transaction. It amazed me how organized he was with everything.

      
      “So is the booking fee more for multiple days?”
      

      
      He looked at me, shaking his head, and seconds passed before he spoke. “London, you ask a lot of questions. If I didn’t know
         any better, I would think you wanted my job.”
      

      
      “No, I’m just curious.”

      
      “I like curious. And to answer your question, I get a little more off the top for multiple days.”

      
      After a long pause he said, “So, can I book you for this weekend?”

      
      I wasn’t too excited about being stabbed with the football player’s machete for forty-eight hours straight. Taking a deep
         breath, I said, “Let me think about that for a minute.”
      

      
      Raising his eyebrow, he demanded a confirmation. Although that guy was hard to handle, he certainly compensated well. So I
         agreed.
      

      
      The next evening I headed downtown to meet a man by the name of TC. Thorne didn’t tell me his profession, but I trusted that
         I was in good hands. When I arrived at the small boutique hotel on Massachusetts Avenue I decided to take the stairs to the
         room. After checking my hair and makeup in the hallway mirror, I knocked softly on the door. My lip gloss glistened just like
         I liked it. The door swung open and I was surprised to be greeted an overly uptight man. He was stiff in every sense of the
         word. It was quite shocking because my first two clients had been just like animals and it had been no surprise to me that
         they would pay for sex. This man on the other hand looked like he went strictly by the book. His nervous energy was instantly
         transferred to me. While I almost tensed up, I quickly thought, What would I do to make a nervous dog feel comfortable?

      
      I ran my hand softly down his jawline and smiled. Speaking in a soft voice, I said, “Hey.”

      
      In a quivery tone, he said, “How are you?”
      

      
      His dialect was proper and his thin red lips almost appeared not to move. If I had heard him before seeing him, there is no
         way I would believe he was a black man. His light-colored face was sprinkled with brown freckles. He had short brown hair
         and was about six feet even. His thin frame looked like it had been years since he’d seen food. He was neglected, but obviously
         very successful. I reached out to hug him and I don’t know why that was my first reaction. He did the stand-steps-away-and-pat
         hug. I pulled him toward me so we could be chest-to-chest. He was hesitant, but after holding him tightly I could feel his
         limbs relaxing.
      

      
      “Thank you,” he said, pulling away.

      
      There was something quite innocent about him. I pinched his cheek and he blushed. When I noticed he’d had a drink on the nightstand,
         I asked what it was. He smiled, “Ah, it’s Rémy. Do you want some?”
      

      
      I’d never tasted Rémy but I anxiously nodded yes. He poured a little in a glass and handed it to me. I reached for his hand
         to interlock my fingers. I swallowed, and the liquid filling my mouth felt like gasoline. I tastelessly spit it out. My tongue
         hung out of my mouth. He completely loosened up as he laughed at me losing my cool. We hugged each other and he said, “First
         time drinking Rémy?”
      

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “I guess we’re both experiencing firsts tonight.”

      
      He confirmed what I already knew. I tilted my head and looked into his small eyes. “It’s your first time, huh?”

      
      A piece of me wondered why Thorne hadn’t sent a bodyguard with me like he’d promised he’d do when I served new clients. Then,
         as I looked into the timid eyes of this man, I wondered if Thorne assumed he was harmless too. He said, “Yes.”
      

      
      “What made you decide to do this?” I asked before sitting on the bed.
      

      
      I reached out for his hand, requesting that he sit beside me. He slouched down. “Stress.”

      
      I massaged the nape of his neck. “It’s okay. Whatever it is. You know?”

      
      He nodded. “I owe a lot of people a lot of money.”

      
      Why the hell would you blow the money you have on a one-night stand? “Are they after you?”
      

      
      “No, not right now. I’m going to make the money back. Somehow.”

      
      His head hung like that of an honest man ashamed of what he’d done. I stroked his earlobe, a relaxing technique that I use
         with dogs. “I’m sure you will. I believe you can do it.”
      

      
      He perked up and looked like he wanted to lick me for the praise. I smiled graciously back at him. “Watch. This time next
         year, promise me that you’ll meet me here again and tell me how you made the money you owed back.”
      

      
      Laughing, he asked, “Do I need to wait until next year to see you again?”

      
      “Of course not, you just have to make the arrangements and I’ll be here.”

      
      “Wow, I really needed that.”

      
      “What? To know we can hook up again?”

      
      “No, the encouragement.”

      
      “Oh, that comes with the deal.”

      
      It seemed like a dark cloud hovered over him again as he began to speak. “It’s been a long time since my wife said anything
         positive to me.”
      

      
      “What do you do, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      
      “I’m an attorney.” He paused. “And promise me your secrecy.”

      
      “That’s a part of the deal too,” I said, trying not to sound too eager to know more.
      

      
      “I’m also a politician.”

      
      “So are you concerned about the people you owe or your reputation?”

      
      “Both.”

      
      I placed my hands softly on each side of his jaw. “Don’t worry. Everything is going to be okay.” I waited for him to look
         in my eyes and repeated, “Okay.”
      

      
      He smiled bashfully. “You think so?”

      
      “I know it will.”

      
      TC looked at me with such gratitude and said, “Thank you so much.”

      
      “It’s nothing.” I could just feel that he was a good guy and he cared what people thought of him. So I said, “You seem like
         a really great guy and when you do your best, things always work out.”
      

      
      “I wish someone would tell my wife that.”

      
      “You want me to call her?” I asked jokingly.

      
      “Please don’t. She would never let me live this down. No matter what I do, it’s just never good enough.”

      
      “I think you’re good enough. The fact that you care about what people think makes you good.”

      
      “Yeah, my wife used to feel that way too.”

      
      “Really?”

      
      “When we first met, she’d always tell me that I was the good guy. And good guys always end up on top.”

      
      He blushed as he reminisced. I said, “I bet she still feels that way.”

      
      “Naw. Not anymore.”

      
      “If you don’t mind me asking, how long have you been married?”

      
      “Twenty-six years.”
      

      
      “What? When’d you get married? At sixteen?”

      
      He smiled. “No, I’m fifty-two years old.”

      
      “Wow, you don’t look a day over forty,” I said, lying.

      
      While I’m certain he was flattered, he dismissed my compliment. “Sure. Anyway, I’m certain she thinks I’m a jerk.”

      
      “Why do you think that?”

      
      “She thinks that she’s the brains behind my success. Her parents funded my law degree. She’s pretty much the reason we have
         all that we have and she never lets me forget it.”
      

      
      “I’m sure you had something to do with it.”

      
      “Sometimes I feel like I’m just a puppet.”

      
      “No, you seem strong and smart to me.”

      
      “Thanks. I really needed that.”

      
      “Do you still love her?”

      
      “I don’t know.”

      
      “Do you think she still loves you?”

      
      “Probably not. It seemed like she did until both of the kids left for college.”

      
      “How long has that been?”

      
      “Three years ago. It seems like she was pretending to respect me while the kids were there because that’s what she was supposed
         to do, but when my son went to college, she seemed to take out all her extra anxiety on me. I think before then she was busy
         with the kids so she didn’t pay me much attention. Now all she sees is what I do wrong and if this dilemma I’m in ever comes
         to light, she’ll never let me live it down.”
      

      
      “Why don’t you relax?”

      
      I loosened his tie and told him to lie back on the bed. I lay beside him and unbuttoned his shirt. As I ran my hands across
         his bird chest, I tried to tell him everything would be okay.
      

      
      He continued to talk. “Everything we have, we built it together. All of our businesses have been joint ventures.”
      

      
      “I understand.”

      
      “But if you ask her, I would have nothing without her.”

      
      “I bet that’s not true.”

      
      “Hell no, it’s not true.”

      
      That was the first time since I’d been there that TC had expressed any aggression. He was tired and he was frustrated.

      
      “I understand. It’s going to be okay. You just have to make her respect you again.”

      
      “How do I do that?”

      
      “You know dogs have a clear understanding of which dog is the leader of the pack and they respect that dog’s role. But there
         are times when the leader is challenged by a dog in his pack, a dog that feels like he deserves that role. The alpha dog either
         puts that dog in his place or the other dog has to go. You’re going to have to start carrying yourself with authority. She
         doesn’t respect you because you’re not acting like a pack leader but you want to be treated like one.”
      

      
      “But I’ve never been extremely aggressive.”

      
      “So how’d you become a politician?”

      
      “I ran a campaign. But she was the brains behind it.”

      
      “And you were the face of it. Don’t minimize your role. You guys are a team, but right now she’s the team leader. If you want
         to get your respect back, you have to demand it.”
      

      
      I wasn’t certain if I was giving this man the right advice, but it seemed to be making him feel better. And that was my job,
         to make him feel like a leader even if he could never live up to the role. He thought he just needed a fling, but clearly
         he needed female encouragement. He’d been beaten down for way too long. I stood up and asked if he wanted me to top off his
         drink.
      

      
      I made vodka and orange juice and he sat up to sip the drink I’d made him. He continued to open up to me. I could tell he
         felt a strong connection to me as he revealed more and more of his secrets. I vowed that I would never tell and obviously
         I’d done a pretty good job gaining his trust.
      

      
      We lay back on the bed and he wrapped me in his fragile arms as we talked for several hours longer. Finally he held me tighter
         and said, “I had the best time that I’ve had in a long time.”
      

      
      “But we didn’t even do anything,” I said.

      
      “You know it’s hard to really find someone you feel comfortable talking to. Sometimes you get tired of living a lie. Sometimes
         you just want to tell the truth. Sometimes you want to say you’re scared.”
      

      
      “Are you scared?”

      
      “Scared that if I fail or if people find out the truth about me that I will disappoint so many people. That’s very scary.”

      
      “I can imagine, but I don’t think there’s anything wrong with the real you. You’re probably harder on yourself than anyone.”

      
      He leaned in for a kiss. “You’re probably right.”

      
      I stroked his back, assuming he was about ready to get it on. He said, “It’s been a complete pleasure.”

      
      He stood up and walked over to the dresser. I sat at the edge of the bed and he handed me some money. That was a typical sign
         that the date was over. I was confused. “Are we done?”
      

      
      “Yes, and thank you so much.”

      
      Not that I was really interested in doing anything further, but I needed to be clear on this. “But nothing happened.”

      
      “Everything that I needed to happen happened.”

      
      He reached for a hug and held me tightly like I was his best friend. I’d been everything he needed for the few hours I was there. I wondered if a platonic date had been his intention
         from jump. We embraced for what seemed like five minutes and I kissed his cheek. He walked me to the door and looked forever
         grateful for my visit. That’s when it first dawned on me that while sex is a priority for some men, there are many others
         who despite all the money in the world don’t have anyone to confide in. It was my first of such encounters, but not my last.
      

      
      Those were the ones who gave my job reason. It made me feel like I was helping people. I went home that night feeling like
         I’d done something worthwhile and I was excited about my next experience. The different personalities I had experienced in
         just three short dates left me hungry to learn more about men and how easy it was to train them.
      

      
   
      
      
      14

      
      
      [image: image]

      
      Thorne e-mailed the itinerary for Miami the day before I was supposed to leave. He hadn’t even called to find out if I’d made
         it home from my last date. Nor had I been able to get him on the phone. It felt as if I had been coerced into the situation
         with gentle words and affection; now I was being treated like just another employee. I quickly responded to the message: “Hey
         Thorne, am I supposed to check into the hotel using my credit card or am I supposed to call him when I get there?”
      

      
      My phone rang barely five seconds after I pressed SEND. Thorne cleared his throat before speaking. “London Bridge… how are you?”
      

      
      “How are you?”

      
      “Why do you sound like that?”

      
      “No reason. I called you earlier.”

      
      “I was busy.”

      
      “How did you know I didn’t need anything?”

      
      “London, we’re not about to turn this into an interrogation. Now if you have questions about this weekend, I’m all ears.”

      
      A huge lump sat in my throat because I wasn’t sure I could swallow his ice-cold tone. “So when I get to Miami, what should
         I do?”
      

      
      “Go to the hotel. Give your name at the front desk and your room should already be taken care of. If not, just give me a call.”
      

      
      “Okay,” I said, letting the word linger a little longer than necessary.

      
      “You good?”

      
      “Yeah, for the most part.”

      
      “I’m on my way to a meeting. If I don’t talk to you, have a safe trip.”

      
      After he hung up I held the phone in my hand, staring at the blank screen. Our conversation felt almost like he was trying
         to pull away from me. It didn’t feel good.
      

      
      As if he knew that I was questioning going and if I should even continue in the profession, Thorne called about an hour before
         I was supposed to be at the airport.
      

      
      “London Bridge,” he said cheerfully.

      
      “Hi, Thorne.”

      
      “You need a ride to the airport?”

      
      “No thanks. I’ll just park in satellite.”

      
      “Okay. You sure?”

      
      “Positive.”

      
      “Let’s hook up when you get back.”

      
      I assumed Thorne dedicated a lot of time to the prey of the week, but once he caught it was on to the next one. As I packed
         the last of my things, I concluded that maybe that was just the nature of the business. How could I expect him to spend countless
         hours with me? He’d been doing this long before he met me.
      

      
      I didn’t want Kari in my business so I didn’t ask her to keep Bruno; instead I headed to the kennel to drop him off. When
         we arrived he began whining as soon as we entered. He was trying to pull me back toward the door. As I was signing him in, the girl at the front desk came around to pet him and he seemed to settle down. That made me feel a little
         better as I prepared to hand my baby over. It was the first time he’d been with strangers. Finally I walked backward toward
         the door and she took him to the back with the other dogs.
      

      
      When I stepped off the plane the warm air smothered me as I walked through the tunnel into the terminal. It felt weird not
         having anyone to call to say that I arrived, so I just headed to baggage claim. I wasn’t sure if there would be a car waiting
         for me or not. I looked around and didn’t see my name on any of the signs. That was my cue to hail a taxi to South Beach.
      

      
      It was mid-afternoon and Ocean Drive was packed with people of all colors and ages. The taxi pulled up to the Shore Club hotel.
         I put my sunshades on before stepping out of the car. The driver rolled my small luggage around to me. For a moment I stood
         there. I felt nervous. The building looked just average, not what I would expect of a baller. When I entered, my opinion immediately
         changed.
      

      
      The lobby was art deco with sleek white leather couches scattered around. I tossed my hair behind my ear and removed my shades.
         I walked to the front desk and the bubbly receptionist greeted me politely with a strong Brazilian accent.
      

      
      “I’m checking in.”

      
      “Your name?”

      
      “London Reed.”

      
      She typed into the system and nodded. I began to open my wallet because I wanted to be ready just in case. She placed the
         keys in a small silver envelope.
      

      
      “You’re in one of our poolside bungalows, number six. If you walk out here toward the pool you’ll see the bungalows on the left.”
      

      
      I headed to my room, unsure of what to expect. I was trying to figure out if my client was going to call me or was already
         in the room. When I opened the door to the two-story little cottage I said, “Hello.”
      

      
      When no one responded I assumed I was there alone. So I went into the bathroom and turned on the shower. Thorne had given
         me limited instructions, so I figured I would just hang out until the next clue. After I showered I put on a bikini and stepped
         onto my private patio.
      

      
      I flagged down one of the waiters hustling around the pool and asked for a menu. After ordering a piña colada and chicken
         quesadillas, I stretched out with my head at the foot of the lounger to face the pool. It wasn’t too crowded, but there were
         a good number of people lounging around the pool.
      

      
      When my food came, I sat up to eat, looked across the pool, and there he was. He wore a pair of red swim trunks and had a
         bare, chiseled chest. He carried two drinks in his hands. I could barely concentrate to sign the receipt for my food as I
         watched his every step, none of which was in my direction. He stood over a lady lying by the pool and handed her the drink.
         He straddled the lounger with her and I noticed that she was wearing a ring. Could that be his wife? Why would he invite me
         here with his wife?
      

      
      There was no way this was occurring. I had a hard time keeping my eyes off of them. Two little boys jumped out of the pool
         and ran toward them. He put more sunblock on them and proceeded to rub his wife with the excess. My bottom lip was hanging;
         I was confused and baffled. Were they also in the bungalows? There were only a few, about six or seven, and that would be too close for comfort. They talked and laughed as my food sat in front of me untouched. Finally I
         figured I would snap out of it and pretend to be ignorant.
      

      
      I started eating and just couldn’t shake the thought. I waved the waiter down for another drink. There was no way I could
         participate in this drama with a sober mind. After I began to feel a buzz I headed back inside. I wanted to call someone,
         but I didn’t have anyone I could share this with, so I paced the floor.
      

      
      Knock. Knock. Knock. I nearly jumped out of my skin. After taking a deep breath, I went to the door. He came in, still in
         his swim trunks. “I’m glad you made it, ma.”
      

      
      “Is that your wife you’re with?”

      
      “Don’t talk,” he said, as he stuck his tongue down my throat. While untying my bikini, he said, “I know you got condoms.”

      
      “In my purse…”

      
      He rammed his fingers inside me as we stumbled over to the sofa where my purse sat. I quickly pulled out a condom and he yanked
         the monster from his shorts. This man required no foreplay, he was always ready. He bent me over and entered me from behind.
         It didn’t hurt as much as the first time. Maybe it was the excitement mixed with the fear of being caught by his wife that
         turned me on, because I was prepared for him. He held my waist as he pounded into me. As he commanded me to say I loved it,
         I looked at the open patio door and didn’t say anything. He pulled my hair and I screamed. He kept doing it. My pain was giving
         him pleasure as he groaned behind me. He turned me around and plunged deep in me. I wiped the sweat dripping from his face
         as he panted aggressively on me. Finally he released.
      

      
      I’d learned the last time that that didn’t necessarily mean we were done. I took a deep breath when he rolled over and sat beside me, but I didn’t move. I waited for his second wind to kick in. He rubbed my thigh.
      

      
      “I like that.”

      
      “What?”

      
      “You can handle me.” He laughed. “All of me.”

      
      He stood up and went into the bathroom. Not sure if he rinsed off while in there, but he came out with his shorts back on.
         He headed toward the door.
      

      
      “I’ll meet you back here around one in the morning.”

      
      My eyes circled as I said, “Okay.”

      
      I still wanted to understand the arrangement but it was obvious that he wasn’t offering any explanations. I was just here
         to provide a service. The rest was none of my business.
      

      
      “You got two keys?”

      
      I handed him my other key and sat on the couch, feeling slightly used and even more confused. After he left I went into the
         bathroom to shower and decided I should sleep on this situation.
      

      
      When I woke up it was close to eight and the sun had started to set. I looked out my patio door and there weren’t many people
         left at the pool. I put on some clothes and headed to the hotel lounge.
      

      
      It was quite empty, so I sat on the slim leather bar stool in the middle of the bar. The bartender spun around, passing me
         a bar menu as I studied the royal blue tiled backsplash.
      

      
      I smiled at him. “That looks nice.”

      
      “I wish I could take credit for it but I think the interior designer picked it out.”

      
      I laughed. “I figured that, but I just thought I’d let you know I really like it.”

      
      He was an ultra-tanned white guy with spiked hair, but he was cute. I smiled flirtatiously when he winked.

      
      “Can I get you something to drink?” he asked.
      

      
      “You sure can. Give me a dirty martini.”

      
      I was in one of those moods. I heard some heels coming toward me. She looked different dressed up, but it was definitely her.
         His wife marched toward me almost as if she were about to approach me. Had she still been at the pool when her husband came
         to my room? Did she hear us?
      

      
      Her long, curly black hair was pulled back into a ponytail and she had on a short fuchsia dress that hung off one shoulder.
         The rest of her dress looked melded onto her flawless copper skin. I quickly turned in the opposite direction because I didn’t
         want to give her the impression that I knew her or her husband. She would have to prove that she knew it was me first.
      

      
      She plopped down a stool away from me. While shaking up my drink the bartender said, “Good evening, Mrs. Rick Picasso. What
         can I get you?”
      

      
      “Malibu and pineapple juice,” she said politely.

      
      My back was slightly turned in her direction when the bartender set my drink in front of me. She leaned over and tapped me.
         Oh shit, I thought as I slowly turned in her direction. She offered me the most pleasant, peaceful smile. Her teeth were so white
         and straight they almost made her look like a portrait.
      

      
      “What’s that?” she asked.

      
      “Oh, this is a dirty martini.”

      
      “That looks strong.”

      
      “It is,” I said, laughing.

      
      The bartender asked, “You want one?”

      
      “Certainly not. You know I don’t drink like that.”

      
      How in the world could she have sex with her husband without heavy drinking? He was a beast and she was taking it with nothing for the pain. I checked out her wedding ring and it was huge. She deserved every karat she got for satisfying
         his appetite.
      

      
      The bartender handed her the drink.

      
      “Thank you. I needed a little something. We’re about to go on a boat ride.”

      
      “Really? Just you and hubby or the kids too?” asked the bartender.

      
      “Absolutely not. Those rug rats are with the nanny. Rick will be down in a minute. After he finishes polishing every inch
         of his skin with oil.”
      

      
      She laughed and it made me smile. I didn’t want to give her the impression that I was familiar with his vanity. She shook
         her head at me.
      

      
      “Men. You gotta love them.”

      
      “That’s true,” I said nicely, but I really wasn’t trying to be overly friendly.

      
      The bartender said, “And what are you ladies trying to say?”

      
      She touched my shoulder. “I don’t know about her man, but my man is a piece of work.”

      
      She certainly wasn’t lying. That was the best way to describe him.

      
      The bartender spoke passionately. “Your man is supposed to be a piece of work. He’s the best wide receiver in the league.”

      
      “Okay, and…” she said, with her neck twirling.

      
      He raised his hands defenselessly. “And I’m done.”

      
      She seemed to be extremely carefree and offering information without reservation. Since she was clearly trying to strike up
         a conversation with me, I decided to oblige her.
      

      
      “They all are a piece of work, girl.”

      
      “You can say that again.”
      

      
      “What kind of boat ride are you going on?”

      
      “One of my husband’s friends is having a birthday party.” She paused. “I want to go like I want a hole in my head.”

      
      “Why? It should be nice.”

      
      “Honey, the groupies always find their way to the so-called private parties and it’s just irritating. You can’t even go out
         and have a nice time with your husband without having to claw chicks off of him.”
      

      
      I felt bad, because I might have been in that groupie category. Or was I different because he had found me? I didn’t know,
         but as I sat there looking at this lady, sympathizing with her, I didn’t feel like there was a difference.
      

      
      “I could imagine that being pretty irritating.”

      
      “It is, but the sad part about it is, if they really got him, they would ship his ass right back on the first train smoking.”

      
      She laughed and I laughed with her. There was something so sweet and happy about her. He didn’t deserve her and she didn’t
         deserve the drama.
      

      
      “Things always look good from the outside looking in,” I said.

      
      “How old are you?”

      
      I was kind of shocked by the question, but finally I said, “Twenty-three.”

      
      “You are smarter than most women ten years older than you. What you see is not always what you get.”

      
      The lounge door opened and he walked in our direction with a perplexed look on his face. I wanted to crawl under the bar because
         I didn’t want him to think I’d approached her. He stood a few steps away from us.
      

      
      “C’mon, baby.”

      
      He acted like he didn’t even notice there was another person at the bar as he shook the bartender’s hand. After signing her
         check, she scooted off the stool and extended her hand. “Nice to meet you…?”
      

      
      “London.”

      
      “Okay, London, I’m Sandi.”

      
      “Good to meet you.”

      
      I peeped at the check to see which room they were staying in and if they were close to me as they headed out of the lounge.
         I didn’t have to catch the elevator to get to my room, so I was pretty clueless as to the number of floors. I asked the bartender.
         He obviously knew why I had asked, because he told me the Picassos were in the penthouse and it took up the entire top floor.
      

      
      At around a quarter after one in the morning my room door opened. Where did Sandi think he was at this time of morning? I
         turned the television off and stood up from the couch wearing lingerie with heels. He looked me up and down, sort of as if
         he was attracted to the sight of me, but then again he looked agitated.
      

      
      “What’s up?” I asked.

      
      “That was some bullshit you pulled at the bar.”

      
      “Rick, she started talking to me.”

      
      “And that was your cue to get up and leave then.”

      
      “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to give her the impression that I was uncomfortable around her.”

      
      “Yeah, whatever. Why were you even over there?”

      
      “Was I supposed to stay in the room?”

      
      “Nah, but you don’t need to be anywhere you can get up close and personal with my wife. Got that?”

      
      I nodded. He pulled me to him. “Now come here and take care of me.”

      
      He took off my bra and panties and we had an hour of rough sex. It didn’t feel like it had earlier. I was chafed again after
         he finished. He handed me some money before leaving. “A’ight, shorty, I’m out of here in the AM.”
      

      
      “I thought you requested me for two nights.”

      
      He looked into my eyes. “I changed my mind.”

      
      It was fine with me, because aside from the financial gain, I’d only agreed to see him again because I thought he was a sweet
         guy. I certainly wouldn’t lose any rest over not feeling him inside me again.
      

      
      He had been careless in booking me at the same hotel with his family and now he was mad that his wife and I had happened to
         run into each other. He was more than a piece of work and I was emotionless as I closed the door behind him.
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      When I got back to DC Thorne kept his promise and we hooked up. He came over shortly after I got in. Bruno was staying at the
         kennel an extra day so we had privacy. He picked up food from a restaurant a few blocks from my house. When he knocked on
         the door I felt warm and fuzzy inside. I don’t know why, but I felt excited to see him. Dressed in his usual Ralph Lauren
         button-down and jeans, he stood there posed for a second when I opened the front door.
      

      
      “London Bridge.”

      
      “C’mon in.”

      
      He handed the bag of food to me and I walked over and put it on the counter. I returned to give him a hug. He held me tightly.
         When he finally let go he held on to my hands and looked me up and down.
      

      
      “So how’d it go this weekend?”

      
      I explained to him how Rick had acted after catching me talking to his wife. Thorne told me that typically clients don’t want
         any interaction with the wives even if they are careless enough to book the same hotel.
      

      
      He said, “This is where I would normally tell you that will probably be your last encounter with him.”

      
      “I know. He seemed pretty angry.”

      
      “I said normally. Rick called today and he wants to see you again next week.”
      

      
      “Are you serious? After he just walked out like that?”

      
      “He probably was pissed, but between me and you, I have never had another girl agree to see him twice.”

      
      I shook my head. “I know why.”

      
      “Yes, I’ve heard. So you’re a rarity and he knows it. A man like that is not going to pass up a chick that can handle him.”

      
      “I don’t know if I handle him or I’m the only one stupid enough to just deal with it.”

      
      “You’re not stupid at all. You got that extra something. I can’t put my finger on it yet, though.”

      
      As happy as I had been at the thought of not having to have sex with Rick again, I was even happier that he still wanted to.
         That made me feel special, because I’d thought for certain he would be on to the next one. Even Thorne looked impressed.
      

      
      Just as we sat down to eat, my cell phone rang. I hopped up to grab it.

      
      “Hey, Kari.”

      
      “Hey, stranger. Where you been?”

      
      Why was she certain that I had been missing in action? It’s not as if she had called and I hadn’t answered.

      
      “I’ve been chilling.”

      
      “I stopped by earlier yesterday because I had something to show you. When you didn’t answer, I figured I would use my key
         to check up on Bruno.”
      

      
      “Why didn’t you just call me?”

      
      “Because it was a surprise.”

      
      “What was the surprise and why was it so urgent?”

      
      She explained that she had decided to cut and dye her hair and halfway through getting it done she had looked in the mirror and felt like Boy George. So she rushed to my house with
         her hair half done, hoping I could help her. She waited for close to an hour because she didn’t want to go back out on the
         street. As she talked I was trying to figure out where I could say I’d been. My eyes were stretched wide and Thorne looked
         at me inquisitively. Kari was on the other end waiting for an explanation.
      

      
      “I’m sure it’s not as bad as you think. I was in New Jersey. My mom’s brother is sick.”

      
      “The one you don’t like?”

      
      “Yeah, but she wanted me to go in her place and I just took Bruno with me.”

      
      “I was like, ‘Where is London when I need her most?’ ”

      
      I wrapped up the call. “I’m never too far away. Next time just call me. I just got back and I have to unpack so let me go.”

      
      When I hung up, Thorne said, “That’s the hardest part, huh?”

      
      “What’s that?”

      
      “Coming up with lies about where you been and what you’re doing.”

      
      “Yeah, how do you manage?”

      
      “Well, it’s not hard for me because I just field calls. Make connections. You know? I don’t have to go anywhere unless I want
         to.”
      

      
      “So why are you here?”

      
      “London, you’re something else.”

      
      “No, I’m just curious. Do you have to spend so much upfront time with everyone you recruit?”

      
      “Some people don’t have to be convinced to do this. Some people are just open.”

      
      “Do you think I’m open?”
      

      
      “It’s not up to me to determine if you’re open. You are as open as you want to be. My job is to present an opportunity. If
         you’re interested, cool. If you’re not, cool. If you wake up tomorrow and decide you’re done, that’s cool too. For every woman
         that decides she won’t, there are two that will.”
      

      
      Thorne’s job was to make being a call girl a desirable profession. I wasn’t sure I believed that it was so easy convincing
         women to sell sex. Then again, maybe it was, because never in a million years would I have thought I’d do this.
      

      
      Thorne and I chatted a little while longer. He didn’t make any advances toward me and I wondered if the connection I’d assumed
         we had was just a part of the game. I kissed him at my front door. He held me close and whispered in my ear, “Good night,
         London Bridge.”
      

      
      When he walked out, I longed for him to caress me like he had on the first night.
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      It seemed like I had lain down with the devil one day and when I woke up an entire year had passed. I had gone from one or
         two dates a week to as many as four. Before long I felt like the expert on men. I spent most nights with a new man learning
         what made him tick. Whatever there was to know, I quickly learned. It didn’t take long before I could look at a man and know
         why he was there and what he needed from me.
      

      
      I thought for certain that TC would want to book me frequently, but I didn’t hear from him again until exactly one year later.
         Thorne sent me the information for my engagement. While he didn’t recall that I’d had the same client, in the same hotel room,
         a year earlier, I did. Despite how many men I had entertained, there were the few cases where I grew to care about what happened
         to them long after I closed the door to their hotel rooms. TC was definitely one of them.
      

      
      I purchased a large bottle of Rémy and put it into a gift bag before heading to the hotel. When I arrived TC opened the door
         looking a bit more confident than before. He almost looked like he wanted to sweep me up and spin me away. I said, “I’m so
         happy you kept your promise.”
      

      
      “I had to. You really made a difference in my life.”

      
      “Good. How’s your marriage?”
      

      
      “Things are a lot better.”

      
      “So did you put your foot down?”

      
      “I did.”

      
      “And how’d you do that?”

      
      “I never felt the need to list the things I did, but I had to start letting her know what I brought to the table too. These
         were not just her things, these were our things.”
      

      
      “See?”

      
      “Yeah, and it seemed like the more I acted like a jerk the more she respected me.”

      
      “Listen, it may seem like you’re being a jerk, but women respect strength. How strong are you if everything I tell you to
         do, you do it? Certainly you don’t want to do everything I tell you to do. You just have to stand up for your manhood from
         time to time. A lot of women will say that’s being a jerk, but it’s really not.”
      

      
      “Why did it take me until I was over fifty to figure that out?”

      
      “I don’t know. How’s everything with the people you owe?”

      
      “Well, I’m in the process of getting that in order. It seems like when I took control of my house, I was able to take control
         of my business. I was scared of how people would view me if I messed up, but I kept hearing your voice in my head telling
         me that people mess up and that didn’t make me a loser. So I was honest and I told my partners how I’d messed up the money.”
         He laughed. “And you’d never believe this: They invested more money for me to fix the situation.”
      

      
      “You’re the leader of the pack now.”

      
      He laughed and hugged me. “I owe it to you.”

      
      He kissed me and slowly pulled me back to lie on the bed. I thought it was interesting that now he’d taken control of his life, he felt confident enough to push up. He touched
         my breast and I wrapped my arm around his slim torso. He climbed on top of me and landed pecks on my neck and face. I ran
         my hand down the back of his head. I was laughing inside, thinking about how different this time was from the last. He’d gone
         from a wounded puppy to an alpha dog and it was entirely my doing. This was a bit more attractive. Though I wasn’t sexually
         attracted to him in any shape or form, I liked the new him and I planned to turn him out so that he could get even stronger.
      

      
      I pulled his shirt out and reached my hand down his pants, grabbing hold of his penis. It was shockingly medium in size. I’d
         expected he would be extra-small based on his character when we’d first met, but this was a pleasant surprise. He seemed to
         be very anxious as he began sloppily kissing me and touching here, there, and everywhere on my body. I said, “Slow down.”
      

      
      I started giving him instructions. “Kiss me there. Stay there for a while.”

      
      He seemed to appreciate the lesson. Finally I instructed him to slowly remove my clothes and told him to remove his. I told
         him that I would bend over and let him enter from behind. There is nothing like that position to make a man feel like a leader.
         After he put on a condom, he inserted himself into me. I told him to spank me. He tapped softly on me. I told him to do it
         harder. It took him a minute, but TC eventually got all into it. I was yelling, “Thank you, daddy.”
      

      
      TC didn’t last long, but I knew my effect on him would last longer. He fell onto my back and kissed my shoulders. “Thank you.
         Thank you so much for everything.”
      

      
      He repeated expressions of gratitude to me when he paid me for the evening. I knew that was probably the last time we’d see each other, because he’d gotten what he came for. He was
         empowered and the sex was just the topping. My job was done as I left the hotel feeling like I had cured another sick dog.
         On days like that, I felt like I was living my dream.
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      Kari was so busy on the dating treadmill that she didn’t have much time to hang out. I didn’t complain, either, because after
         almost eighteen months in the business I was consumed. I was over making up stories. I had told the umbrella lie and everything
         else fell underneath it. As far as Kari knew, I was Thorne’s mistress. She was completely against adultery, and for weeks
         she tried to convince me that I should leave this man alone. I claimed to love him and that I thought he was really leaving
         his wife. It was easy to pretend that I wanted to be with Thorne, because partially I did.
      

      
      When Kari called early in the morning on my twenty-fifth birthday, I had been up all night with a client. I answered groggily,
         “Hey you.”
      

      
      “Happy birthday, chick.”

      
      “Thank you.”

      
      “What you doing today?”

      
      “I don’t have anything planned.”

      
      She paused. “So I guess he took you out before your birthday.”

      
      “Yes, Kari.”

      
      “Cool. So we can hook up later when I get off work.”

      
      “Okay.”

      
      I sat up and my head was pounding. My birthday had completely slipped my mind. After washing my face I threw on some sweats
         and grabbed Bruno to take him for a walk. We headed in the direction of the café. I needed a double shot of espresso. When
         I got my coffee I sat outside at one of the tables. The spring air helped to wake me.
      

      
      I was normally scheduled for a massage and bikini wax every Thursday, but I figured I would treat myself a few days earlier.
         I texted Kari and asked if she wanted to meet me at the spa after she got off work. She agreed. I scheduled us both for the
         works and light fare. Afterward we could do whatever Kari had planned.
      

      
      Kari met me at the spa, not far from the DC waterfront. As she walked down the street, carrying her oversized backpack filled
         with books and papers, I was glad that I had decided we would have a relaxation day. Women who work every day don’t do this
         enough and they are more likely to need it than me.
      

      
      She had chopped her hair off so much, trying to make it right, that now she was just short and curly. It fit her, though,
         and actually gave her a more mature, attractive look. She smiled as she approached. I hugged her.
      

      
      “Thanks for reminding me about my birthday.”

      
      “No problem.”

      
      “It was just completely off my radar.”

      
      “That’s crazy. I never forget my birthday.”

      
      “Mine is probably not that important to me.”

      
      “Don’t say that, Lon. So, did he wish you happy birthday?”
      

      
      “Of course he did,” I said, as we entered the spa.

      
      It was calm and quiet. Tuesday was probably the ideal day to be at the spa. They had Kari fill out a questionnaire since it was her first visit. Then we went with two separate massage therapists. After our massages we went to a small room for
         a light fare before getting manicures.
      

      
      As we sat in the private room, Kari said, “London, don’t you want to be with someone that will remember your birthday?”

      
      “Kari, I am with someone who remembered my birthday.”

      
      “Not me, silly. I’m talking about your boyfriend. London, it’s been almost two years.”

      
      I smiled. “And I’m having a wonderful time.”

      
      “Don’t waste your life away being a mistress.”

      
      “I won’t.”

      
      We ate quietly for a few more minutes. “Oh yeah, Kari. I wanted to bring you down here anyway so that you can see these condos
         I’m thinking about buying.”
      

      
      She nearly spit her food out laughing. “On what salary?”

      
      “I have a dog-walking service.”

      
      “The only dog I see you walk is Bruno.”

      
      “Shut up.”

      
      “For real, London. Ever since you hooked up with Thorne, you haven’t done anything but chase him around the world.”

      
      I rolled my eyes. “I don’t chase him around the world. I accompany him.”

      
      “Whatever, so how do you plan to pay for this condo, or is it going to be in his name?”

      
      “It’ll be in my name.”

      
      “London, I know he’s been wining and dining you and giving you a lot of money, but that could stop tomorrow when he hires
         the next temp.”
      

      
      “I wasn’t a temp.”

      
      Laughing, she said, “But you know what I’m trying to say.”
      

      
      “I know what you’re saying.”

      
      After we ate we went to have our manicures and pedicures. We sat side by side. Kari reached out and touched my arm while our
         feet soaked. “I hope I didn’t offend you, but you need to have a stable income before buying something. My dad says rent until
         you can afford all that comes along with buying. You have plenty of time to purchase something.”
      

      
      “But it seems like renting is just throwing away money.”

      
      “Daddy says it’s paying for a place to stay. If you fall on hard times renting, you move. If you fall on hard times with something
         you own, you foreclose. So until you have a relatively dependable income, you need to rent.”
      

      
      “Well, no income is guaranteed.”

      
      “No, but some are more stable than others.”

      
      What Kari didn’t realize was that I did have a stable income and I could probably depend on it. However, the things she said
         made sense.
      

      
      My phone rang and it was my mother. I contemplated momentarily before picking up. “Hey, Mom.”

      
      “Happy birthday, young lady.”

      
      “Thank you.”

      
      “So what are you doing today?”

      
      “Kari and I are just hanging out.”

      
      “That’s good. Well, you girls have fun. Just wanted to give you a call.”

      
      I was glad that she didn’t pry any further. She hung up before she had the chance to irritate me. That must have been my birthday
         present.
      

      
      Kari and I headed back up to our neck of the woods so that she could drop off her stuff. We decided to change our clothes before going out. We stopped at my place first and I grabbed some clothes for Kari and me. I decided I would dress
         her for the evening. She was way overdue for a makeover. Since I could spare the time for a change, I did. I spiked her short
         do with hair gel. I made her face and put a sexy dress on her. Even she stared in the mirror like she couldn’t believe the
         way she looked.
      

      
      We hadn’t been out together in an eternity. We headed over to a club on Wisconsin Avenue that had a jumping Tuesday night
         happy hour. I could feel confidence radiating from her as we headed out of the apartment building.
      

      
      When we hopped in a taxi, she said, “I feel like this was my birthday. Thank you, London.”

      
      “You’re welcome. I’m glad you feel good.”

      
      “I do.”

      
      Feeling good is half the battle. It summons people to you. When we walked in the club we turned heads. More guys approached
         Kari that night than I had ever seen. That was my birthday present, watching her. I tried to fall back as much as possible.
      

      
      Kari smiled from ear to ear as she soaked up the attention. It’s funny how a little makeup, eyebrow wax, and a hairdo can
         change prospects. We closed the club down. As we headed back, Kari was so happy.
      

      
      “How many numbers did you get?”

      
      “Just two.”

      
      “That’s good.”

      
      “London, I had so much fun.”

      
      “Good, me too.”

      
      “Do you even talk to other men anymore?”

      
      I wanted to say that average guys were not even on my radar, but I decided not to. I said, “Yes.”

      
      “No, you seem very standoffish now.”
      

      
      She didn’t even realize that I had been that way so as not to interfere with her game, but that was fine. “No, I just don’t
         care.”
      

      
      “You’re married to a married man.”

      
      I laughed. “Not really.”

      
      “Yes, really.”

      
      When we got out of the taxi, Kari hugged me. “London, happy birthday.”

      
      “Thank you.”

      
      I headed into my building, wishing that I didn’t have to live a lie.
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      Whenever I traveled I put Bruno in a kennel and it was extremely expensive. So it was always funny to me how my mother acted
         like there was no money in dog care. I attributed that to complete ignorance. From time to time I really contemplated opening
         a kennel, but never took enough time off to really plan it out. The idea and the frustration with my lack of motivation always
         resurfaced when I dropped Bruno off.
      

      
      Whenever we entered the kennel Bruno would be jumping up and down, overexcited. It felt good leaving him somewhere he wanted
         to be and it made it easier for me to enjoy myself and do my job.
      

      
      I was on my way to Vegas to spend some time with the now-retired Rick. It had been close to nine months since his career-ending
         injury. He wasn’t doing well emotionally. He had completely lost his identity. I watched the man I’d met two years earlier
         disappear right before my eyes in a matter of months.
      

      
      He was insecure and bitter. You would think that after eleven years in the league he would feel like he’d had the chance to
         live a good life and would just be thankful. Instead, he felt there was more for him to prove. He was empty and lost without his uniform.
      

      
      He still loved to hook up as often as possible and whenever he was hanging out with the guys he would ask me to meet him.
         Most clients like having the middleman because they don’t want a call girl having easy access to them, but once they get to
         know you they often like to make direct arrangements. We had been on the direct system for a while. To keep the peace, I never
         told Thorne about offline hookups. I’d often tell him that I was going out of town for leisure.
      

      
      Although Rick may still have had money, I no longer expected the ten-thousand-dollar all-nighters we used to have. He’d usually
         offer a nominal rate for the weekend, usually a couple thousand dollars. I had a soft spot for Rick.
      

      
      When I arrived in Vegas it was around noon, and I caught a taxi to his hotel and got the key from the front desk because he
         was on the Strip with his friends. After getting settled I went to the mall at Caesar’s Palace to grab a few candles and massage
         oil. When I got back to the room I set the mood. I placed candles around the room and ran his bathwater. I knew exactly what
         he needed. Finally I called to let him know that I was there waiting for him. I was wearing a black thong and a black strapless
         sequined bra and a pair of platform heels.
      

      
      I heard his key in the door and began to dance seductively for him. I’d choreographed a pretty basic erotic dance. He was
         smiling from ear to ear. He liked that I still treated him the same as if he were still paying top dollar. With him it wasn’t
         about the money. Maybe, beneath the surface, I was still his groupie.
      

      
      “See, that’s what I like.”

      
      I batted my eyes. “What? You like me?”
      

      
      “I like the way you make a nigga feel like a man.”

      
      He may not have been able to play football anymore, but that sure hadn’t affected his sexual stamina. He was still as long
         and strong as before, so I always used stalling tactics. Anything, a massage, a bath, a dance, hell, there had been times
         I’d even sung him a song. Whatever I needed to do to decrease the number of rounds, I did it, especially when he downgraded
         to the budget plan.
      

      
      I told him to take off his clothes and lie facedown on the bed. I climbed on top of him and massaged his shoulders. He said,
         “Man, sometimes I feel like I love you.”
      

      
      “Maybe you do.”

      
      “I don’t know. You treat me so good.”

      
      “That’s ’cause this is what you deserve.”

      
      “And you ain’t asking for nothing in return.”

      
      He always told me that he could love me, but I knew that he never would. We had an arrangement and it worked for both of us.
         Although we’d grown closer, I still treated our hookups like business. He never had to worry about me wanting more from him.
         I gave him what he needed and afterward I stepped off. There was nothing more enticing for a man.
      

      
      After I gave him a full body massage, I told him we should get in the tub. He said he wanted to make love first. So I obliged.
         And by the time we were about to get in the tub, the water was cold and I had to run it again.
      

      
      We made love in the tub and several times after we got out. It was around one in the morning, but Rick was still in the mood
         to hang out. I wanted to lie in the room and relax. He begged me to tag along. I reluctantly agreed.
      

      
      When he got in the shower I checked my cell phone and Thorne had called about four times. I figured I would call him back
         in the morning. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to put me on the spot or what. By hooking up with Rick at a lower rate, I could
         interfere with Thorne’s business. I wasn’t sure if he’d gotten wind of me being here with Rick.
      

      
      We went to a party in the Palms hotel. When we arrived, it appeared that an entire professional football team was there as
         well. Rick and I sat at the bar, watching the crowd and analyzing everyone. Usually Rick kept pretty cool and standoffish.
         No one was ever sure if we had come together or not, but he was more clingy than normal. I didn’t mind because it made me
         feel good. I liked when he was that way. We dipped out a little early and headed back to the hotel.
      

      
      The next morning, when Rick went to work out, I called Thorne. He picked up, saying, “London, you’re in Vegas, right?”

      
      Nervously, I said, “Yeah, what’s up?”

      
      “Well, I had a girl who was supposed to be there. She thinks she has the flu. I know you’re on your personal time and all,
         but can you step in for her?”
      

      
      “What are the arrangements?”

      
      “Tonight around eight, and then Monday evening. I can text you all the specifics.”

      
      “Same client both days?”

      
      “Nah. Two separate clients.”

      
      “Tonight may be shaky, but I can probably do Monday. I’ll have to change my flight because I’m supposed to leave Monday morning.”

      
      “I appreciate you. I’ll send you the specifics, and how soon can you let me know about tonight?”

      
      I sighed. “Okay, Thorne. For you, I’ll do tonight also.”
      

      
      Going on those other engagements would make up for Rick’s subsidized payment. Later that evening I told Rick that I had something
         to do and I’d be back later. I wasn’t sure if he knew in his heart that I was going to see another client or not. I’d always
         given Rick my undivided attention whenever we were together for a weekend. I felt the need to give him an excuse. “One of
         my girlfriends is also out here, and I’m going hang out with her for a while.”
      

      
      Since I never asked questions, I figured he thought he would provide me with the same respect. “That’s cool, I’m going out
         too. I gotta get my gamble on.”
      

      
      “I understand.”

      
      I showered and put on a nice dress and headed out of our hotel en route to another client’s place. The client had a stocky
         build and it appeared that he could have easily been a ballplayer. I smiled as I entered and he smiled back. He reached out
         to shake my hand. “Zach.”
      

      
      “Nice to meet you, Zach.”

      
      “And you are?”

      
      “Kyra.”

      
      He wore a wife beater and a pair of boxers. There was nothing sensual about the mood in the room. I wanted to get it over
         with and get back to Caesar’s Palace. I said, “So, whatchu need?”
      

      
      He sat on the bed and rested his head back. “Whatchu gonna give me?”

      
      I pulled my dress over my head and said, “I can give you this.”

      
      He didn’t really have much of a personality so I wasn’t interested in seeing why he needed me. With his type I like to get in, do my job, and leave. These gigs were usually uneventful.
      

      
      I took off my clothes, grabbed a condom from my bag, and climbed on him. I began kissing his neck. He cupped my butt and once
         he got an erection, I slipped the condom on him and slid down on him. He was what I considered a gymnast. We were from this
         position to that position. The constant position-changing prolonged the climax and I hated that. Anyway, it was finally over.
         He gave me a thousand dollars, and I showered and headed back to Rick’s room.
      

      
      When I got there he was nowhere to be found. I popped a couple of sleeping pills so that I would be so zapped when Rick came
         in that he wouldn’t be able to wake me if he tried. I sent him a text: “Felt like I was coming down w sumthin. Took some medicine.
         I’ll b knocked out when u get in.”
      

      
      My bases were covered and I lay down, praying that he wouldn’t even try to wake me. I was wrong. It seemed like a few minutes
         after I put my head on the pillow when Rick started shaking me. I tried to talk but words wouldn’t come out. I was in between
         a deep sleep and a light consciousness. I heard him yelling at me. “Bitch, when I hire you for a fucking weekend, you belong
         to me!”
      

      
      “Rick,” I slurred.

      
      “Don’t Rick me, bitch!”

      
      I could see him tossing my things from the room but I was too sleepy to reason with him. I tried to lie down, hoping Rick
         would just relax. But he pulled me by my leg from the room. My body was limp and too weak to resist. I was still a bit dreary
         as I tried to sit up outside his door. Shortly after he slammed the door security guards came and flashed lights in my eyes.
      

      
      “Ma’am, can you hear me?”
      

      
      “Yes, I can hear you,” I said.

      
      “Have you been drinking tonight?”

      
      Another guard knocked on Rick’s hotel room door. When he opened it, the guard asked if he knew me. He said, “No. Never seen
         her before.”
      

      
      “Ma’am, are you staying in this hotel?”

      
      I looked up at Rick and said, “This is my room.”

      
      “The gentleman says he doesn’t know you.”

      
      I was too tired to fight and too embarrassed to dispute what Rick was saying. But I called out for him one last time. “Rick,”
         I said, almost as if I couldn’t believe he was acting this way.
      

      
      Rick looked sternly at the security guards. “Get this bitch away from my room.”

      
      The guards began to gather my things. “No problem, sir.”

      
      They spoke to him with the utmost respect, and I’m sure they knew he was bullshitting, but it didn’t matter. As they helped
         me to my feet I felt like a hooker, and it didn’t feel good.
      

      
      The guards asked if I wanted to go to guest services to see if I could get a room. There were rooms available and the security
         staff escorted me to one. They didn’t want me harassing Rick, but at least I didn’t have to go out on the Strip partially
         drugged up. I lay in the bed and almost immediately fell back to sleep.
      

      
      I didn’t feel the effects of everything until the next morning. I woke up feeling like I’d run five miles. My muscles were
         hurting. There were rug burns on my arms and legs. I was in so much pain, both physically and emotionally. When I had knocked
         on Zach’s room door, I should have turned around instead. A piece of me knew that he knew Rick, but I figured they both knew what business I was in and it wouldn’t be a big deal. Rick’s reaction seemed as if he had been taunted by the
         guys and forced into a senseless rage. Then again, Rick had been extremely sensitive lately. I wanted to apologize for offending
         him, because it hurt me that he was offended and I wanted to make it right. I just wasn’t sure that I’d ever have the opportunity.
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      I stayed in Vegas for the additional day to hook up with the second client that Thorne had booked. During the two days between
         the fallout with Rick and the next client, I had a lot of time for self-reflection. I began to wonder if it was time to call
         it quits. Maybe I should do something different. I’d saved up a substantial amount of money in the hopes of purchasing a condo,
         but I’d begun to think maybe I’d live off that money for a while until I could figure this all out.
      

      
      I wasn’t feeling as confident as usual as I knocked on the door of the new client. I was dressed in a semiformal black dress
         because the client wanted me to attend a banquet with him. A short, light-skinned, nerdy guy opened the door to a fabulous
         room at Bellagio. He reached his hand out to shake mine.
      

      
      “Hello. Very nice to meet you. I’m Clyde.”

      
      “I’m London.”

      
      It was pretty easy for me to determine whether I would tell a guy my real name or not. This guy seemed like he was on the
         up-and-up. He invited me in and offered me a drink. I said, “I’m fine.”
      

      
      His skin looked a little patchy and his hairline was receding horribly. When he smiled it seemed to camouflage all his imperfections. His teeth were light, bright, almost neon white. It appeared as if they were perfectly chiseled porcelain.
         I wasn’t surprised to discover that he was a world-renowned orthodontist and dental surgeon. He had perfected the smiles of
         many celebrities and obviously his own as well.
      

      
      Clyde almost immediately proclaimed to me that he was a lifelong bachelor as we headed out to the event. That was rather odd.
         Most of my clients were married men and it was pretty much a rarity to have an engagement with a single man.
      

      
      He seemed to be pretty open about everything. I asked if there were any dos or don’ts to follow when we met up with his colleagues.

      
      “Not at all. They know that I’m pretty strange.”

      
      “And what does that mean?”

      
      “I mean, like if you told them that I hired you through an escort service, I don’t think anyone would be surprised.”

      
      “I think I’d rather just keep that between us. That would probably spark too many questions of me.”

      
      He laughed. “Yeah, probably.”

      
      Clyde seemed like a geek, but he was actually cool and adventurous. The evening slightly pushed those uncomfortable thoughts
         about Rick out of my mind. I was unexpectedly enjoying myself. We mingled with his colleagues, danced, and had pretty good
         conversation.
      

      
      When we returned from the event Clyde asked me to come in. He was quite an interesting person, so I was curious to know more
         about him.
      

      
      “So why did you deem yourself a lifelong bachelor?”

      
      “Well, I’ve never been married. Never lived with anyone. Never really even been committed to anyone.”

      
      “And why is that?”

      
      “I guess I’m too selfish.”
      

      
      “That would make sense.”

      
      “I like my freedom. I work hard. I play harder.”

      
      “And you don’t feel that you could do that while in a relationship?”

      
      “Now what woman do you think could handle a spontaneous man?”

      
      “I’m sure there are some.”

      
      “I doubt it. I’ll never be tied down.”

      
      “I understand.”

      
      When we returned to his hotel room he wasted no time getting down to business. He unbuttoned his shirt and had a really nice
         chest, to my surprise. After he took the shirt off there were more goodies in store. His arms were nice and muscular. He wasn’t
         a bad catch. The entire time he was proclaiming how he’d be single forever, I was thinking, Clyde, please, you are not all that.
      

      
      He asked if I would get in the shower with him and I agreed. I took off my dress, grabbed a condom from my purse, and followed
         him into the bathroom. He closed the door and steam began to fill the room as he kissed me in the middle of the bathroom.
         We clung to each other and I could feel him rising. He pushed me up to the door and lifted my legs.
      

      
      As he slowly entered me, I moaned. Clyde was gentle and passionate. He took pride in his lovemaking. Usually I fake orgasms
         but I didn’t have to with him. That was a first. Everything in this business was an act, but it just happened. I kissed his
         shoulders and rubbed the back of his head. I could tell he knew he was genuinely satisfying me. Being with Clyde made me long
         for real affection.
      

      
      We showered together and shared a glass of champagne afterward. Lying in bed, Clyde and I just talked about nothing. He was telling me about all his adventures. I just listened
         and I think he appreciated that. When he said he loved to deep-sea dive, I perked up. “I’ve always wanted to dive.”
      

      
      “You know, I’ve never once had a black woman say that to me.”

      
      “Really.”

      
      “Really. You should come to Mexico with me tomorrow.”

      
      Talk about spontaneity. I wasn’t sure I was in the mood to up and go to Mexico the next day. “What part?”
      

      
      “Puerto Vallarta. C’mon. It’ll be fun.”

      
      Why not? I thought. All I really needed to be concerned about was Bruno, but that would just be a matter of calling the kennel and
         extending his stay. So I agreed.
      

      
      The next morning Clyde got me a last-minute flight to Puerto Vallarta. We weren’t on the same plane, but I arrived within
         thirty minutes of his. When we got there I had to immediately go shopping for some beach clothes because I didn’t have any
         in my suitcase. Clyde went with me. He helped me pick out clothes. He was an all-out active participant in the shopping spree.
         I enjoyed that. He was extremely funny and people seemed to gravitate to him.
      

      
      One girl asked, “Is he always so funny?”

      
      I was thinking, Girl, I know as much about him as you do. Instead I smiled and nodded. I had to purchase a wet suit for my diving lessons. Clyde was a seasoned diver. I wasn’t quite
         sure why he’d asked me to join him in Mexico because we would be spending our days apart, as he’d be out in the sea. I, on
         the other hand, would be learning how to dive in the resort pool with a bunch of other amateurs.
      

      
      When we got back to our room both Clyde and I were tired so we jumped in the sack and drifted off to sleep. It was around a quarter to eight when we woke up. We were starving and headed out to find something to eat at the resort.
      

      
      Over dinner Clyde said, “I’m glad you could join me. Sometimes vacationing alone gets boring.”

      
      “I would think it wouldn’t be a problem to find someone to join you.”

      
      “Well, I like too much weird stuff and I don’t want to deal with a bunch of eewing.”

      
      I laughed. “What’s eewing?”

      
      “You know how women do, ‘Eew, that’s nasty’ or ‘Eew, you want to do that?’ That’s eewing. I can’t stand it.”

      
      “So are you saying women mess up your flow?”

      
      “No, I’m just saying women live by a bunch of damn rules and I like to break the rules. If I feel like pissing in the pool,
         leave me the hell alone.”
      

      
      Eew. I decided to keep my thoughts to myself and smiled.
      

      
      “All women aren’t like that.”

      
      He nodded toward me. “Obviously. That’s why you’re here with me.”

      
      I hadn’t totally figured Clyde out, but I got a feeling that being single was his defense mechanism. It protected him from
         himself, because it was clear that he was lonely. Somewhere in his past someone had done something to hurt him and he had
         subsequently become a rebel. I wasn’t certain I’d figure it out this week, but if he became a regular I was sure I’d be able
         to read him a little better.
      

      
      The first couple of days there I explored Puerto Vallarta after my two-hour diving lesson. Finally, around the fourth day,
         I was brave enough to take the plunge. It was breathtaking as I submerged. All I could hear were the peaceful sounds of the
         ocean. Fish swimming by, tropical-colored fish in schools. It was beauty in its rarest form. The sounds of the Earth were so far away. I could hear nothing but my own breathing.
         The compression tank on my back felt lighter under the water, just like all my issues—they floated to the top of the ocean
         as I sank deeper. At twenty feet below, I was convinced that I belonged here. No noise. No weight. No worries. I loved it.
      

      
      When my compression tank began to signal that it was time for me to ascend, I was thinking Damn, not now. It was either now or that would be my last dive. I swam up to the surface and Clyde was climbing onto the boat. He slapped
         me a high five as I followed. Once we were both on board, he took off his goggles. Clyde seemed so sexy in his wet suit. It
         clung to his short, stocky body. Maybe it was the dive, but I wanted to lie close to Clyde and make continuous love to him.
         Or maybe I was trying to solidify my position in his life. I wanted to be his ride-or-dive chick.
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      Kari loved the attention she got wearing a sexy short dress, but she still didn’t know how to shop for herself. So whenever
         I was in town I tried to make time to be her personal shopper. I gave her a call to see what time she wanted to step out.
         She answered, sounding frustrated.
      

      
      “You would never believe this.”

      
      “What?”

      
      “My AC is broken. I’m going to have to come over there until it gets fixed.”

      
      “When did they say it would be fixed?”

      
      “It could be days. Several units in my building are broken and I just don’t know.”

      
      How could I say no? But I wasn’t sure I wanted her in my space, especially considering I was scheduled to see someone at midnight.
         Reluctantly, I said, “You know you’re welcome to stay here.”
      

      
      “When Ian leaves, I’ll come over.”

      
      I kidded, “Ooh, Ian. So he spends the night.”

      
      “Quite frequently.”

      
      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      
      “I just wanted to make sure first.”

      
      “I can’t blame you.”

      
      “Yeah, you know how it is.”
      

      
      “He can come too if you want.”

      
      “Nah, he’s going out of town.”

      
      I wondered if that was true or if she was uncomfortable with me around her man. I had yet to meet him but I’d thought it was
         because of my schedule. It could have been intentional.
      

      
      Around noon Kari came over, looking as blissful as I’d ever seen her. This Ian guy was panning out to be everything she wanted.
         She sat on the couch and began to tell me how she really wasn’t interested at first, but that he was such a nice guy she gave
         him a chance.
      

      
      “I mean, he’s not tall, dark, and handsome, but we are so compatible.”

      
      “That’s all that matters.”

      
      “Yeah, man. You’re going to be shocked when you see him. He’s not cute at all but he makes me so happy.”

      
      She had no clue how many unattractive men I had been with over the past couple of years. “Everybody wants somebody fine, but
         in the big scheme of things looks don’t make you happy. Temporarily maybe, but not forever. That’s why there are so many divorces.”
      

      
      “You’re right.”

      
      It was hot and muggy outside so Kari and I decided to stay in and just have girl talk. I missed having someone around. Being
         with a different man every night was lonely. There was no substance to any of my relationships.
      

      
      Later that evening Kari cooked dinner and I opened a bottle of wine. We laughed about old times and talked about our futures.
         She suggested that I do something more with my life. She couldn’t understand how I was wasting all my qualities being the
         other woman. I insisted that I walked dogs for a living.
      

      
      Kari looked at me with such concern that I couldn’t be defensive. “London, the only dog you walk is Bruno. What happened to
         you? You were so smart. Now you’re just chilling waiting for a married man to take you shopping. I miss my girl. When we were
         in school, you seemed so focused.”
      

      
      “Kari, I’m still focused. Trust me.”

      
      As I dressed to go out I thought about the things Kari was saying. From the outside looking in, I was wasting my life away.
         I hated being perceived that way, but I wasn’t motivated to get up every day and work a nine-to-five for pennies. Then again,
         there were days when I’d rather sacrifice the money for normalcy. There were conflicting emotions raging in me as I headed
         out of the house.
      

      
      Kari said, “You sure look pretty. Where you guys going?”

      
      “Just out.”

      
      “It’s late for dinner and you ain’t dressed for a booty call.”

      
      “I still like to impress him.”

      
      “That’s cool.”

      
      I arrived at the hotel in Arlington a few minutes after twelve. When I knocked on the door a tall white man dressed in a suit
         opened it. I entered and looked around. His iPod was connected to the clock radio and it sounded like elevator music.
      

      
      “How are you this evening?” I asked, before sitting on the bed.

      
      He reached out to shake my hand. “Timothy, and you are?”

      
      “I’m London.”

      
      “Nice to meet you, London.”

      
      I pulled my dress up so he could see that I wasn’t wearing panties. He loosened his tie and began to unbutton his shirt. I kicked off my heels and scooted back on the bed and began
         to masturbate, hoping to arouse him quickly. His suit was on the floor in a matter of seconds. He got a condom and turned
         the lights out before diving into me. After a few strokes he flipped over so I could be on top. I pulled my dress over my
         head as I ground on him.
      

      
      He grabbed my arms and placed them around his neck. “Choke me.”

      
      Ugh! I hated men with the choking fetish. I placed one hand around his neck and softly pushed my thumb into his throat. He said,
         “Harder.”
      

      
      I pressed a little harder, but it still wasn’t good enough. He demanded I do it until he stopped breathing. I hated that game
         and that night was no different. I stopped moving and said, “I’m not going to do this.”
      

      
      “Just a little bit harder,” he said, as he raised his butt to push deeper.

      
      I decided to apply enough pressure to excite him, but not too much. Suddenly he stopped moving. It felt like he’d gone limp
         inside me. Oh shit. I jumped off him and began to shake him. He almost appeared to be sleeping. I turned the light on, rushed to the bathroom,
         and got a cup of cold water. I splashed it in his face and began to smack him. My heart raced. I’d begun to gasp for breath
         as I wondered what the hell I was going to do. I smacked harder and harder with all my might. Wake up. You bastard. Wake up.

      
      He slowly opened his eyes. I panted as I covered my face. All my organs had stopped functioning too. He smiled at me and I
         wanted to spit on him. “What is wrong with you? This shit is not funny.”
      

      
      “Calm down. It happens all the time.”

      
      I grabbed my dress and slipped it over my head. “Not with me.”
      

      
      “We’re not done.”

      
      “I am.”

      
      I grabbed my bag and stormed out of his room. I wanted no part of that. I had done the choking thing before but no one had
         actually passed out on me. He could keep his money for all I cared as the door slammed behind me. When I got to my car my
         heart was still beating fast. What if he had died? How would I have ever explained myself? Who would have believed it was
         a sex act gone wrong? What if I had gotten arrested for murder? My life flashed before my eyes. I was going nowhere fast.
      

      
      When I walked into my apartment I leaned my back against the door as if I were being chased. It was quiet and calm. I checked
         on Kari and she was sound asleep. I sat down in the living room and all I could think of was being in jail. I felt like it
         was time to get it together.
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      When I woke up the next day Kari was making breakfast. She said, “Good morning.”
      

      
      “Morning, Kari.”

      
      “You got back early last night. I wasn’t expecting you until this morning.”

      
      “Why?” I paused. “You know he’s married, right?”

      
      She turned from the stove. “Is that why you were crying last night?”

      
      “Why didn’t you check on me if you heard me?”

      
      “London, through all that you and your college beau went through and the things you’ve gone through with your mother, I’ve
         never seen you cry. Ever. You’re the hardest girl I know and I was just stunned. I didn’t know what to say but I slept on
         it and figured I’d bring it up this morning and see if you wanted to talk.”
      

      
      I took several long, deep breaths. The past two and a half years of bottling up my feelings came pouring out. I told her what
         I’d been doing, why I’d been missing. I gave no names. I didn’t tell her that Thorne was the organizer, but I told her my
         role and how I thought I was coming to the end of my rope. Kari was stunned. She couldn’t believe that I had stooped so low for no real reason except money. She reminded me that it was the root of all evil.
      

      
      “London, you deserve so much better. Don’t settle for that. Leave that to women without a brain.”

      
      After spending the morning explaining my complicated life, I called Thorne. He agreed to do lunch. We met at a bar and grill
         downtown. When I entered, Thorne was already seated. He waved me over to the table. I leaned in for a kiss on the cheek. I
         hadn’t told him anything when I called, but he’d immediately picked up on me. He said, “Talk to me. What’s going on?”
      

      
      “I’m tired. I’m not sure I want to do this anymore.”

      
      “That’s valid.”

      
      I’d thought he would try to talk me out of it, so I waited before continuing. “I don’t really know how other people manage
         two lives and I’ve been doing this for too long. I don’t even have a personal life anymore. I don’t even have feelings anymore.”
      

      
      “So you feel like you’re missing something, huh?”

      
      “Not really missing something, but—”

      
      “No, no. I understand because you do miss a lot.”

      
      “I guess. I don’t know what I’m feeling.”

      
      “Are a lot of your friends beginning to settle down and get married?”

      
      “Not those really close to me, but people indirectly related to me.”

      
      “It’s typical that around twenty-six or so, women start envying their friends who are married and having babies. So they begin
         to resent the lifestyle, feeling like it has somehow prevented them from significant relationships.”
      

      
      “Yeah, I don’t know what I feel right now. I think I just need a break.”
      

      
      He swallowed some water and shook his head, staring into my eyes. “London, I feel like I tried to teach you things, but then
         again I feel like I failed you.”
      

      
      “What do you mean?”

      
      “I mean, what’s your backup plan?”

      
      I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      
      “Are you still walking dogs?”

      
      “Not really. I create false receipts so that I can claim for taxes, but for the most part I haven’t walked dogs in a long
         time and that’s slow, slow money. I really don’t know what I’m going to do.”
      

      
      “A part of this is my fault. You were always available and I let you be my go-to girl and I think it prevented you from pursuing
         all your other dreams. Now what are we going to do?”
      

      
      “It’s not the end of the world, Thorne. I have enough money saved to figure out my next step. Maybe I’ll go back to school.”

      
      “I can use an administrator.”

      
      “At Quinn Forrester?”

      
      “No, at William Thorne.”

      
      “What would be my role?”

      
      “Making arrangements.”

      
      “You wouldn’t let me do that. Would you?”

      
      “London, you’ve done more than enough for me. You’ve taken the jobs nobody wanted to take. This is the least I can do for
         you in the meantime. Until we figure out what you’re going to do.”
      

      
      “I’ve always wanted to open a kennel.”

      
      He explained the importance of taking an average idea and placing your own spin on it. He told me that he believed I was a
         good businesswoman and he would help me get my business plan together. He asked, “So what would you say you’ve been reporting
         as business earnings?”
      

      
      “A little more than half. Whatever I deposit in the account is what I claim.”

      
      “Good, that’s a start. If you’re really serious about starting a kennel or dog motel, we will have to start with your current
         business earnings. Investors like to see what your earning potential is without a budget and the more you earned on your own,
         the more they think the business will return a profit with investors.”
      

      
      While we sat at lunch, he made a series of phone calls to get the ball rolling with my kennel idea. He set up a meeting with
         a company that wrote business proposals and instructed me to begin writing my ideas down. In the meantime I would be relieving
         some of his load as far as booking was concerned.
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      I was officially out of the business and living on savings as I followed all of Thorne’s advice to start up my company. When
         my business plan was done we sat down in front of a few investors and, like the old saying goes, I only needed one yes. When
         I got it, it was a matter of getting things into motion. I found two brownstones side by side that were being auctioned off
         by the city. They were in northwest DC, right off of New York Avenue and just about a mile from the White House. The community
         was up and coming. There were many new condominium complexes being renovated and built. It was prime real estate. I had an
         architect design the blueprint for the facility. I wanted it to look like an upscale hotel. I used inspiration from all the
         rooms I’d been in as I tried to convey what I envisioned. We went with the name Unleashed. The investors liked it and so did
         I. My logo was designed by a graphics company and Thorne suggested I hire it as a brand manager.
      

      
      Everything was in motion, and just as the contractors began working I realized we were drying up funds at an exponential rate.
         Thorne suggested I go back to the investors to see if I could get more, but they turned me down. If I got a loan and invested
         more of a percentage, I would earn more of a percentage on the back end. So I did just that. I went back to the bank for more money. It gave me pretty much a few
         more pennies, but I resorted to credit cards as a backup.
      

      
      We were back in action, and in about twelve months Unleashed opened its doors. The business started out slower than I expected.
         I was practically robbing one person to pay the other. I hated living like that. I wasn’t cut from the struggling cloth but
         I knew that all business owners had to do it at one point or another. Some of my ex-dog-walking clients stopped by for the
         open house, but no one booked a dog to stay. I opened the doors in the middle of October and maybe that had something to do
         with it. I couldn’t imagine it would be summer before I reaped anything from this. I could hear my mother’s voice telling
         me there was no money in dog care. As I struggled to make ends meet, I agreed.
      

      
      It had been a year and a half since the incident and I had sworn that I would never go back, but as I stood waist-deep in
         debt, there was only one way for me to make the type of money I needed. I called Thorne and simply said, “Put me back in the
         portfolio.”
      

      
      “London, I think you should keep doing what you’re doing. Things will turn around.”

      
      “Look, you’ve given me enough money and I’ve borrowed money from anyone who would give it to me. I’m back in. That ten percent
         you’ve been giving me for being your admin is not enough. In order for my business to survive, I have to make some money other
         ways.”
      

      
      Thorne was hesitant, but he knew as well as I did that there was only one way out. “Okay, London.”
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      While the first year of running Unleashed was a struggle, after five years as a call girl business, it was my best one yet.
         Thorne would only hook me up with longtime clients and many of them were charming and respectable. Several were out of town.
         They were always the easy ones, just men who were away from their wives looking for a little something different while on
         vacation.
      

      
      Clyde was glad that I’d gotten back into the business. Thorne told me he’d been asking about me since the Mexico trip. Once
         I was back in the game, Clyde and I went on three different diving vacations together. I don’t know what it was about Clyde
         but each time I was with him, I returned home feeling like I wanted a relationship. And it was weird because although we vacationed
         together like long-lost lovers, once it was over I didn’t hear from him until he either wanted to hook up or go away to dive.
      

      
      Thorne called just as I was packing for my Australian vacation with Clyde. Maybe it was because Clyde was single, but I sensed
         a bit of jealousy whenever I went on vacation with him. Thorne asked, “Do you need a ride to the airport?”
      

      
      “Thorne, you know I always get a car service.”

      
      He laughed. “Yeah, but I’m sitting here in my office, thinking about you and—”
      

      
      “And you want to come see me before I leave.”

      
      I never knew if he did this with everyone, but after I became his assistant it seemed like our relationship went from warm
         to hot. When we were together I felt like it was just the two of us. It seemed like we had so much in common and that if I
         hadn’t accepted his proposal, we might have found ourselves in a relationship from the start. I went back and forth in my
         mind with those thoughts each time he knocked at my door. Shortly after I hung up he rang the bell.
      

      
      I’d barely stepped out of my clothes from walking the dogs. Bruno barked and looked at the door like, Who the hell is it? I laughed as I softly kicked him away from the door. Thorne walked in and Bruno jumped on him. He always pushed Bruno off
         like he was a damn nuisance. I didn’t like how he did that, but I guess Bruno was a bit overbearing.
      

      
      “Move, Bruno,” I said as I kissed Thorne.

      
      He held me tightly. “My favorite girl.”

      
      “Don’t make me blush.”

      
      Men love to believe that we don’t know when they’re bullshitting us. He hugged me again. “You’re definitely my favorite girl.”

      
      “And you’re my favorite.”

      
      He tilted his head to the side and smirked.

      
      “You are,” I said, laughing.

      
      “And it’s snowing in California.”

      
      “Is it really?”

      
      “London, you’re funny.”

      
      He walked over to my couch and sat down. I sat beside him, tucking my right foot under me as I faced him. I placed my hands on his thigh. Referring to the small Saks bag he was carrying, I asked, “Is that for me?”
      

      
      He shook his head no. I assumed he thought I would be disappointed. Instead I grabbed the remote and turned the television
         on. I continued to massage his thigh with one hand. He looked at me and said, “You’re special. You know that?”
      

      
      “No, tell me why.”

      
      He leaned over for a kiss. “You’re just one of a kind.” He reached for the bag. “Of course this is for you.”

      
      “Thank you. What did I do to deserve this?”

      
      “You make me a lot of money.”

      
      I rolled my eyes and grabbed the bag. “So this is like a bonus, huh?”

      
      “No, it’s a gift from me to you.”

      
      I pulled the box from the bag. He’d bought me a pair of Gucci sunglasses.

      
      “I know how much you like your sunshades. I certainly couldn’t send my favorite girl to Australia without new shades.”

      
      Certainly he knew me well enough to know that I’d purchased multiple pairs of shades for my trip. He continued, “That would
         make me look bad.”
      

      
      “Why would you say that?”

      
      “I want you looking like a million bucks when you’re out with clients. That gets me more clients.”

      
      It was times when he talked like that that I felt like a piece of meat, but deep down I knew that Thorne had purchased those
         glasses because he wanted to get me a gift. Whenever he bought something for me he rationalized his purchase. I used to get
         offended when he explained his purchases; now I just accepted them. It was clear that he thought about me more often than not.
      

      
      I straddled him and wrapped my arms around his neck. “Are you sure that’s the only reason?”

      
      He smiled, but didn’t respond. I gyrated on him. “I was on your mind, right?”

      
      He nodded.

      
      “I never leave your mind, do I?”

      
      “No, London.” He spoke in a slightly stern manner.

      
      “It’s okay,” I said, as I leaned my forehead on his. We began to kiss passionately for what seemed like forever. He held me
         tightly and for a moment it felt like we were both caught up, as if he never wanted to let me go. A part of me didn’t want
         him to. He was the one constant in my life and despite everything I knew he was there. As we clung to each other in the heat
         of passion, I wondered what he was thinking. I hoped that we’d always be this close. Suddenly, like he’d been struck by lightning,
         he stopped. His arms relaxed and his lips retreated. He’d never done this before. I looked at him and touched his face. “Are
         you okay, Thorne?”
      

      
      “You know it’s against the rules to fall for one of your clients.”

      
      “But you’re not a client.”

      
      He looked into my eyes. “Don’t fall for me, either.”

      
      I climbed off him and sat back on the couch. “What are you talking about? I never said I was falling for you.”

      
      “You wouldn’t say it if you were. But I’m not talking about me. I’m talking about Clyde.”

      
      I laughed. “Thorne, c’mon now. What makes you think I’m falling for Clyde?”

      
      “It just seems like every time you’re about to go away with him, you get this look of euphoria. I just can’t explain it.”

      
      “Did you ever think that I love the places he takes me?”
      

      
      “But other men have taken you on trips.”

      
      “Most men take me to regular commercial places. Clyde, he picks eclectic vacations. And I just love it.”

      
      “If you fall for a client, you know I’ll fire you.”

      
      I didn’t speak immediately. I couldn’t believe the one man, if any, I loved was sitting there threatening to fire me for no
         reason. If I did fall for Clyde and the feeling was mutual, damn if I’d need to work for him again. It was like he heard my
         thoughts.
      

      
      “It never works out. He’ll never see you as a serious prospect because of the way you met. That’s why I have to constantly
         warn y’all not to lose focus. If you’re going to have a relationship, he can’t know you from this profession.”
      

      
      As often as I’d heard that and as much as I knew it to be true, it hurt hearing it like this. Why had he even come over to
         ruin my high? I wanted him to leave. I stood up. I was livid. “Thorne, I don’t need you to keep reminding me of this. I know.
         I know they will always see me as a call girl. I know you can’t turn a ho into a housewife. I know all of these things, so
         why in the hell do you feel the need to keep reminding me? You recruited me into this profession. You told me how wonderful
         it was. Now all I hear is that I’ll never be with anyone seriously.”
      

      
      I stormed into my bedroom. He followed. “Just leave. Leave my house.”

      
      Bruno ran into the room and began to bark. He could tell that I was very upset. Thorne grabbed me and put his arms around
         me. “I’m sorry, London. Maybe I do that to protect myself. Maybe it’s me that never wants you to fall for anybody.”
      

      
      I asked him what I’d wanted to ask for nearly a year. “Would you ever see me differently?”

      
      He hung his head as he pulled me to him. “I don’t know.”
      

      
      It stung me deep but I knew he was being honest. He had feelings for me that he couldn’t understand. He knew better than to
         be spending time with me the way he had been. I was supposed to just make money. I was never supposed to become his mistress.
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      By the time I arrived in Australia I’d gone over a million different scenarios in my mind. What if Thorne left his wife and
         we lived happily ever after? Or what if Clyde fell deeply in love with me? Though I tried to live my life without feeling
         too much, those suppressed emotions slowly began to creep up and tap me on my shoulder. I wanted to feel special to someone
         too.
      

      
      When I arrived in Sydney it was the crack of dawn. I saw the sun rise over the plane as we landed. I was completely exhausted
         from twenty-three hours in the air. By the time I made it through customs it was just a little after seven, but you couldn’t
         tell by the refreshed and rested look on Clyde’s face. He was waiting for me and showing every single one of his sparkling
         whites. Wouldn’t it be nice to have someone greet me this way every day? But this was only a temporary fling that I would be compensated for. I had been doing this for so long, I didn’t know what
         it felt like to go out with a man without calculating how much I’d earn, without knowing this man wanted nothing more from
         me than a couple of hours or days of my time.
      

      
      Clyde wrapped his short arms around me and kissed my cheek. “London, I’m so glad you’re here. This place is beautiful.”

      
      “I bet. I can’t wait to see it.”
      

      
      “I can’t wait for you to see it. Where we’re going, from what I hear, is unbelievable.”

      
      We headed to check in with Jetstar Airways to get our flight to Hamilton Island. Once we finally boarded the plane I was done
         with the small talk. I wanted to go to sleep. Every muscle was achy, and before we took off I was out. A few hours later we
         arrived at Hamilton Island. There we boarded a helicopter to take us to our final destination. The Coral Sea looked like it
         was dyed the most perfect aqua blue. I wanted to jump off the helicopter and just dive in. I joked with Clyde about the thought
         and he suggested we try skydiving. I’ll pretty much try anything once, but that wasn’t something I was interested in.
      

      
      When we flew over the Great Barrier Reef, the largest coral reef system in the world, I was anxious to put on my wet suit
         and let the diving begin. All the beauty below made me forget how tired I was when I arrived in Sydney. Finally we landed
         on Hayman Island. The resort was breathtaking. I looked at Clyde and he smiled. “Nice, huh?”
      

      
      “This is beyond fabulous.”

      
      The Hayman staff greeted us at the helicopter and we stepped into paradise. Our bags were carried away and would meet us in
         our suite. After we’d checked in we headed to the first-level suite. The private balcony hovered over the resort’s pool. The
         architecture was futuristic. White tailored bedding and geometrically designed honey oak furniture accented the sleek and
         contemporary décor. I stepped onto the balcony as Clyde tipped the bellboy, who arrived almost immediately after we did. I
         stood there alone, soaking up the beautiful scenery. It was something from a dream. I had visited many places and very few
         had taken my breath away. I was at a loss for words. I looked out into the sea and reflected on what I had been thinking about earlier. I still wasn’t sure if this
         life was worth it, but damn, how else or when else would I be able to see the world in this fashion? I may as well do it while I’m young. I lifted my shades to fully absorb my surroundings. I sat down on the patio chair and Clyde came out with a chilled bottle
         of champagne and two flute glasses.
      

      
      “This is the way to get the party started,” I said, laughing.

      
      He popped the bottle and the bubbles poured out into my glass. I slurped the edge of the glass so it wouldn’t spill over.
         Clyde sat down beside me.
      

      
      “Do you love this place or what?”

      
      “I think I do.”

      
      “My only gripe is that you don’t see any of us walking around here.”

      
      I laughed, because I’d had the same thought when we flew into Sydney. I felt like a zebra walking through the airport and
         people were looking at me like a damn exhibit. I said, “This is quite a homogenous society.”
      

      
      His eyebrows wrinkled and then he said, “Oh yeah, I forgot you told me you were a biology major.”

      
      “Uh, and what does that have to do with anything?”

      
      “Regular people just don’t use the word homogenous like that.”
      

      
      “Maybe most people are in diverse surroundings and they don’t have to use the word, but when you come to a place like Australia
         and everyone has blond hair and blue eyes, you can’t help but say it.”
      

      
      “I guess, London.” He lifted his glass as if to signal a truce. “I’m glad you could meet me here. I’ve been planning to dive
         here for some years now. My schedule never permitted, though.”
      

      
      I touched his hand. “Well, I’m certainly glad we were able to coordinate our schedules.”
      

      
      Looking into his eyes, I leaned over and pecked him on the cheek. Though money for him was no issue, I wanted to thank him
         for bringing me here.
      

      
      “So is there anything particular you’d like to do today?” he asked.

      
      “Sleep.”

      
      “I’ll let you rest and I’ll meet you for dinner. What do you think about that?”

      
      It was a wonderful idea. Although I’d been reinvigorated by the sights, my body was tired and I needed to rest comfortably
         for a minute. I went into the bathroom to turn the shower on and came back into the room to grab my toiletries out of my suitcase.
         Standing in front of a long mirror, I pulled my hair into a ponytail. Clyde walked up behind me and put his arm around my
         waist. He kissed softly around my neck and shoulders. I reached up to wrap my hands around the back of his head.
      

      
      “Can I take a shower with you?”

      
      “Of course.”

      
      I came out of my clothes and Clyde miraculously was out of his in a matter of seconds. He said, “I forgot, you like your water
         super hot.”
      

      
      “There’s a double-headed shower in here so you can have your water however you like.”

      
      “Perfect.”

      
      Adjusting his showerhead, I asked, “Is this good?”

      
      He stuck his fingers under the water and nodded affirmatively. I stepped in and he followed. We kissed slowly and he held
         me as the water poured down our backs. We stood there clinging to each other for almost five minutes. Finally, he began to wash my back and I did his. We both lathered up and washed off a few times. His penis was poking straight out at
         me. He’d placed condoms right outside the shower and he reached out to grab one. After sliding it on, he asked me to bend
         over. He entered me from behind and slowly began to grind. I sighed pleasurably. As the water continued to rain down on us,
         we made slow love until he climaxed. We both did another rinse-down and by this time I was totally ready to pass out for the
         rest of the day.
      

      
      I dried off and lay in the bed naked. Clyde came over to kiss my forehead. “I’m going out to see what other excursions are
         available and make reservations for dinner. Then I’m just going to lounge around the resort. I’ll wake you up around six.”
      

      
      “Sounds good to me.”

      
      My head hit the pillow and I can’t recall anything in between that and Clyde tapping my shoulder. “London, were you able to
         rest?”
      

      
      Yawning, I asked, “Is it already six?”

      
      “Actually, it’s seven.”

      
      “Oh my goodness. I must have been really sleepy.”

      
      “You were.”

      
      “Good thing we’ll be here for seven days. I don’t feel so bad about losing an entire day.”

      
      I sat up in the bed. Clyde said, “We have reservations at eight.”

      
      “Okay, let me get myself together.”

      
      Clyde and I went to dinner at Azure, a restaurant on the resort. We had a candlelight dinner on the water. Though we’d been
         away several times before, maybe it was Thorne planting the seed in my mind, but I began to wonder how it would be to be with
         Clyde seriously. It was obvious we had a lot in common. He loved adventure just as much as I did. He loved to travel and eat different foods. We were compatible. I
         wondered if he’d ever see me differently. He certainly treated me like a lady whenever we were together. I’d never had the
         desire to do this, but I asked, “Clyde, do you still think you’ll be single forever?”
      

      
      He nearly choked on the roll he was eating. “I don’t know.”

      
      “You’ve never had the desire for something more real?”

      
      “Sometimes, but then I just give you a call.”

      
      “So do you feel like what we’re doing is real?”

      
      “For the time that we do it, yeah.”

      
      “So why don’t we talk in between times?”

      
      “London, that’s why I pay you.”

      
      My neck snapped back. “Huh?”

      
      “I pay not to be questioned.”

      
      I’d definitely slipped momentarily. He was right. It was inappropriate for me to be asking these types of questions. Clearly
         I’d gotten too comfortable with our relationship. I began to understand why Thorne didn’t recommend having regular clients
         for too long. Unconsciously, women slip into relationship mode when they see too much of one guy.
      

      
      Clyde had drawn the line and I was back in working girl mode when we woke up at six in the morning to board the boat for our
         diving adventure. We both reluctantly rose to slide into our wet suits. Grabbing our equipment, we rushed out the door. I
         wasn’t even sure I’d gotten all the sleep out of my eyes.
      

      
      We hopped in the boat with almost ten other couples and we were headed to the Great Barrier Reef. As always, inquiring minds
         wanted to know if we were honeymooning or dating and how long we’d been together. Clyde and I had a script that we followed. We’d been dating less than six months, we’d met in Vegas and discovered that we both enjoyed
         diving. It always seemed to generate a bunch of oohs and aahs. We had become good at smiling the adoration off and turning
         the attention to something else. This morning was no different. The diving coach gave us basic instructions like always. I
         was just anxious to get twenty feet below sea level so I could clear my head.
      

      
      Finally it was our turn to climb into the small boat and sink into the water. I went first and Clyde followed. Watching the
         fish in the deep blue sea usually took all my pain away. As I sank deep alongside Clyde, the weight of my lifestyle was still
         heavy. I regretted it. The peace that I usually felt underwater was gone.
      

      
      When we got back to the room Clyde walked out onto the patio and I sat in the room. He hadn’t said much to me since the interrogation.
         I wanted to rewind my actions but it was too late. I walked onto the patio and stood behind Clyde.
      

      
      “I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable yesterday.”

      
      “Oh no, it’s not heavy.”

      
      “I know you and I could never have anything serious and I should have never questioned why we don’t talk in between times.”

      
      “I know you didn’t mean it, London. I ask myself all the time why we don’t talk in between times, but it just would never
         work. I’m a bachelor and you’re a prostitute.”
      

      
      I gasped. I couldn’t believe he’d said it so bluntly.

      
      Raising his hands in a defenseless manner, he continued, “No offense, but as compatible as we are, what we are makes us incompatible.”

      
      “What are we outside of these self-imposed labels?”

      
      “These aren’t labels. They are traits. I like a variety of women. You obviously like a variety of men. So why should we waste our time trying to pursue something deeper?”
      

      
      “I don’t like a variety of men.”

      
      “Look, London. Maybe you don’t, but clearly you are not a monogamous person.”

      
      “I could be.”

      
      “And you could not be too. So, like I said, why would we even waste our time?”

      
      It hurt to hear how he viewed me. I was completely capable of being monogamous but I figured trying to convince Clyde of it
         was a losing battle. So I simply agreed. I remained in business mode for the rest of our trip. If I was going to be with someone,
         it definitely wouldn’t be with someone I had met this way.
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      I decided to stay overnight with my mother during my layover in San Francisco on my return from Australia. When I called to
         let her know that I’d be there, she sounded almost like she wanted to see me. It was close to midnight when I came in from
         flying all day. My mother pulled up to pick me up in her brand-new Lexus. Her hair was pulled back in a bun and she wore khaki
         pants and a peach short-sleeved sweater. She had accessorized with gold costume jewelry, a necklace and clip-on earrings.
      

      
      We hugged when she stepped out of the car. It had been a long time since we’d spent any quality time together. That was by
         design on my part. Not sure exactly what she felt. She always told me how much she missed me, but I had mixed emotions about
         her. While I was grateful that she had raised me and given me a quality education, I didn’t know if that gratitude translated
         into love.
      

      
      When I sat in the car, it felt like she was a stranger. And I sensed that she felt the same about me. She looked at me strangely
         and said, “London, you look so gorgeous.”
      

      
      “Thanks, Mom.”

      
      She touched my arm and stroked it as we drove off. “London, you look so good.”

      
      While I appreciated her compliments, it made me wonder what she’d imagined I’d look like. I repeated, “Thanks, Mom.”
      

      
      “So tell me all the exciting things you’re up to. What were you doing in Australia?”

      
      “Well, I’m doing what I love to do. Taking care of dogs.”

      
      “So that’s working out well, I see.”

      
      “Yes, extremely well.”

      
      I spoke with arrogance because she had tried her best to change my mind. She hadn’t wanted me to be a vet or even work with
         dogs. She’d made it clear that she’d paid too much for me to go to school for me not to get a return. She would shoot herself
         if she found out what I really did for a living, which is why I kept my distance.
      

      
      My mother lived in a high-rise condominium. We pulled into the building’s garage and we headed up to her condo on the sixth
         floor. I said, “Wow, I never imagined you to live in a condo.”
      

      
      My mother had loved her house in Arlington. It was a large four-bedroom Colonial and she’d kept it meticulous. I would never
         have thought she’d leave, but I assumed she loved her job a little more. We entered her place and it appeared she’d settled
         in well. The place was contemporary and inviting. The smell of candles lingered. She walked me to the room where I would be
         staying. It was decorated almost like my room in our home in Arlington. It startled me and made me wonder if this was her
         way of feeling close to me.
      

      
      “I’ll let you get settled in. If you want, I’ll make some tea.”

      
      “That’s cool.”

      
      I was really in no mood for tea. Really, all I wanted to do was sleep. But it would be unfair to say that. So I changed into my pajamas, washed my face, and headed into the kitchen. The kettle began to whistle just as I walked in. She smiled
         at me, still seemingly cautious and distant. As she poured the water into the mugs, she placed her hand on my shoulder. “Do
         you still like a ton of sugar in your tea?”
      

      
      She had always tried to restrict my sugar intake, but I still found ways to get it. My metabolism was like a damn race car.
         Everything I ate was burned up in a matter of minutes. I don’t know why, but I always felt like my mother envied that. She
         stayed on a diet, always watching her weight, and I ate whatever I wanted and never gained an ounce.
      

      
      “Yep, I’m still a sugar junkie.”

      
      She grabbed the sugar canister and sat down beside me. “You know, London, I’m glad you called.”

      
      “Oh, Ma.”

      
      “You get the stubbornness from me.”

      
      “What do you mean? I wasn’t trying to be stubborn.”

      
      “No, I was. So many days I think about how torn our relationship is and I think about calling you to help you but I just don’t
         do it.”
      

      
      “Help me?”

      
      “I know it’s hard out here, being young and trying to make your way. And I’ve just left you out there.”

      
      “I’m fine, Mother.”

      
      “Walking people’s dogs? Is that really what you want to do for the rest of your life?”

      
      It was interesting that even in her attempt to make peace, she couldn’t resist being condescending. I shook my head, thinking,
         This is exactly why I cut her ass off in the first place. But I was glad that I had come here, so that I could finally get over the guilt I felt from time to time for wanting to
         disown her.
      

      
      “Yes. I only have upper-class clientele. They pay me a lot of money to look after their dogs.”
      

      
      “So you’re kinda like a dog nanny. These people take you on trips with them, in somewhat the same way.”

      
      Usually when I travel I tell her that I’m going with one of my clients. I just shook my head. I began to believe that I shouldn’t
         even have made this stop. When I didn’t respond, she continued, “Is this what you want to do forever? You’re so smart. You
         could run a real business.”
      

      
      Little did she know I was running a business—a very lucrative one. I said, “Listen, I am very happy. I can afford to take
         care of myself and I don’t understand why you can’t understand that I’m doing something that I love.”
      

      
      She raised one eyebrow. “Do you really? Or are you afraid of real work?”

      
      “Actually, I do. I’m content making six figures walking dogs and running a kennel.”

      
      “You earn that kind of money walking dogs?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “Well, maybe it’s not a bad deal, it just sounds so degrading. A dog walker,” she said as she cringed.

      
      I sat quietly as she tried to make small talk. I gave curt responses to everything, thinking I should have just gone to sleep.
         Obliviously she asked, “Did I offend you?”
      

      
      “No, I’m not offended. I’m just irritated.”

      
      “Well, let me rephrase. Did I irritate you?”

      
      “Yes, you did.”

      
      “Why does any- and everything I say to you irritate you?”

      
      “Because you’re a nag. Did anyone ever tell you that you nag?”

      
      It was as those words exited my mouth that I understood why men would rather pay for sex than listen to a nagging woman. It was easier to just get it in and keep it moving than to
         be bothered with this.
      

      
      She covered her chest like she was offended. “Yes, Mother. You nag and it’s irritating. We haven’t spent much time together
         in six years and the first thing you want to talk to me about is what I do for a living. Let me give you a tip: That’s superficial
         conversation and I refuse to participate in it.”
      

      
      Her eyes watered. I’d seen her cry before, but never over something that I’d said. She said, “London, can I ask you something?”

      
      At this point I was still fired up, so I snapped, “What?”

      
      “Do you love me?”

      
      “Do you love me?”

      
      “I asked you first.”

      
      “You verbalized it first, but I’ve questioned it my whole life. So, technically, I asked first. Do you love me?”

      
      She hung her head. “You were six months old when I adopted you. It was through an agency and I was told that you were in foster
         care for those months. I don’t know what happened to you, but we never bonded. I tried. I tried so hard to love you and I
         had committed to doing so. When you were a little girl, you wouldn’t let me hug you. You’d turn your face when I tried to
         kiss you. I finally got to the point where you were just a little girl in my house that I had to provide for.”
      

      
      “Did you ever love me?”

      
      “I tried.”

      
      She pretended like she wanted to cry but no tears fell. I smirked. She hadn’t tried hard enough as far as I was concerned.
         I stood up and my eyes seared at her, wondering if she had the nerve to ask me again if I loved her. My response wouldn’t be as complicated as hers. I loved her. I loved her
         for trying her best. I loved her for giving me her all in spite of herself.
      

      
      I walked into the bedroom and sat on the bed. Something inside me said that I owed her an apology. I felt like she wanted
         to do better but just didn’t know how, especially considering she hadn’t carried me for nine months. As I stood to walk back
         into the kitchen, I bumped into her heading into my room.
      

      
      “London, there are a lot of things that I would redo if I could, but…”

      
      I put my arms around her. “Look, I’m sure I was hard to deal with. I’m sure I was cold. I don’t know why, but I’m sorry and
         I just wanted to say thank you.”
      

      
      “You don’t have to thank me. I did what I was supposed to do.”

      
      “I know, but I want to thank you anyway.”

      
      She came into the room and sat on the bed. “I always thought that it was smart for me to tell you that you were adopted at
         an early age, but now I don’t know.”
      

      
      “Why would you say that?”

      
      “I always felt like you knew that you didn’t have to bond with me because I wasn’t your real mother.”

      
      “I didn’t understand any of that at the time. It was as I got older that I realized the difference.”

      
      “Can we start over?”

      
      “We can try.”

      
      I didn’t want to give her any false hope. We definitely had our share of differences and I wasn’t sure I needed her meddling
         in my life. She could be overbearing when she wanted to be and I didn’t really need that, especially not with my profession.
      

      
      “Have you ever considered looking for your birth mother?”
      

      
      “Nope. Never.”

      
      “I thought for sure you would have. I was always afraid of that.”

      
      “Honestly, I always felt like if she could give me up, then she doesn’t deserve to know me.”

      
      “But everyone wants to know where they came from.”

      
      “Okay, so here’s the question, does knowing your birth mother give you any more insight into who you are? I don’t think so.”

      
      “I do. Because you had some strong ways as a little girl that I never understood and I always felt like some of those things
         were just in your DNA.”
      

      
      “I guess.”

      
      We talked awhile longer and she ended up falling asleep in my bed. It felt like this was the closest we’d ever been. I woke
         up early the next morning and she was in her room doing an exercise DVD. I inquired about her social circle here. Did she
         have a boyfriend? Friends? I discovered she didn’t have either. She was reaching out to me because she didn’t have any real
         relationships. She’d given her entire world to being the vice president of her company, and as she approached retirement she
         probably began to realize that the job couldn’t love her back. When it dawned on me what she was feeling, I began to question
         how long my job would love me back. Though I’d convinced myself that I had time to spare, did I really? If so, how much longer
         would I be a hot commodity in this profession? My job might divorce me a lot sooner than I was prepared for. I didn’t want
         to grow old lonely. A piece of me knew it was really time to start searching for real relationships. I didn’t even know where
         to begin.
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      When I came back from Australia, Thorne called, almost sounding like he was in a panic. He asked if he could come over to talk.
         Of course, my hero is always welcome to come over for personal time.
      

      
      He used his key to get in and I was in the shower waiting for him. He called out for me and I yelled back that I was in the
         shower. He came in and wasn’t his regular clean-shaven self. He looked like he’d been through a war. I quickly stepped out
         of the shower. Spot-drying myself, I asked if he was okay.
      

      
      He hung his head. “My wife has cancer.”

      
      I touched his face and pulled him to my chest. There was nothing I could really say. He was distraught and it was frightening
         to see someone who always had it all together look so scared. He controlled everything and this was one thing he had no control
         over.
      

      
      “What happened?”

      
      “She found a lump. She has stage four cancer.”

      
      I didn’t know much about the stages, but I knew that stage four was pretty advanced. I wondered if she had just found the
         lump or if she had known for some time. It scared me to think that a woman could find a lump one day and be faced with dying the next. I had so many questions, but I decided to do my own research. Now was not the time to ask Thorne
         a million questions. I simply held him tightly and hoped there was some way I could make it better.
      

      
      I grabbed a robe and invited him to sit on the side of the bed with me. I said, “Thorne, I’m so sorry.”

      
      “I mean, it’s hard to hear that the person you love has something hurting them and you can’t make it better.”

      
      Thorne had never once denied his wife or denied his love for her, but I hadn’t known how much he loved her until that very
         moment. He was in as much pain as she was in. And it hurt me to see him like that. I rubbed his back and he just shook his
         head.
      

      
      “We saw the oncologist yesterday and it has spread to her bones. She was in a lot of pain, but she kept making excuses and
         never went to the doctor’s.”
      

      
      His voice trembled and my eyes watered. He looked at me like there was something I could do. “London, I have three boys.”

      
      “She’s going to be okay.”

      
      He took a deep breath. “Chances are that she won’t and I have to accept it.”

      
      “I hope you’re wrong.”

      
      “I wish I was wrong. I just don’t know. I’m going to cut back on everything that I’m doing. I’m going to be there for her.”

      
      “You should. She deserves that.”

      
      “London, she takes care of everything. If it wasn’t for her, there is no way I could do what I do.”

      
      “I understand.”

      
      “I’m just trying to pay everyone a visit to let them know that business is going to slow down until I can take care of this.”

      
      “That’s fine, Thorne. Don’t worry about business. That should not even be your concern right now.”
      

      
      He looked me in the eye. “Trust me, it’s not. I just wanted to be a man and come tell you face-to-face that I don’t plan on
         making any arrangements until I know my wife is okay. That’s going to put a financial strain on a lot of people, but I’m sorry.”
      

      
      “Thorne, go home and take care of your wife. Okay?”

      
      I walked him to the door. I thought it was honorable of him to come tell me. After I closed the door, the effects of his announcement
         finally sank in. While Unleashed had begun to turn a profit, it still was trickling in and I was in way too much debt. I’d
         become too dependent on escorting. As I sat there sympathizing with him, I hadn’t even thought to ask if I could assist him
         in any way. I didn’t want to call him back. I was in a good enough position not to work for some months, but I was certain
         my savings would be gone quickly if I stopped escorting cold turkey. Something had to be done.
      

      
      I let some days pass before I called him. Initially I asked about his wife. She’d had surgery and had already begun chemotherapy.
         Along with her mother, he’d pretty much been doing all the things she usually did, like picking up and dropping off the kids.
         I suggested he hire a driver. He humbly said, “My boys need me right now. I’m not going to send them off with some stranger
         at a time like this.”
      

      
      “You’re right. I completely understand and it makes sense. Is there anything I can do to help you?”

      
      He sighed. “I’ll talk to you a little later, but probably, yes.”

      
      When Thorne came to my house I was prepared to tell him that I would perform the coordinating activities for him until things settled down. I just wasn’t sure how I planned to say it. I asked if he wanted some wine and he declined. I asked
         if he wanted a cigar and surprisingly he didn’t want that either.
      

      
      So I took the direct approach. I said, “I really hate to see what you’re going through. It’s very unfair.”

      
      “It’s life, I guess.”

      
      “Thorne, I hate what’s going on with your wife and I really pray that everything gets better.” I paused for a long time. “Have
         any of your girls called you yet?”
      

      
      “Everyone is trying to be understanding, but I know it’s killing a lot of people. Hell, it’s killing me. I just don’t have
         the time, though.”
      

      
      “I have a lot of your clients on that spreadsheet you gave me. You can forward your calls through me like you were doing before
         and I can do the booking until you’re free again.”
      

      
      “I’m afraid I don’t know when that will be.”

      
      “I mean, just to avoid destroying everyone’s livelihood. You know?”

      
      “London, I know I’ve taught you the whole booking-and-travel component, but more goes into this business and at the end of
         the day, it’s a man’s job. I’m not sure you’re ready to deal with that.”
      

      
      “Look, you have a strong network of regulars and I’ll just deal with them and their referrals. I won’t accept new clients.”

      
      “Here’s the thing about this business; you never know when one of your faithful regulars’ wives will find out she has breast
         cancer and he’s no longer a client. You have to always recruit new clientele. And not only that, you have to always recruit
         new girls. They fall off regularly too. Some of them fall in love with clients. Some of them can’t handle it emotionally. I’ve gotten good at profiling women who will and
         those who won’t.”
      

      
      “So you could teach me.”

      
      “I’ll say this, maybe you can manage what I’ve already got going on and then if you choose to keep it going, you can.”

      
      “I can do that.”

      
      “It’s not as easy as it looks.”

      
      “How do you want to work the financials?”

      
      “London, right now I’m taking it day by day. I won’t be able to help you in any way. So for now you can keep one hundred percent.”

      
      After merely two weeks of being the coordinator, I had to admit it was not an easy job at all. I’d thought I was making money
         as a call girl, but in two weeks I made about thirty hookups and close to twenty thousand dollars. That solved a bunch of
         money issues. It enabled me to hire additional help at Unleashed, and I was convinced that as long as I managed booking right
         I wouldn’t have to go out myself.
      

      
      I decided to only entertain my favorites; everyone else would have to be turned down. Most of Thorne’s girls willingly followed
         me. Others questioned his passing the business down to me. When I asked him why, he told me that it was simply because I had
         asked. He also said he trusted me as a businesswoman, and I partially believe it had to do with the fact that he had taught
         me everything I knew about the business and figured I’d run it the way he would have. And he was right… only I planned to
         run it better.
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      Some of Thorne’s girls branched off into managing their own careers with the contacts they had, but others had no choice but
         to follow me because I had the master list. Still, the ones who branched off left major holes in the business unit. The profiling
         part of my job came sooner than expected. How could I identify a chick who would be down just by looking at her? Thorne’s
         approach was easy. He presented it to you by offering it straight, but being a woman, I didn’t know exactly how to ask another
         woman if she wanted to work for me.
      

      
      Suddenly I found myself sharing small talk with attractive women in the grocery store or at the gym or in the bookstore. Still,
         I didn’t know where to take the conversation next. How could I propose it and how would I know what to say without being offensive?
         Then I decided to post an ad on Craigslist: “Looking for attractive female dog walker. Must love dogs, be friendly and in
         need of extra money.”
      

      
      I interviewed like crazy and finally hired a few girls to work at Unleashed, and I hoped that once I got close enough to them
         I could expose the real job. Thorne told me to pay attention to their backgrounds. Women who love to purchase purses and shoes that are
         beyond their means are usually good candidates. And the one that shocked me: housewives on a tight budget.
      

      
      My first subject was a new girl I’d hired. She was pretty and friendly and she carried herself well. She was in graduate school,
         studying chemistry. I thought she’d be a good candidate. So I had to figure out my approach. I started out suggesting we go
         out for drinks on the days she worked, pretending I wanted to take her under my wing.
      

      
      About a month passed and finally I asked her what kind of money she wanted to make. She explained that she wanted to make
         as much money as she could. She understood that dog walking wouldn’t pay any bills but she liked dogs and it helped a little.
      

      
      “What if I offered you a job that paid about five hundred to a thousand an hour? You could work when you feel like it and
         there are no standard work hours. How would you feel about that?”
      

      
      “I would ask you where do I sign.”

      
      “You don’t want to know what it is?”

      
      “I don’t care what it is, I’m down.”

      
      I smiled because she had no clue what she was signing up for. The money was enough of an attraction. “Don’t jump too quickly.”

      
      “Listen, if I can make that kind of money, I’m jumping.”

      
      “How do you feel about being an escort?”

      
      She paused and all her excitement ceased. “What kind of escort are you talking about?”

      
      “An escort. It could be a date or quality time. Really whatever the gentleman wanted.”

      
      “If that’s all I have to do, I’m with it.”

      
      “I have to tell you, sex is involved.”

      
      She seemed to be a little disappointed but I could tell she was calculating how much she could make, the same way I had when it was brought to me. Finally she asked, “So how do you know
         these men? I mean, does any random guy come searching for an escort?”
      

      
      “No, honey. No average Joe could afford to pay you that kind of money.”

      
      “I guess you got a point.”

      
      “Please don’t tell anyone that I offered this to you, but I’m putting it on the table. I’ll wait for you to let me know if
         you’re interested.”
      

      
      It was about two days later that she came to me and said she was willing to try. I gave her the specifics of the business
         and she was on her first date about a week later.
      

      
      My strategy seemed to work and I decided to continue running that ad in Craigslist. And that’s how I got my girls. I built
         a team of dog walkers who were open and free-spirited. Once I had my team, I had to hire a glam squad to prepare them for
         my portfolio.
      

      
      Keeping the girls was another matter. Every day I had to manage a different emotion. I didn’t have the patience to deal with
         these emotions. Certainly there were times when I first started working that I had acted bratty or selfish, but damn. Women
         seemed so petty and unstable. Thorne swore this became addictive. I couldn’t understand why. If the money hadn’t been so good,
         there was no way I would have done it. There was nothing addictive about it. I couldn’t understand how he was able to run
         a business, manage these girls, have a family, and never look stressed out.
      

      
      I felt like between running Unleashed and coordinating these hookups, I was going to lose my mind. I didn’t see where on Earth
         I could fit in a man. I had sworn when I stopped escorting that I would try to find a real relationship. But here I was in something a lot more challenging than merely
         hooking up with someone. At least as a call girl you can just quit. As the leader of the pack you have a bunch of people’s
         livelihoods and happiness in your hands.
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      When Thorne’s wife passed, I thought he would be eager to jump back into business. Instead he came to me to negotiate his percentage.
         He felt that he deserved it since he had handed the business over to me in a state of stress. I was open to him having a percentage,
         but he wanted a fifty-fifty split. Those numbers sounded ludicrous to me. It had been almost eighteen months since he had
         called it quits and I had recruited more clientele. It just wasn’t fair. I was a seven-year veteran, and I was busting my
         ass to keep things afloat. I wasn’t giving him half for doing nothing. He claimed that, with the responsibility of being Mr.
         Mom, he hadn’t had time.
      

      
      Not only that, in order for the transaction to be legal, I would have to contractually give him a percentage in Unleashed.
         All my blood, sweat, and tears had gone into Unleashed and it was finally becoming lucrative; I wasn’t about to give him half.
         I offered him a percentage on all future bookings, but he was adamant about the percentage in the company. I wasn’t going
         to let that happen. He was the one who had taught me to be careful with how you dish out percentages of your company.
      

      
      I loved Thorne and I respected him, but this was baffling. He’d never seemed shady to me, but I felt like he was trying to bully me. He implied that without him I would be nothing but
         a dog walker. His attorney called me daily to work the situation out, but I was not interested. If Thorne wanted to present
         something sensible to me, we could talk. A part of me thought that he would try to take me down, and maybe he did try, but
         from what I discovered, clients are loyal as long as you offer a quality product.
      

      
      His demands began right after I purchased a new home in Cheverly. When I called him to share the news, he suggested that he
         hadn’t thought I could manage recruiting, booking, and retaining this long. I think he knew I was surviving, but the thought
         that I was thriving obviously bothered him. Suddenly he deserved so much when he hadn’t cared for over a year. I’d carried
         the load when he bailed out. I was the one dealing with all the stress. My phone was always ringing and my inbox was always
         full. And that wasn’t a result of Thorne’s transitioning the business responsibly; it was because I was determined not to
         sink.
      

      
      Although we’d been in conflict, I still loved Thorne and felt like I owed him a lot, but I couldn’t just let him rape me financially.
         The situation with him was probably the only thing that brought me to tears frequently. As I sat in my office at Unleashed,
         I stared at my phone, thinking that I should call Thorne and squash this and hash out the right numbers that would make everyone
         happy. My phone buzzed. It was a text message request for a biracial German chick I had recruited about a year before. It
         had been weeks since she’d called me or accepted a job. Thorne was always good about stopping by if he hadn’t talked to you
         in a while. I was losing track. But after several requests for Taina, I decided to hunt her down. She was a twenty-two-year-old
         model who had come to the States at the age of eighteen to strike it rich. She had everything to make it in the modeling business. She
         was almost six feet, rail-thin, with a unique-looking face and long curly brown hair, but still she wasn’t getting enough
         gigs to pay the bills. She did a lot of pro bono work so she didn’t want to commit to a full-time job, so she had been the
         perfect candidate to respond to the Craigslist ad.
      

      
      When I met Taina I knew it would only be a matter of days before she’d be willing to sign up. There was just something free-spirited
         about her. As usual, I took her out to dinner and proposed escorting, and without any convincing she asked how soon she could
         have her first hookup.
      

      
      Taina was a dream call girl. She didn’t require a bunch of glam work; she was sexually free and willing to take on the kinkier
         clients. She had been making me a lot of money in her short time. I would definitely have given her the most valuable player
         award. So not hearing from her slightly concerned me. I tried calling her again. The phone kept jumping to voice mail. Finally
         I decided to pop up at her home.
      

      
      I stood outside her apartment for nearly fifteen minutes, hoping she would show. Just as I walked out of her building I saw
         her strolling down the street looking like she’d lost her best friend. I had to jump into therapist mode. I could honestly
         say that every girl who worked for me had some type of issue. I guess that’s what made them prime candidates for the job.
         I always joked with myself, thinking, I wonder what my issue was. We can’t see ourselves from the outside, so I would probably never know the answer.
      

      
      I stood there waiting for her to cross the street. When she noticed me she looked the other way and began walking fast. I
         darted out into traffic, practically chasing after her. “Taina. I just want to talk to you.”
      

      
      When I caught up to her I was out of breath. “Girl, why are you running from me?”
      

      
      “London, I’m sorry.”

      
      “If you don’t want to do this anymore it’s fine, but I just came by to make sure you were okay.”

      
      She sighed. “I’m not okay.”

      
      I hadn’t been ready for that. I had assumed she had just quit, but the thought that there was actually something wrong scared
         me.
      

      
      “What’s wrong?”

      
      “I’m pregnant.”

      
      “By a boyfriend, I hope,” I said, praying that was the situation.

      
      “No, a client.”

      
      My heart beat rapidly as I stood there thinking. Most girls I’d known who had inadvertently gotten pregnant on the job had
         never thought twice about it. They always got abortions, but the fact that she was standing there in front of me looking bewildered
         confirmed that wasn’t in her plan.
      

      
      “And you want to have the baby?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “Who is the client?”

      
      “Ervin Calhoun.”

      
      My stomach sank and left a bubble trapped in my throat. He was a Washington move maker, an assistant director of the Federal
         Finance Commission. This wasn’t a good look.
      

      
      “Taina, I know that you probably think this is the best idea, but you don’t want a baby by a married man. And you’re not even
         his mistress. He’s been paying you for sex.”
      

      
      It had begun to drizzle, and before she could answer I asked her if we could walk over to her place. She agreed. As we walked,
         she said, “We are in love.”
      

      
      I rolled my eyes, because so often in this profession women get confused. Just because a man requests you multiple times a
         week doesn’t mean he’s in love. It just means that he likes sleeping with you and because he’s paying he doesn’t owe you an
         explanation. He pays for the convenience. Certainly it’s not love. Understanding that she was dealing with some hormones and
         emotions, I decided not to go hard. Instead I said, “So, you both are in love or are you the only one in love?”
      

      
      “He’s told me that he loves me too.”

      
      “Have you told him you’re pregnant?”

      
      “No, I’m scared. I don’t know what he’ll say.”

      
      As we entered her apartment, I felt I had to be honest with her. “Taina, these men are just clients. You can’t fall in love
         with them. Most of them are married men and they aren’t going to leave their wives and family for a call girl.”
      

      
      “But he told me he would.”

      
      “Taina.” I gave her an exasperated look. “Trust me, he won’t. He’s up to be the next director of the Federal Finance Commission.
         If they dig up that he’s left his wife for a call girl, he won’t get the job. And what I’ve found after nearly seven years
         in the business, men want power. He’s not giving up his power for a call girl. He can find another.”
      

      
      She began to cry from my harsh words. I stood up to hug her. There was no way I could be easy on her. She had to understand
         that abortion was the only option. It was just that simple: Call girl and love should never be in the same sentence. While a client may like you a lot, he could never love you.
      

      
      “But he told me he loved me.”

      
      “Well, tell him about the baby and let’s see what he says then.”

      
      She pulled away from me. “I tried to call him at work but he told me he’d have to call me later.”

      
      “You know you’re not allowed to contact your clients directly. That’s my job.”
      

      
      “We were in a relationship.”

      
      Basically she was letting me know that they had already been violating the rules. She had been seeing him for free and confusing
         work with romance. This was an ugly mess and I could see that there was nothing I could say to convince this dumb girl that
         this was a bad move.
      

      
      “Well, listen, Taina, really think about this before you contact him again. And trust me when I tell you that you don’t want
         this. You don’t want to bring a child into the world under these circumstances. Have you thought about adoption?”
      

      
      “No, I want my baby.”

      
      Ugh. She had a hard head. I was trying to save her from rejection, but she was convinced. Some people have to figure things
         out on their own. I said, “Listen, I don’t know how you plan to make this work, but I don’t want my name involved in this.
         You and Ervin will need to figure out how you’re going to keep this private.”
      

      
      I stood up. See, here’s why this is a man’s job. Thorne would have been able to tell her from his perspective and maybe she
         would have listened, but from me she wasn’t hearing it.
      

      
      The situation was the perfect reason to call Thorne and segue into resolving our issue. I still needed him. I sent a text
         message asking if he could meet for lunch and he agreed. When we sat down for lunch, Thorne could tell by the look on my face
         that something wasn’t right.
      

      
      He grabbed my hand. “You ready to discuss my proposal?”

      
      “Thorne, we are definitely going to work something out. You deserve a percentage. I’m just not sure you should get it from Unleashed. Maybe I will create a subsidiary company and
         we can work it out that way.”
      

      
      He smiled. “Wow, you were soaking it all up.”

      
      “I guess, but that’s not why I’m here.”

      
      “So what is it that you want to talk about?”

      
      “One of the girls is pregnant by Ervin Calhoun.”

      
      He wiped the sweat from under his glasses. He looked at me and shook his head. “That’s not good.”

      
      “Who are you telling? And she’s talking about having the baby.”

      
      “Are you serious?”

      
      “I told her to keep my name out of this mess.”

      
      “It’s not that simple, London. You can’t just walk away from this. You have to make sure she keeps her head on straight.”

      
      “What else can I do? She claims they’re in love.”

      
      He nodded. “That’s typical.”

      
      “So what can I do?”

      
      “Whatever you can to keep it from spilling out into the media.”

      
      Thorne suggested that I appease Taina and convince her that maybe Ervin did love her, but that if she loved him like she claimed
         she did, she wouldn’t want to ruin him by demanding he leave his wife. I decided to tell her that he would eventually leave,
         but that now was not the time. Thorne didn’t want her to retaliate because of rejection. He also suggested I hire a personal
         security guard.
      

      
      “Why?”

      
      “London, you don’t want to play around with this one. Trust me.”

      
      “Is there someone that you trust to protect me?”

      
      He promised he’d give the guy my information. He continued, “Now go back over there and make sure you get this girl’s mind
         right.”
      

      
      I took a deep breath. I didn’t want to deal with the drama, but I headed back over there. When I got there I knocked and knocked
         to no avail. Finally I left and headed back to Unleashed. I figured I’d stop by on my way home.
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      When I turned the key to my house, it dawned on me that I forgot to go back and check on Taina. I quickly pulled my cell phone
         out as I opened the door and walked in, turning on the light in the living room. I grabbed the television remote from the
         coffee table. I noticed that things were rearranged on the table. I wondered for a minute if I’d switched things around and
         I slowly backed away.
      

      
      Usually Bruno was at the door before I could even open it. It was quite strange that I didn’t hear his paws pitter-patting
         anxiously through the house. I yelled, “Bruno. Mommy’s home.”
      

      
      Suddenly I felt a huge arm wrap around my neck and I was lifted off my feet. I tried kicking and fighting. My cell phone was
         still in my hand so in the hysteria I tried to dial. My assailant grabbed the phone from my hand and threw it. I saw the phone
         hit the wall and break into pieces. I tried scratching and biting, but I felt myself losing oxygen. So I just stopped. If
         this intruder wanted to kill me, he was big and strong enough to do so. He carried me into the basement and threw me on the
         hard ceramic floor. I looked up, and Ervin Calhoun was seated in front of me with two other big, muscular men standing beside him. While I was certainly scared, it now made sense why these men were in my house.
      

      
      Ervin spoke first. “I got a call from my wife today and she told me a young lady was at our door and she wanted to speak to
         me.
      

      
      “I couldn’t imagine that. So I asked her name and she tells me it’s Taina. She claims she is irate and demanding to speak
         to me. I tell my wife to call the cops and have this young lady removed. And she does. But now I have to explain to my wife
         why she was there.” He shook his head. “Not cool. Not cool at all.
      

      
      “So I decide to call Ms. Taina after she’s removed from my house and she tells me she’s pregnant by me and having my baby.”

      
      Aside from my heavy breathing, the room was silent. Finally he spoke: “I booked this girl through you. It’s your job to protect
         my privacy. So if you don’t handle her and make her go away, I’m coming back. And if I have to come back, you may as well
         say that I’ll be the only one walking out of here.”
      

      
      “I will handle her, I promise.”

      
      “I know you will. Just know that next time I’ll handle more than just the dog.”

      
      “Where’s my dog?”

      
      “I took care of him,” he said.

      
      “Took care of him!” I screamed. “Where is Bruno?”

      
      “Look, I need you to know that I’m not playing with you. Like I said, we took care of him, and if I have to come back, we’ll
         be taking care of you.”
      

      
      He stood up and said to the man who’d carried me into the basement, “Keep her down here until we’re gone.”

      
      “I got it.”

      
      After they closed the back door the man let me go, and on his way up the stairs, he said, “The dog died slow.”
      

      
      I screamed, “No! No!”

      
      He continued up the stairs and I ran behind him. “Where is my dog? Where is he?”

      
      He pushed me back down the stairs and I tried to control the fall. I heard him close the back door and then I ran out to the
         backyard. Bruno was lying at the bottom of the stairs stiff. I ran down and held him in my arms, crying uncontrollably. “Bruno!
         Bruno!” I cried.
      

      
      I ran back into my house with my dead dog in my arms. I rushed to the phone and it was dead. They’d obviously cut the wires
         from outside. I went over to piece my cell phone together. It was impossible. I was running back and forth. I didn’t know
         what to do or where to go. This girl’s stupidity had my dog murdered and put my safety at risk. I was angry with her and I
         didn’t know how to get rid of her, but all I knew was I had to. I thought about going to a neighbor’s house, but decided against
         it. All I knew was that I needed to talk to Thorne. I wasn’t equipped to handle this, but I knew he was. I wanted out. I was
         lonely and scared. I didn’t know what to do with Bruno. Finally I decided to place him in a box and carry him back to the
         backyard until I could figure out what I was doing.
      

      
      I rushed out of the house and drove down Wisconsin Avenue, searching for a cell phone store but afraid to get out of my car.
         Finally I saw an AT&T store and went in to purchase a phone. I was jittery and anxious as I stood there waiting for them to
         activate the phone. Finally I got back in my car to call Thorne and it must have been the grace of God that he was available.
      

      
      “Thorne.”

      
      “I already know. He came here first.”
      

      
      “He says he’s going to kill me if I don’t get rid of this girl.”

      
      “I know. But don’t worry. We’ll get rid of her.”

      
      “How? I’m not down for hurting anybody.”

      
      “First you’re going to have to try to make her go quietly. If that doesn’t work, we’ll have to use force.”

      
      “Force?”

      
      “Just do what I tell you to do and we’ll be fine. A man by the name of Ramon, a bodyguard, will be calling you momentarily.
         He’s going to be with you every step of the way and I’ll be guiding you.”
      

      
      My heart was still pounding. I said, “Yes.”

      
      “He’ll meet you wherever you need him to, right now. He’s not cheap. He’ll be about three thousand a week.”

      
      “Okay. That’s fine.”

      
      I needed to go to Taina’s house. I wasn’t sure if they’d been there or not. I asked Ramon to meet me in the city a block from
         there. When I pulled up he was standing on the corner looking like a Secret Service representative. I wasn’t sure if he was
         supposed to be incognito or what, but clearly he looked like he was there for protection. He was a little over six feet tall,
         with a clean-shaven face and a short haircut.
      

      
      When he got in the car, I introduced myself again. “Hi, I’m London. Thank you for meeting me.”

      
      “No problem. Just want to let you know up front, I’ve done private security for everyone ranging from celebrities to athletes
         to politicians. So I know what you’re dealing with and you don’t have to worry. I know how they play, but I play harder.”
      

      
      I liked his confidence and I needed that. I felt better with him in the car. We found parking close to Taina’s apartment,
         and I was looking over my shoulder as we walked to her place.
      

      
      I’d called ahead so that she’d be waiting for us. She was in tears as she opened up. I reached out to hug her when we walked
         in. She looked like she was scared of Ramon.
      

      
      “He’s okay. He’s here to protect us.”

      
      Ramon found a seat and I ushered Taina over to her bar stools. “Taina, this is serious. There were men in my house when I
         got home. Ervin is not playing with us. He doesn’t want this baby, nor does he want to see you again. And if you love him
         like you claim, you wouldn’t want to ruin his life.”
      

      
      “But he’s ruining mine.”

      
      “You don’t have to have this baby.”

      
      “I love him, though. I want his baby.”

      
      “But you do understand that it’s not in the best interest of anyone involved. You’ll ruin his career. He’ll lose everything.
         Are you prepared for that?”
      

      
      She shrugged.

      
      “I don’t think you’re prepared for the media frenzy that will occur if you go on with this.”

      
      “You told me this was easy.”

      
      I wrapped my arms around her, because I had told her this job was easy. Technically it is if you can subtract emotion from
         it. I thought I’d explained that to her, but obviously it didn’t get through. I thought it would be best if she stayed with
         me and that way Ramon could be there to watch over the both of us. We went into her bedroom to pack her things. She started
         showing me all the gifts he’d purchased for her over the past six months. The cards he’d given her. It’s no wonder she assumed
         they had something special. I felt sorry for her, while at the same time I understood him.
      

      
      When we arrived at my house I figured I could convince her to have an abortion. After I showed her where she’d be sleeping, I told her to come down to the kitchen and I would make
         her something to eat. I had some leftover turkey burgers and string beans. It was just enough to feed Taina, Ramon, and myself.
         We sat down at the dining room table and it felt good to actually have some people in my home. While I dealt with people all
         day, every day, I was still somewhat abstracted from personal interaction. We ate and just had superficial conversation, but
         I was actually enjoying myself. I hoped that after a good meal Taina would be ready to talk.
      

      
      I asked her to come into my study with me. When we sat down I grabbed both of her hands. “So, Taina. Tell me this. Why do
         you want this baby so bad?”
      

      
      “London, I’m twenty-six weeks’ pregnant.”

      
      She was still as thin as ever. My mouth hung open. Abortion was practically out of the question so late in the game. I nodded.
         A part of me was frustrated. I felt like she had intentionally waited until it was too late to do anything about it.
      

      
      “So why did you wait until now?”

      
      “I don’t know. I just couldn’t believe it for a long time and I thought it was best to wait until I absolutely had to tell
         somebody.”
      

      
      That was just dumb. I didn’t know how they expected me to get rid of her now. I wanted to smack some sense into her, but what good would it do
         at that moment? I just wanted to run away. I had no clue where I was going but this was a burden and I didn’t think it was
         my fault. My only mistake was believing this girl was emotionally stable, but as she sat there telling me that Ervin would
         come around, I knew I was dealing with a complete basket case. I told her to just go to bed.
      

      
      I didn’t think my brain could deal with any more. Ramon sat in the living room concentrating on the television. I went in to check on him and he told me he was fine and that I should
         go to bed. He had everything taken care of. It was a good thing that Thorne had known what was coming down the pipe and had
         already booked Ramon prior to Ervin’s coming to my house. He had known what we were in for and I had been completely oblivious.
      

      
      I went up to my room, and although Ramon was right downstairs I was scared. I didn’t want to shower. I didn’t even know if
         I wanted to lie in bed alone. My cell phone rang and startled me. I tossed it on the bed. I wasn’t sure I even wanted to be
         fielding calls anymore. I just let it ring. When it stopped, I picked it up to check and the call was from an unknown number.
      

      
      It rang again. Then, after maybe the tenth ring, I tiptoed downstairs. When I passed the room Taina was sleeping in, I peeped
         in on her. She was resting like she didn’t have a damn care in the world. A part of me wanted to choke her. Here I was being
         harassed for her stupidity. When I got down into the living room, I told Ramon about the phone calls.
      

      
      He told me to stay down there with him if that made me more comfortable. When the phone rang again he told me to answer. The
         caller had a raspy voice. “Get rid of that bitch.”
      

      
      Then the caller hung up. I wanted to cry but I didn’t have the energy. I told Ramon and he admitted, “They’re not playing.
         We’re going to have to do something with her.”
      

      
      “Like what?” I asked, with my eyebrow raised.

      
      “Maybe send her to another state.”

      
      “I can’t make her move if she doesn’t want to.”

      
      The darkness surrounding his deeply set eyes stunned me. He said, “What’s not done by choice is done by force.”

      
      I didn’t know what he was insinuating, but it was definitely not something I wanted to be a part of. But on the other hand I wanted the harassing calls to stop. I wanted my life back.
      

      
      Ramon could see how petrified I was. He affirmed, “We’re not going to hurt her. We’re just going to convince her that leaving
         is in her best interest.”
      

      
      It seemed like a pretty good plan, but I wasn’t sure it would work. Ervin had this dumb girl twisted, and I felt like she
         would hold on as long as she could. It didn’t seem like I could reason with her. I planned to follow Ramon’s lead, hoping
         it would get us somewhere.
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      Two more days of harassing calls and my employees called from Unleashed to let me know that they’d received a bunch too. This
         had consumed my life. Ramon told me that he could get someone in Immigration to pull Taina’s visa, which would force her out
         of the country. That seemed like a wise plan.
      

      
      Since she was technically an employee of Unleashed, I would act as if Immigration had contacted me. Ramon’s contact drafted
         a letter claiming that there was an error in the initial application and since she wasn’t in school and hadn’t made a certain
         amount of money in the past year, Immigration was after her. It was a long document and I knew she wasn’t emotionally stable
         enough to interpret it all. So Ramon and I went home to talk to her. I started first. I said, “Have you tried to contact Ervin?”
      

      
      She claimed she hadn’t but I knew she had. He was her lover in her mind, but in mine he was a dangerous man and I wasn’t trying
         to play any games with him. This girl was a damn airhead and I had to get rid of her like he said. And I wasn’t willing to
         lose my life for her.
      

      
      I said, “The reason that I’m asking is because I received this package at work today. Basically, it’s from Immigration and it seems crazy that it just came. I have a feeling this is Ervin’s doing because he has a lot of connections.”
      

      
      “What?” she asked anxiously.

      
      “Well, it’s threatening to deport you. They contacted me because I’m your employer. Obviously they have already been to your
         house. We don’t want to play with them. If you violate, it’s harder to get back in again.”
      

      
      “No, I want my baby born here.”

      
      “Listen, Taina. The last thing you want to do is have your baby here and then be deported. How are you going to afford to
         have a baby? I can no longer employ you. You don’t have a work visa anymore. I’ll be in violation if I allow you to work.”
      

      
      “No. No. I don’t believe you.”

      
      Her accent was strong and resentful. She stood up and proceeded to stomp up my stairs. I rushed behind her and Ramon followed
         me.
      

      
      “Taina, you don’t get it. You have to go. I can no longer protect you or I’ll be in trouble. I don’t plan on being investigated
         by Immigration.”
      

      
      “You are just trying to keep me and Ervin apart.”

      
      I looked at Ramon like Is this girl crazy or what? He smiled patiently at me like everything would be okay. I couldn’t imagine. Taina was a huge obstacle and Ervin knew that
         she would be hard to reach so he had to threaten me to get her out of his hair. Damn, did he expect me to kill this girl?
         Because that was probably the only way she would stop. She paced the floor in her bedroom and I sat on the bed. Ramon stood
         in the doorway.
      

      
      “Taina, I’m not trying to keep you guys apart. Ervin is crazy. I’m sure he had your file pulled in Immigration and he’s trying to keep you guys apart.”
      

      
      After I made that statement, and I recognized the instability heightening, I reverted back to appealing to her love for him,
         like Thorne had initially suggested. I guess he’d seen enough in his time to know how to deal with every situation.
      

      
      “Look, I’m sure Ervin loves you but he’s up for a major promotion and he’ll be scrutinized and he will be ruined if people
         find out about you. But I do believe he loves you. He probably wants to be with you, but right now it’s just bad.”
      

      
      Her puppy-dog eyes batted and she looked at me like I had all the answers. “You think?”

      
      “I know. He just doesn’t want to ruin his reputation right now.”

      
      “But why didn’t he just tell me that?”

      
      “Aren’t you scared?” She nodded. “And I’m sure he’s scared too. He doesn’t know how to handle this. He just wants it to settle
         down and I’m sure he’ll come back to find you. True love always does.”
      

      
      She smiled. “So you think he’ll come back.”

      
      Ramon cosigned. “Yeah, he’ll come find you, but right now you don’t want to deal with Immigration.”

      
      “I will have to do everything over.” She looked at me. “But can’t you sponsor me?”

      
      “Taina, let this die down. Go home and have your baby in a healthy environment. You don’t need all this stress. Then I will
         sponsor you to come back to the country.”
      

      
      “Really?”

      
      “Yes, I will.”

      
      “When do I go? You think Ervin will see me before I leave?”

      
      “I doubt it very seriously. The stakes are too high for him.”

      
      She dropped her head. This crazy chick was really in love with Ervin. I felt sorry for her, but not sorry enough to die. I
         wanted this girl out of the country by any means necessary.
      

      
      “We’ll go to your place and get you packed up tomorrow. We can book the flight tonight. Have you told your parents that you’re
         pregnant?”
      

      
      “My mum knows.”

      
      “Is she happy?”

      
      “She wants me to come home.”

      
      “See, you need to be with someone that can help you. Once the baby is born and you’re comfortable with motherhood we’ll work
         on getting you back here.”
      

      
      I actually hoped she’d lose my number, but I tried to appease her as much as possible just to get her out of there. Walking
         toward the bedroom door I said, “Relax and I’ll give you more information about when you have to leave.”
      

      
      She nodded, but she definitely didn’t want to go. It was all over her face. I walked past Ramon and rolled my eyes. He smiled
         and followed me. I went downstairs into the study and quickly started looking for flights. Ramon said, “You need to go with
         her to make sure she gets out of the country. She could do anything after she gets past those gates. You want to be on the
         plane with her. Once she’s out of the country she won’t be able to get back in.”
      

      
      “I don’t want to go to Germany just to make sure she’s gone.”

      
      “Sometimes you have to do what you have to do in order to have your peace.”

      
      Ugh. I hated this job. The money was definitely not worth this headache. Even while dealing with Taina, I had still been arranging
         hookups. I really wanted to plan my exit strategy, but I’d become dependent on the income. The life I lived was no cheap ride. I dropped my face into my hands. I wanted this whole issue to just disappear. Now I had to fit into my schedule
         some time to fly to Germany.
      

      
      I searched flights and several had a layover at Heathrow. Ramon said, “If you get her to England, she’s out of the country.
         Why don’t you take the first leg with her and let her continue on without you?”
      

      
      “Will you go with me?”

      
      “Sure, why not?”

      
      “Well, if you go we can stay a few days and come back. I really don’t want to fly over and fly back. That much flying close
         together zaps your energy. I’d be out of it for a week anyway. So I may as well enjoy the city and then come back.”
      

      
      “Hey, I work for you.”

      
      We scheduled our flights for two days later and I found a nice boutique hotel for me and Ramon to stay in. I booked two rooms.
         I didn’t assume that he was interested in staying with me. Not to mention that he worked for me and so he couldn’t afford
         to pay what I charged for a night of my time.
      

      
      I took Taina home the next day and told her to get all her necessities, and I hired a storage company to come and get her
         furniture. I told her that I’d pay for storage while she was away. Of course, I was still trying to convince her that she
         would be coming back.
      

      
      A car came to pick up the three of us the next morning. Taina’s suitcase looked like it could carry the Rock of Gibraltar
         inside. Both Ramon and I had medium-sized bags. When we got to the airport I felt like I was one step closer to peace. I just
         hoped she didn’t pull anything tricky. Every step of the way she was surprisingly calm. After we got on the plane, I was so anxious for the cabin door to close. We backed away and she still appeared calm.
      

      
      It was about six in the morning when we arrived in England. I finally exhaled. Her connecting flight departed about two hours
         after we arrived. We sat at the gate with her and, when she boarded, I unthinkingly hugged Ramon. “Thank you.”
      

      
      “Why are you thanking me?”

      
      I breathed heavily. “I wouldn’t have been able to deal with this if you hadn’t been there. Thorne didn’t have time to deal
         with it and I probably would have cracked. The Immigration idea was so ingenious.”
      

      
      “It’s nothing.”

      
      “Let’s go.”

      
      We left the airport for our hotel. In the taxi I sat close to Ramon. He was tall and strong. His skin was the color of honey.
         His pecs were puffed up like he could bench-press a ton. His hair was dark and even. And his face was clean-shaven. Damn,
         as if I had been too stressed to recognize, it hit me. Ramon was super-fine. I got a tingle in my panties just thinking about
         him, but I knew it was better that we just maintain our business relationship.
      

      
      So I tried to push the daydream I was having about him out of my mind. Instead I went back to discussing Taina. “You can’t
         imagine how happy I am that this is over.”
      

      
      “She was definitely complicated.”

      
      “To say the least.”

      
      We laughed and the taxi pulled up to our hotel. It was grand and architecturally pleasing: large columns and flags protruding
         from them. It was like we were royalty as the staff hurried over to the taxi to help us out and take our bags.
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      I’d traveled many places, but never had I been to my namesake and I loved it. Ramon and I had neighboring rooms. When we arrived
         at my hotel room, Ramon continued past and headed to his. He watched as I put my key in the door. I said, “If you have trouble
         opening your door, you can always come in my room.”
      

      
      He laughed. “Do you want me to come in your room?”

      
      “Only if you want to.” I shrugged. “I would feel safer.”

      
      He walked toward me and I began to smile. I don’t even know why I was entertaining this notion. It wasn’t like he would be
         interested in pursuing a relationship with me. And from the moment Thorne had told me that if a woman is not in a committed
         relationship, she should never have sex for free, it was a belief I lived by. I had been a call girl for so long I wasn’t
         even sure how to pursue a nonbusiness relationship. What I did know was that I was very attracted to Ramon. He wasn’t rich
         like my other clients and he probably couldn’t afford my lifestyle, but there was something calming and peaceful about him.
         And since I’d been the boss I hadn’t even had sex that often, so I was definitely ready to be touched.
      

      
      I opened my door and he came inside. “There’s only one bed in here. What are we going to do about that?” he said.

      
      “Haven’t you ever slept in bed with a platonic friend?”
      

      
      He smiled. “Actually, I don’t think so.”

      
      “You’re kidding me.”

      
      “Actually, I’m not. I can sleep on this sofa if you want.”

      
      In an effort not to be too forward, I said, “That’s fine.”

      
      I went into the bathroom to wash my face and to put on my short teal spaghetti-strap nightie. I pulled my hair into a ponytail
         and brushed my teeth. When I walked out, Ramon had on nothing but a pair of navy Polo boxer briefs. There is no way one man
         should be blessed with a body so tight. His skin looked like satin and every bulging muscle was just the perfect size. Now
         he could definitely have me for free. I stood there stunned. He lay on the sofa and I kept staring. He asked, “What’s up?”
      

      
      “Nothing.”

      
      “You look beautiful.”

      
      “Thank you.”

      
      I wanted to tell him how fine he looked too but I couldn’t bring myself to, and I figured that if I responded at that moment
         we’d be in bed together. If it was going to happen I wanted it to be his idea, and I didn’t want it to happen on the first
         morning there. Men have funny rules about whom they will or won’t take seriously. If I was going to be giving it away, I wanted
         to be taken seriously. I already had one strike: He knew about my call girl activities. My plan had been never to disclose
         that to men I could potentially date.
      

      
      I climbed into the bed and scooted to the middle, hoping he’d ask if he could get in, but he didn’t. When my head hit the
         pillow, I thought I’d be knocked out. Instead I lay there thinking about Ramon’s body and his personality. I attributed my
         tripping to my lack of exposure to men who weren’t clients. After nearly an hour of tossing and turning, I finally went to
         sleep.
      

      
      When I woke up several hours later I looked over at Ramon resting peacefully on the couch. I turned the television on and
         the volume blasted out. I quickly tried to turn it down, but Ramon’s eyes popped open. I said, “I’m sorry.”
      

      
      He sat up. “What time is it?”

      
      “It’s three o’clock.”

      
      “Wow. I had a pretty good sleep, considering you made me sleep on the sofa.”

      
      “You could have slept in the bed.”

      
      “One thing you’ll learn about me is that I only go where I’m wanted.”

      
      “So are you saying that you were waiting for me to ask you to get in the bed?”

      
      “Absolutely.”

      
      I shrugged. “So do you want to do something today? Maybe go to dinner or schedule some sightseeing?”

      
      “Yeah, I’m down with whatever. We’re here. We may as well have a good time.”

      
      I got out of bed and walked past Ramon. He looked me up and down. I knew he wanted to know what I was working with, but I
         decided to be a tease for a little while longer.
      

      
      He told me he was going to go into the other room to get ready. I began to dress. It was quite brisk in early April and I
         wasn’t sure I would be able to stay out long. I’m a warm-weather girl.
      

      
      I put on a pair of long johns under my jeans and wrapped up in my scarf and hat before leaving the hotel. I met Ramon in the
         lobby, because I wanted to get some sightseeing brochures. He came into the lobby and smiled. I smiled back at him.
      

      
      “So what did you find for us to do?”

      
      Showing him the brochure, I said, “We can purchase the London Pass, which includes a few museum tours.”

      
      “Does it include the Globe Theatre?”
      

      
      “Actually it does. Let me know you’re a fan of Shakespeare?”

      
      “I am.”

      
      “I’m glad, because I wanted to get tickets to Romeo and Juliet. I have the concierge checking for me and she’s waiting for a call back. They may have tickets for tomorrow.”
      

      
      “Cool.”

      
      We hung in the lobby for a while, waiting for the concierge to give us a heads-up. When we were finally confirmed we headed
         out onto the busy streets of London to tour the town. Ramon wrapped his strong arm around me to shield me from the cold as
         I was looking at the map and trying to figure out which train to catch and which direction to go in. I was definitely not
         feeling the weather and was slightly disappointed that we had come during the winter.
      

      
      We visited Tower Bridge and the Tower of London, and toured the Globe Theatre. We enjoyed the theater most of all. It was
         a replica of the original.
      

      
      After a day of sightseeing I was ready to rush back to the hotel for some warmth. Instead we ducked into a warm little café
         and Ramon hugged me. “You warm now?”
      

      
      I felt so protected in his arms. Although the tables were turned—I was paying him—it felt right and I didn’t feel lonely dealing
         with this situation. I felt like I sincerely had someone I could depend on.
      

      
      The next afternoon, as we headed out for the Romeo and Juliet performance, we canceled the remainder of the nights for the separate room. The play was subpar to say the least. The actors
         weren’t that great and it left Ramon and me longing to re-create our own rendition of the play. We kidded as we headed to
         Covent Garden. We were told that was the place where we could find a bunch of bars and restaurants.
      

      
      We barhopped and shopped. By the time we headed back to the hotel we were both tired. Still, we thought it was a good idea
         to order a movie, and we ended up falling asleep on top of the comforter with our clothes on. Ramon and I were getting quite
         comfortable with each other while we were overseas and away from the drama at home.
      

      
      I hated the thought of returning home. A part of me wanted to just stay in England and start a new life. I felt like I didn’t
         have anything to lose. If Ramon had been down, I would have. As we were packing up the night before we were to leave, I asked,
         “What do you think about just starting over?”
      

      
      I asked in that fashion because Ramon had expressed to me that he’d made some wrong decisions in the past and had messed up
         with some powerful clients, which had caused him to lose a lot of business. He looked at me like it was a possibility and
         said, “Nah. I’m pretty happy in the US. I’m down for moving to another state, but I’m not sure I’m sold on London.”
      

      
      My eyebrow rose. He clarified. “The city, not the person.”

      
      “How sweet of you.”

      
      “Would you really stay here?”

      
      “After what happened to my dog and those people being in my house, I could definitely just run away.”

      
      “What about Unleashed?”

      
      “I guess you’re right. I do have a business to run.” I sighed. “But sometimes I just want to run away. Don’t you?”

      
      “Maybe one day we will.”

      
      I looked at him, wondering if we meant the two of us together or if he was making a general statement. Though we’d had a wonderful time in London, I didn’t
         know where we’d go from there. I didn’t take anything for granted, because I’d spent much of my adult life having a great time with men, but when the sun rose it was over. I couldn’t really
         decipher what was going on in Ramon’s mind. And I didn’t even want to try. If I knew men like I thought I knew them, they
         would tell you what was going on in their minds if you were patient enough to listen. Otherwise, for sanity’s sake, it’s best
         not to assume anything.
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      Ramon hadn’t asked any questions while we were in England. It was as if we were both living in the moment. On the plane ride
         home he finally asked the burning question: “How did you get into the industry?”
      

      
      “I guess I was young and dumb.”

      
      “I can’t imagine you being dumb.”

      
      “Well, I guess I must have been at one time.”

      
      “I always thought prostitutes were dumb, but you’re definitely not what I typically imagined one to be.”

      
      “It was always hard to consider myself a prostitute. I know that’s what it was technically, but I felt that my line of work
         was a little more on the classier side.”
      

      
      “I can give you that. Thorne has a different type of business going on. I’m surprised he trusted you to take over.”

      
      “Well, he didn’t technically hand it over to me. He told me that he was quitting and if I wanted to coordinate hookups I could.
         I think at that time he was focused on his family and he didn’t care what happened with that part of his business.”
      

      
      “Yeah, I can imagine that. He loved his wife. But now those kids need him more than the business.”

      
      “You got a point,” I said, as I reflected on how distraught Thorne had been when he came to tell me what had happened.
      

      
      I was quiet for a moment, thinking about Thorne and wondering if I would ever have someone dedicated to me. It hurt thinking
         that it might never be a reality, so I switched to a less sentimental topic. “So, have you done a lot of security work for
         Thorne?”
      

      
      “No, only when there’s a code red problem, like yours. I don’t do the sitting-in-the-hotel kind of gigs. But the women he’s
         paid me to guard have all been unbearable.”
      

      
      “Unbearable?”

      
      “Yeah, kind of like your girl Taina. But you seem rather levelheaded.”

      
      “You think?”

      
      “The women I’ve protected for Thorne were all crazy. They piss their clients off and then they need help. I hate those jobs,
         but I can honestly say this has been a pleasure.”
      

      
      “Thank you.”

      
      I wasn’t sure if he was trying to say the job was over or not. I was prepared for either, because I wasn’t sure I wanted to
         pursue something further with someone who knew about all my dirty laundry. If there is one thing I knew about men, it’s that
         they want to believe their woman has never been touched.
      

      
      When we arrived in the States it was about five in the evening and a car met us at Dulles Airport. As Ramon put our luggage
         in the trunk he leaned over and kissed me. “I really had a good time with you.”
      

      
      “Me too.”

      
      We sat in the car and I said, “So how am I supposed to let Ervin know she’s gone?”

      
      “Well, if you get another phone call, just let him know that you’ve handled it.”

      
      “Do you think I still need protection?”
      

      
      “Yeah, because I want to still hang around. And no, because you handled your business.”

      
      “Well, I’m flattered that you still want to hang around.”

      
      “Absolutely.”

      
      “So are you going to hang around for free or am I still paying for protection?”

      
      “You don’t have to pay me. I want to protect you.”

      
      I wasn’t sure where he was going with this. Was he really trying to let me know he wanted something serious with me? I didn’t
         know how to respond or what I should say. I took the honest road.
      

      
      “Ramon, I would love to have you around to protect me. But let me tell you, it’s been a long time since I had someone around
         just because they wanted to be around. I’ve sacrificed so much being in this business. I’m sort of at a loss when it comes
         to loving for free.”
      

      
      “My business is different, but pretty much the same. When I’m doing twenty-four-hour protection it’s hard to develop relationships,
         and it’s been a long time for me too. Let’s just take it one day at a time and see how it works out. You down for that?”
      

      
      I couldn’t resist, so I asked, “How do you feel about my past?”

      
      “Everybody has one.”

      
      “But not like mine.”

      
      “At least I know what it is.”

      
      He came to my house that night and it wasn’t hard. He understood me and I understood him. He would be my protector and I didn’t
         have to hide any of myself from him.
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      The day after I got back to DC, I spoke with an attorney about creating a subsidiary company that sold dog apparel. Once we
         narrowed down the business structure I spoke with Thorne about partnering with that company, but he declined. After the Taina
         ordeal, I realized that Thorne was an invaluable asset to me, and though he still wanted to play hardball, I gave in to his
         wishes and offered him the fifty-fifty split of all bookings.
      

      
      A few days later someone called for Ervin and said, “What’d you do with the girl?”

      
      “I flew her back to Germany.”

      
      “Did you make her get rid of the baby?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      I knew that was a lie, but I wasn’t ready to deal with the harassment again. Although Ramon was there to protect me, I just
         wasn’t in the mood to deal with it.
      

      
      He said, “Good job.”

      
      Then he hung up the phone. I was glad that the situation was pretty much over. Although I had gained Ramon, I still mourned
         the loss of Bruno. It was so unfair that he had to lose his life because of that dumbass Taina. Bruno had been through everything
         with me and there were nights when I dreamed his little feet were running into my room. He didn’t deserve what had happened to him. I had him cremated and his
         ashes were in an urn over the fireplace. My baby would always be with me.
      

      
      It seemed like Ramon spent one night and never left. It was three months into the relationship when I causally asked, “So
         are we monogamous?”
      

      
      He laughed as we sat in bed watching a movie. “Do you think I’d be here every day if we weren’t?”

      
      Ramon couldn’t take the financial liberties that most men I’d been with could, but he was a good man. He was dependable, the
         type of guy you could set your watch to. Every day that I woke up to him, I was surprised that he’d really taken a relationship
         with me seriously. Not that I didn’t think he should, but Thorne had warned me no man who knew my past would. So it was hard
         to believe and I wasn’t sure I’d ever be completely secure.
      

      
      When I opened the front door one night, the lights were low. I could smell food cooking. “Honey,” I said.

      
      “I’m in here.”

      
      After taking off my shoes, I walked into the kitchen to find him pulling lasagna out of the oven. It looked and smelled great.
         I always let him know how much I appreciated his efforts.
      

      
      He said, “Go sit down and relax yourself.”

      
      It was days like these that really amazed me I had ended up with this type of guy. I walked out of the kitchen and headed
         upstairs to the bedroom. He had sprinkled rose petals all over the bed. I stepped into the shower and put on a silk nightie.
         I walked back into the kitchen and grabbed Ramon’s waist from behind and lay my head on his back.
      

      
      He spun around. “What’s up, babe?”

      
      “I’m just curious what this is all for.”
      

      
      “It’s for you. Now go ahead and sit down at the table. I got this.”

      
      His effort to please me outweighed the mess that he had made in the kitchen, plus I knew he’d take care of that after dinner.
         When he brought the plates into the dining room, I couldn’t wait to eat. After lighting a candle in the middle of the table
         he sat down.
      

      
      I smiled at him. “You done now?”

      
      “Yes, I’m done.”

      
      “Thank you.”

      
      He started the conversation by saying, “When we met, I had no clue we’d be here. But I’m glad we are. The other day you asked
         me if we were monogamous and I just wanted to give more than a verbal confirmation. This is something like a ceremony.”
      

      
      Ramon was a romantic and he proved it more and more each day. It was weird that he was the strong bodyguard and at the same
         time he could be so sensitive.
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      Being with Ramon gave me a strong desire for a family. I had never thought I would have that opportunity. I rushed home daily
         to give him all the things I felt a man should have. He was my soul mate. It just worked. I’d cut down on the number of hookups
         I arranged per week and I was no longer aggressively recruiting girls.
      

      
      Love is funny. It makes money so insignificant. The more money I’d made, the more money I’d convinced myself I needed to make.
         Maybe that was because money was my only relationship of significance. Having Ramon made me lose the desire to grind like
         I once had.
      

      
      We spent a lot of time hanging out and traveling with Kari and Ian and that seemed like more than enough. It was as if I had
         finally grown up. I was living an acceptable life now and I loved it.
      

      
      I planned to bring my booking activities to an end as soon as the latest roster of girls I had fell off. Unfortunately, there
         was not one of them I thought I could pass the business to and Thorne wasn’t interested. Unleashed’s profits had begun to
         do well and we could survive on that. Ramon got personal security contracts from time to time. But when it was all said and
         done, all we really needed was each other.
      

      
      I pulled up to the house at around seven in the evening and all the lights were off. That was strange because I always gave
         Ramon the blues about every light in the house being on when I came in. I stepped into the house and called out for him. He
         said, “Up here, baby.”
      

      
      I walked up the steps and he sat on the edge of the bed. “You know Ervin got the job as director.”

      
      “Ervin Calhoun?”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “Well, good. I heard from Taina and she’s happy being a mother. I don’t think she’s tried to contact him. She told me she’s
         engaged to some diplomat. Sounds like she’s over Ervin.”
      

      
      He nodded, but didn’t say very much. It seemed like something was bothering him. But I figured he’d tell me when he felt like
         it. I went downstairs to put dinner on.
      

      
      My cell phone rang. “I will kill you if you say anything.”

      
      My heart dropped. I wasn’t sure where that came from. I assumed it was Ervin again. I rushed upstairs to tell Ramon. He said,
         “Don’t worry. You got free protection.”
      

      
      My head started spinning. I didn’t want to deal with this anymore. This was the final straw. I was done with the business.
         My home phone rang and it was a lady. “Hi, is this London Reed?”
      

      
      “Yes it is.”

      
      “Do you run an upscale prostitution ring?”

      
      “No!” I said, slamming the phone down.

      
      I yelled out for Ramon. He came running down the stairs. “What’s up?”

      
      I told him and he hugged me. My heart raced. I wasn’t in the mood for this shit again. Ramon said, “London, the media found
         out about Taina and your name was leaked too.”
      

      
      “How do you know this?”
      

      
      “The phone has been ringing all evening. Your picture is all over the Internet.”

      
      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      
      “I didn’t want you to have to deal with this.”

      
      I paced around my living room. I couldn’t believe my ears. In seven years in the business I’d been able to maintain privacy.
         I wanted to run away. The phone rang again. The next thing I knew there was a knock on my door. I opened up. It was the FBI.
      

      
      “Are you London Reed?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “You’re under arrest on charges of prostitution.”

      
      “Arrest?” I shouted.

      
      “You’re being charged with eleven counts of prostitution. Anything you say can be used against you in a court of law.”

      
      I nearly blacked out. Thorne had taught me how to run this operation in such a way that I’d never get caught. So why now?
         When I had downsized the operation to almost nothing? My knees buckled as they placed the cuffs on me. I couldn’t imagine
         being hauled out of my house in my upscale community. What would my neighbors think of me? I was scared and helpless. I looked
         at Ramon. He looked at me like for the first time since we met he couldn’t help me.
      

      
      They took me to the local FBI headquarters and stuck me in a room for questioning. The first agent walked in and told me that
         they’d been watching me for years but never had any hard evidence. I said, “So what kind of evidence do you have now?”
      

      
      “Phone conversations. Letters.”

      
      “I don’t believe you.”

      
      “Someone close to you sold it all to a tabloid magazine and it’s ours now.”
      

      
      “Really. Show me what you got.”

      
      “Here’s the deal. If you give us your client list, maybe we can make a deal.”

      
      “I thought you already had evidence. Why do you need anything from me?”

      
      “We have you trapped in the case against Ervin Calhoun, but we know there are others. Tons of others, but we just don’t have
         the facts. If you help us, we’ll help you.”
      

      
      “I would like to speak to my attorney.”

      
      “Sure, but we’re going to offer your attorney the same plea that we just offered you. So you need to think about it.”

      
      “If the plea is for me to ruin people’s lives, I won’t do it.”

      
      “Fine. You’ll just go down alone.”

      
      “I want an attorney. I’m done talking to you.”

      
      He walked out of the room. Anger wouldn’t allow me to cry. I couldn’t imagine who’d exposed me. Who would have taped conversations?

      
      I didn’t get a bail hearing until the next day and bail was set for five hundred thousand dollars. I called Ramon and authorized
         him to take fifty thousand out of the bank. When he came to pick me up I cried for the first time. I apologized to him. He
         was involved in a big mess now. I wondered if he still felt like my past didn’t matter. Ironically, he said he was sorry too.
      

      
      Why would he apologize? He said he hated that I had to go through this. When we got home we sat on the couch and he held me
         tightly. He said, “I changed the phone number.”
      

      
      “Thank you.”

      
      “Now you’re starting to get death threats. But as long as I’m here, no one will hurt you.”

      
      “I’m so thankful for you.”
      

      
      I wanted to erase my past and just be with Ramon. What had seemed like an easy way to make a buck was now haunting me big-time.
         I wanted to call my mother, but it was too late. I felt lonely and sad and all the things she’d warned me of had come to pass.
         She’d said money rules the world. You have to figure out how to make some money. But why had I found this to be the best way
         to do it?
      

      
      I hated Thorne for recruiting me into the business. I wished I could go back to my small apartment. When he proposed this
         to me I should have spit in his face. I never imagined I’d be in so deep that I couldn’t see a way out. I was faced with prison
         time and/or the option to destroy my clients’ lives. I just couldn’t do it. They had just been looking for an outlet and now
         the authorities expected me to betray them and be the tell-all girl. It was not in my character. As I expressed my fears to
         Ramon, I guess he didn’t want to lose me. He suggested I offer a few names and see what they’d be willing to do.
      

      
      “I can’t.”

      
      “London, sometimes you have to do things that you don’t want to do to preserve yourself.”

      
      “I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night if I did that.”

      
      “And you still won’t be able to sleep if you’re in jail.”

      
      “I guess you got a point.”

      
      We were cuddled up on the couch when a big rock was hurled through the window. Ramon pulled his gun from his waist and motioned
         for me to get on the floor. With his back against the wall he peeked out the window. We heard car wheels peel off. Ramon went
         out the front door and checked around the house. He came back and leaned over me. “We need to go to a hotel. It’s not safe
         for us to be here.”
      

      
      We went upstairs and grabbed some necessities. I thought it would be best if we left the area altogether. We drove closer
         to BWI Airport. I wasn’t sure if we were going to have to skip town or not.
      

      
      When we got to the hotel Ramon continued to try to convince me that I should tell. I couldn’t even believe he’d think that
         was a safe thing to do. My head was spinning. I didn’t know what to do, I was just thankful to have my personal bodyguard
         lying beside me.
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      I woke up the next morning convinced that in order to save myself I would have to expose a few people. They would get a slap
         on the wrist, but I would take a big fall if I decided to accept the charges. I tried Thorne’s cell phone and the number had
         been changed. I called him at work and he picked up.
      

      
      “Thorne, I’m sure you know but I’m in big trouble.”

      
      “I’m not exactly sure who I’m speaking with.”

      
      “It’s London.”

      
      “I’m sorry; I don’t know anyone by that name.”

      
      Of all the events in the past twenty-four hours, that hurt the most. Thorne acted as if he didn’t know me. He was the only
         person I had truly trusted. I didn’t know if Ramon’s advice was right, but I had known that Thorne would lead me in the right
         direction. Instead he pretended I was a stranger.
      

      
      I was stunned, and the last seven years of my life flashed before my eyes. I couldn’t believe he’d lured me into this and
         could just hang me out to dry. I knew he had to protect himself, but his voice was so cold and crushing that I felt like nothing.
         It felt like all I’d ever been to him was a dumbass hooker. My eyes filled with tears and I tried to fight back the emotion. I bit my lips to restrain the pain that was dying to spill out. When I could no longer resist, I yelled loudly and
         finally broke down into tears. I screamed, “I hate you!”
      

      
      Ramon ran out of the bathroom. “What happened?”

      
      “I just called Thorne and when I said ‘This is London’ he said, ‘Sorry, I don’t know anyone by that name.’ ”

      
      Ramon tried to hug me and I pounded on his chest. I had to release my anguish on someone and he just let me. I’m sure that
         my punches didn’t faze him, though. I yelled, “Why me?”
      

      
      All my anger was directed at Thorne. I felt used, abused, and led astray.

      
      “You’re in the type of industry where no one can be trusted. No one is going to step up and claim to know you.”

      
      When he said that, a weird chill ran up my spine. I began to wonder if he could be trusted. I just wanted to run away. I looked
         at him. “Will you claim to know me?”
      

      
      “Of course I will, but I can’t confirm or deny anything about your business. I really don’t know anything.”

      
      Who was I really protecting? Not one of those men would protect me. I didn’t want to go to jail, especially for a group of
         people who didn’t give a damn about me. I went into the bathroom and slammed the door. I called the agent and said, “I’m ready
         to talk.”
      

      
      I called my attorney, gave him the rundown, and asked him to meet me at the FBI office. When the investigator came into the
         interviewing room he had a smirk like he knew that I would eventually talk. I was fine with that but I wasn’t talking unless
         I knew it was worth it to me.
      

      
      I said, “I’ve gotten a lot of death threats.”

      
      “Understandably so.”

      
      My attorney spoke. “What’s the deal if she talks?”
      

      
      The agent said, “Five years’ probation.”

      
      “What about protection?”

      
      “We can offer witness protection.”

      
      “For how long?”

      
      “A year or as long as she needs it.”

      
      “Are you telling me that I may have to live with an alias for the rest of my life?” I asked.

      
      My attorney said, “It’s possible.”

      
      I wasn’t sure what was worse. Didn’t know if it was wiser just to see what kind of sentence I would get or live in fear for
         the rest of my life. I wondered if Ramon planned to be by my side through all of this. There were so many what-ifs circulating
         through my mind.
      

      
      My attorney said, “So is there anyone in particular you want?”

      
      “No, we just want to know who her clients are.”

      
      “So you are asking me to admit that I even have clients.”

      
      “Look, Ms. Reed. We know you have clients.”

      
      “Because of Ervin Calhoun. That doesn’t mean anything. I hooked him up with a friend.”

      
      He laughed. “Ms. Reed, the evidence from the Ervin Calhoun case is pretty incriminating.”

      
      My attorney said, “Tell us what you have.”

      
      The agent stood up. “I’ll be right back.”

      
      He left the room and I couldn’t imagine what he could have. I wondered if Taina had sent them some evidence, because she had
         gone a lot more quietly than I had expected. Here we were a year later dealing with this bullshit.
      

      
      The agent came back in the room and popped a CD into his laptop. It was my voice talking to Taina. We were in her apartment and I was explaining to her that men who pay for sex aren’t going to make you their woman. I explained that Ervin
         Calhoun had threatened me and it was my responsibility to protect the girls who worked for me. I took a phone call in the
         middle of the conversation with Taina. I arranged a hookup. My entire body was trembling. It had to be Taina. She was the
         only one there that night. I said, “Where did you get this?”
      

      
      “An undisclosed source tried to sell this information to a tabloid last year, but Calhoun wasn’t in the position he is in
         at that time. They tried again when Calhoun got the job, and there was a bidding war. They got off with a lot of money.”
      

      
      “And how did you get it?”

      
      “The Internet, where we get most of our evidence nowadays.”

      
      “You can’t believe everything on the Internet.”

      
      “Voice recognition. Are you telling me this isn’t you?”

      
      “No. It’s not me.”

      
      He showed me pictures of me walking out of Taina’s place carrying her bags. “So is this not you too?”

      
      My chest caved in. Since all this had been leaked, a piece of me had assumed it was Taina, but if she was in the pictures,
         who had taken them? My head was pounding. Ramon had been around through that whole situation, but I couldn’t bring myself
         to believe that he was a part of this. I tried to focus my attention on what the detective was talking about but still I couldn’t
         help wondering who had sold this evidence. Thorne couldn’t have done it because it could take him down too.
      

      
      My attorney looked at me and whispered, “We should take the deal.”

      
      I didn’t know what to do, but I wasn’t ready to talk. At least not yet. I wanted someone’s advice and not just Ramon’s. I wasn’t sure about him either. The detective said the offer
         wouldn’t be on the table long.
      

      
      “How long do I have?”

      
      “Maybe until the end of the week. That’s if I’m in a good mood.”

      
      “I hope you are. And one more thing, how can I protect my business?”

      
      “I don’t know, that’s something you’ll have to figure out.”

      
      My attorney and I left the building. We spoke outside about the next steps and he inferred that it would be in my best interest
         to tell everything. My stomach was in knots because I really didn’t want to do it. I stood there after my attorney pulled
         off, staring aimlessly, thinking no one understood. Finally, I got in the car with Ramon. He put his hand on my thigh and
         I pushed it away. He said, “What’s wrong?”
      

      
      “Nothing, I’m just not in the mood.”

      
      I called the manager on duty at Unleashed. “How are things there?”

      
      She said, “Pretty hectic. We’re getting a lot of calls. There are no dogs here today. We’ve been getting threats.”

      
      “Why don’t you lock up and go home?”

      
      “How are you?” She spoke with such empathy.

      
      “I’m holding up.”

      
      “You’re strong. You’ll come out of this even stronger.”

      
      “Thank you, Bethany.”

      
      “Whatever you need, I’m here.”

      
      “I’m not sure what’s going to happen with the hotel now that all of this is going on. Hopefully we can ride the wave.”

      
      “I hope so. I really like working for you.”

      
      She had been one of those to answer my ad on Craigslist. When I saw how frumpy she was I knew she could never work in the
         business. So I hired her to do what the job specified.
      

      
      “And I really like you. I may have to sell the hotel. I’m not sure, but go ahead and close up. Let the other employees know
         that we’re going to be closed for the next seven days. That should be enough time for the dust to settle.”
      

      
      “I hope so.”

      
      I prayed so, but I knew better. I knew this was much larger than that. Ramon looked at me. “Where to?”

      
      “Back to the hotel.”

      
      “So what did you tell them?”

      
      “I didn’t tell them anything. I needed to see what they could offer me. They are asking for my entire phone book and I just
         don’t know if it’s worth it.”
      

      
      “It’s not worth your freedom?”

      
      “My freedom at what cost?” I snapped.

      
      “Look, I’m just saying…”

      
      I heard my mother’s voice. Women always have to sacrifice. I didn’t know if this sacrifice made sense. I wanted to be sure that I didn’t hurt anyone else the way I’d been hurt. I called
         Kari because I knew she was concerned. I didn’t want to involve her, but I needed to hear her voice. She was the only person
         I knew without a doubt I could trust.
      

      
      “Hey, Kari.”

      
      “London… honey. What’s going on?”

      
      “I lied to you when I told you I was out of the business.”

      
      “London, I know. What’s going on? How did all of this come out?”

      
      “I don’t know, Kari. I should have listened to you.”

      
      “Not now, Lon. Don’t beat yourself up.”

      
      Kari always had a way of finding the words to make me want to cry. Water welled in my eyes and I sniffed.
      

      
      “Remember, you’re the strongest person I know, London.”

      
      “Thank you, Kari, I love you. I will have someone keep you posted.”

      
      “Where’s Ramon?”

      
      I took a deep breath. I couldn’t utter the words that I no longer trusted him. Kari got my drift.

      
      “Okay, London. I’ll be waiting by the phone.”

      
      When we got back to the hotel I began looking up the biographies of my clients. I wanted to be sure that I gave only the names
         of men whose livelihoods wouldn’t be very affected. I wanted to stay away from politicians.
      

      
      I copied and pasted names into a text file of those that I would reveal. Ramon checked on me from time to time to see how
         many names I had. I would cover the list up when he came over. I wasn’t sure I wanted anyone to know what I was doing.
      

      
      I logged into Ramon’s bank account and queried the account for the month I initially hired him. I pulled up another window
         to check my e-mail account for the itinerary to England so I could confirm the exact dates. He had deposited twenty thousand
         dollars on the day we returned. I looked over at him resting on the king-sized bed. I didn’t want to accuse him. I wanted
         to give him the opportunity to tell me the truth. I said, “Ramon, is there anything you want to tell me?”
      

      
      He sat up. “Like what, London?”

      
      “Were you the one who sent those pictures and tapes to the magazine?”

      
      He looked through me. I wanted to yell and scream and choke him, but I was numb. “You deposited twenty thousand dollars into your account around that time.”
      

      
      He still didn’t say anything. I looked at him. “Tell me you didn’t sell me out for twenty thousand dollars. I would have given
         you forty thousand to keep your damn mouth closed.”
      

      
      “London, I didn’t sell anything to a magazine.” He took a deep breath and hung his head. “Thorne…”

      
      The moment he said Thorne’s name I felt numb. He continued to speak, but I felt like his words were distorted. “He told me
         to capture everything from the second I met you to the time we got Taina on the plane. He said he needed all the evidence
         in case someone tried to link you or him to the situation. That way, he could edit it and make it look like whatever he needed
         if something came up.” Ramon shook his head and wiped his face. Breathing deeply, he continued, “We’ve done things like this
         before in other situations. That’s how Thorne has stayed in the business so long without getting caught.”
      

      
      I closed my eyes, trying to absorb what he was saying. I couldn’t imagine that all of this was coming from a person who was
         supposed to love me. I was nauseous. I was too shocked to respond. He stood in front of me and put his hands on my shoulders.
         I pushed him away from me.
      

      
      “You’re telling me that you’ve given him pictures before? Why didn’t you think it was important to tell me if it was that
         innocent?”
      

      
      “Thorne and I had been doing business long before I met you and he never gave me any reason to believe that he would do something
         like this.
      

      
      “I’m sorry, London. If I would have known, I would have never given them to him.”

      
      I began to heave. I wanted to burst with anger, but I couldn’t speak. Ramon was too smart not to have known what Thorne’s
         plans were. I blamed him as much as I blamed Thorne. I couldn’t imagine that he could know he’d done this and lie in bed with
         me every night. I couldn’t believe that his conscience didn’t bother him. I walked toward the bathroom. I stood there, thinking
         I would vomit, but I couldn’t.
      

      
      I imagined it would be easier for him if I were yelling and screaming and crying, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t give him the
         satisfaction of my tears. I walked out of the bathroom.
      

      
      “Ramon, I want you to go. I don’t care where you go. I just want you gone. I don’t ever want to see you again.”

      
      “London, how was I supposed to know? I would have never done this to anyone. I trusted Thorne too. He told me that he needed
         those pictures to protect us.”
      

      
      “Ramon, I don’t know what to think. Why wouldn’t you tell me about this as soon as the story broke?”

      
      “I was afraid you’d respond like you are now.”

      
      “Just go. You’re in the same boat with Thorne.”

      
      He backed away from me. “London, I’m sorry.”

      
      “Please go. Leave my keys.”

      
      I walked back to the desk and got on the computer. He got his stuff and slowly took my keys from his ring. I didn’t look up
         at him. I wanted him to leave because I didn’t want him to see me break down. When the door closed, tears poured from my eyes.
         I didn’t have anyone. I never thought I would say this, but I wanted my mother. I wanted someone to hold me and tell me it
         would be okay.
      

      
      I called her. “Hello.”

      
      “London, are you okay?”

      
      “Not really.”

      
      “Do you want to come see me?”
      

      
      I began to cry. “I’m not sure if I can.”

      
      “Where are you? I’m coming to you.”

      
      “I’m in Baltimore.” I paused. “I’m scared.”

      
      “I know you are, but I’ll be on the next plane.”
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      My mother arrived at BWI at around three in the morning and I told her to catch a taxi because I was afraid to leave the hotel.
         I hurt deep in my soul thinking about Thorne, thinking about how a person could be so deceitful. Considering he’d sold all
         the evidence, I knew he had covered his ass. He always outsmarted the next man. I hoped he would burn in hell.
      

      
      I heard a tap on the door and I peeked out before opening it. My mother walked in and held me. She said, “I’m sorry, honey.”

      
      “It’s okay.”

      
      “I should have been a better mother.”

      
      “That had nothing to do with it. Don’t blame yourself.”

      
      “I mean, why would you ever think about being a prostitute? It must have been something I did.”

      
      “Ma, not now.”

      
      I sat on the couch and she sat beside me. “You’re right, London. Let’s talk about the next step. Going over and over what’s
         happened already isn’t going to help you.”
      

      
      “I just need you to hold me.”

      
      Her eyes blinked. This type of affection was too much for her. She leaned in for one of her standoff superficial hugs. I said,
         “Hold me, Mom. Hold me tightly.”
      

      
      She did the best she could and we sat up to discuss how we would make our relationship better going forward. It was weird
         because, in my moment of humility, I could see so much of myself in her. My mother was a boss and although she hated my career
         of choice, that’s why I had never wanted to work for anyone. She was anal and organized and I had adopted those traits.
      

      
      My cell phone rang at around eight o’clock, alarming both my mother and me. I checked the ID because I had stopped answering
         unknown calls, although it didn’t stop people from leaving messages. It was Bethany, the manager at Unleashed. She was yelling.
         I couldn’t make out what she was saying. All I could imagine was that they were now after her to get close to me.
      

      
      “Bethany, honey, I can’t hear you.”

      
      “The buildings are gone. Nothing but ashes.”

      
      “What?”

      
      “Unleashed has been burned down. Someone set it on fire.”

      
      I closed my eyes and let my knees buckle as I fell back on the bed. Finally, I wailed. I couldn’t believe my ears. It wasn’t
         fair. I had done nothing to deserve this. These people were afraid that I would snitch, so they were making my life a living
         hell. I couldn’t take it anymore. I wanted out. I wanted to run away.
      

      
      “I’m the backup contact for the security alarm so they called me.” She paused. “London, it’s going to be okay.”

      
      “Bethany, will you be able to handle things there? I can’t come there.”

      
      My mother rubbed my back. “London, you’re going to have to go away. You may have to tell some names.”

      
      “I am.”

      
      I called the detective shortly after and told him that I would hand over all my contacts, but I needed to be out of there
         as soon as possible. He told me that wouldn’t be a problem. I asked him to come to the hotel.
      

      
      He was there within the hour with a tape recorder in hand. He started off speaking my name and case number into the recorder.
         Then he looked at me. “You ready?”
      

      
      I nodded. I pulled out the list and began spewing off names. I could tell by the look on his face that he couldn’t believe
         half the names I was saying. I tried to incriminate Thorne by telling the detective he was my partner, but he told me that
         from the evidence they had I was the head of the ring. Thorne had Ramon give him just enough to make me look like the mastermind
         and him like the innocent bystander.
      

      
      When I was done the detective stood up and touched my shoulder. “You’ve done a great job.”

      
      “No I haven’t, but thanks anyway. What’s next?”

      
      “We have to find a safe home for you. You can’t tell anyone where you are. You’ll have to change your name. We’ll get you
         new passports and IDs. We can take care of that today and have you out of here within forty-eight hours.”
      

      
      “And those names won’t leak before you get me out of here.”

      
      He agreed and told me not to worry. I looked at my mother when he was gone. “I’ll need you to stay here and try to sell my
         house or list it with a property manager.”
      

      
      “Not a problem.”

      
      “And you’re going to have to deal with the insurance company for the fire.”

      
      “Don’t worry. I’m here for you. I should have been here a long time ago. I feel like somehow this is all my fault.”

      
      “Mother, stop.”
      

      
      She nodded, but I knew she blamed herself. She was a perfectionist and her world was black and white, no gray. You went to
         work every day, you worked hard to prove yourself, and you never, by any means, broke the law. I’d rebelled against that type
         of regimen and thus had landed in a big old mess.
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      My hair had been cut very short and dyed auburn. The stress of the situation put about twenty pounds on me. The FBI relocated
         me to New Mexico. I felt rather uncomfortable, like I didn’t belong, but the people seemed to be in their own zone. They knew
         nothing about the Dog Trainer Madam, the name the media had given me. I was just some black girl who’d moved here from the
         East Coast and anyway I looked completely different. The FBI had given me a transcript and a degree in biology from UCLA.
         So, of all things, I was teaching high school biology. It lacked all the glitz and glamour of being a call girl, but it was
         rewarding. Every day I went to work I thought about how stupid and stubborn I’d been. I should have taught school when I first
         graduated.
      

      
      I had nothing to show for my many years in the business. All I had was a bunch of drama, no friends, and burnt bridges, but
         I looked at this as an opportunity to start again. Yet there was another side of me that felt like if I started over and built
         new relationships that would be more betrayal, because I would have to be evasive with everyone. I didn’t want to be exposed,
         so I stayed to myself. I was known as Denise Thomas. I was lonely and lost. My entire past wiped away with a few clicks of a mouse.
      

      
      After a year I felt the press had died down enough for me to contact my mother. I longed to hear her voice. I blocked the
         number and wasn’t sure she’d answer. She did and it was almost as if she knew it would be me. “Hello,” she said anxiously.
      

      
      “Mom.”

      
      “London. I’m so happy to hear from you.”

      
      “It’s good to hear your voice too.”

      
      “I know you can’t tell me where you are, but how’s everything?”

      
      “You’ll never believe this. I’m teaching.”

      
      “That’s great, London. Do you like it?”

      
      “Actually, I do.”

      
      “You know this is your second chance.”

      
      “I hope so,” I said, as tears filled my eyes. “I’m so lonely. I’m so afraid to meet anyone or let anyone in.”

      
      “London, this isn’t forever.”

      
      “I know, but they’re telling me that I should at least stay here for another year.”

      
      “I know, London. I just hate what has happened to you.” She paused. “But there is some good news. Your house finally sold,
         so you have some money in the bank. You have some insurance money from Unleashed too. So you can rebuild somewhere else.”
      

      
      “Yeah, maybe.”

      
      “This time I’ll help you.”

      
      “I’d like that.”

      
      “And someone named Clyde calls frequently to see how you’re doing.”

      
      “How’d he get your information?”
      

      
      “He told me that you gave it to him when you came here from Australia. He’s been calling about once a month to check on you.”

      
      I slightly recalled giving Clyde my mother’s information, but I couldn’t believe he’d held on to it for so long. I hadn’t
         put my favorites in the list of names. And Clyde was probably thankful that I’d had enough decency not to out him.
      

      
      “So what does he say?”

      
      “He’s very polite. He calls and asks how I’m doing and if there is anything that I need. Then he goes on to say that he’s
         just checking in on you. I actually look forward to Clyde’s calls.”
      

      
      “Aww. Clyde,” I said, thinking about all the good times we’d shared.

      
      “Where’d you meet him?”

      
      “You really don’t want to know.”

      
      She cleared her throat as if she definitely didn’t care to know all the details if I’d met him in the business. “Well, it
         seems like he really cares about you. He wants to see you if he can. I’ve gotten several calls of that nature, but Clyde is
         probably the only person I trust.”
      

      
      “Do you think I should call him?”

      
      “I do, but do you think he’s trustworthy?”

      
      “I think so, but I definitely don’t want to have that death-threat frenzy like before.”

      
      “Maybe you can call him just to talk. You don’t have to tell him where you are.”

      
      When she said that, it dawned on me that I hadn’t even told her where I was. I said, “I guess you’re right. There’s no harm
         in that.”
      

      
      She gave me his number and shortly after I got off the phone I called Clyde. He answered and I said, “Hi, Clyde.”
      

      
      “London.”

      
      He said my name with such compassion.

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

      
      “I am.”

      
      “I needed to tell you that I’d never enjoyed myself with anyone the way I did with you. And I didn’t realize how much of an
         influence you had on my life until I had to sit back and watch you go through everything by yourself. I was supposed to save
         you from that.”
      

      
      “Clyde. It was nobody’s fault but mine. I was in a dangerous business and I just didn’t realize it because of the type of
         clients we had. Prostitution is dangerous on every level, but I guess I just didn’t know.”
      

      
      “Remember the last time we were together?”

      
      “Of course I do. We were in Australia.”

      
      “You were trying to tell me something. Or better yet, you wanted me to tell you something. At the time, I just couldn’t do
         it. I just couldn’t bring myself to believe that I had feelings for you.”
      

      
      “Clyde. Don’t do this. Don’t say these things just to flatter me.”

      
      “London, I’m not trying to flatter you. I’m telling you what I realized just as you were being taken down. I didn’t even care
         if you gave them my name. All I knew was when I heard your kennel had been burned and that you’d been arrested, I could have
         done something to save you from all of that.”
      

      
      “What makes you so sure?”

      
      “You were trying to tell me you wanted out, but I shot you down. It was my way of looking at you as a prostitute and not a real woman.”
      

      
      “Clyde, if I wanted to get out, I didn’t need you to tell me it was a good idea, I would have done it on my own.”

      
      “If I had told you in Australia that I wanted something more from you, would you have continued doing it?”

      
      “I don’t know. I can’t say.”

      
      “I should have been honest with you then.”

      
      “And what would you have said?”

      
      “I would have told you that I wanted more from you.”

      
      “So what am I supposed to do with that information now?”

      
      “I haven’t met anyone yet that likes to do all the weird shit that I enjoy except you.”

      
      “And what are you saying?”

      
      “Tell me where you are so I can come get you.”

      
      “Clyde, it’s not that easy.”

      
      “It is that easy. I’ll come get you.”

      
      “Listen, there may still be people after me and if I leave this place, that means the FBI is no longer responsible for my
         protection. I’m scared.”
      

      
      “Don’t be scared, London. I’ll protect you. My house is big enough that you’ll never have to leave if you don’t want to.”

      
      “Who’s going to travel with you then?”

      
      “When we leave the country is the only time you’ll have to leave,” he said, laughing. “Otherwise, my home is your castle.”

      
      I thought for a few seconds longer. What kind of life was this anyway? It wasn’t long before my loneliness overpowered my
         logic. I had to trust someone. “I’m in New Mexico.”
      

      
      I gave Clyde all the details to rescue me and he flew in the next day. He rented a car and came to get me. He packed up my modest things in less than an hour and we drove to LA. I wasn’t
         sure this was the right decision, but I knew I needed companionship and I didn’t want to live a lie anymore. Clyde knew all
         my dirt and still cared about me. There were no secrets and I appreciated that.
      

      
   
      
      
      READING GROUP GUIDE

      
            1) Do you think the average unemployed college graduate would have taken Thorne up on his offer?

            2) What where the pros and cons of London’s job?

            3) What did Thorne see in London that made her a prime candidate?

            4) What is your opinion about Thorne’s advice that if a woman is not in a committed relationship, she shouldn’t offer her services
               for free?
            

            5) Did London trust Thorne too much?

            6) When would have been an optimal time for London to get out of the game?

            7) Was London a wise businesswoman? What were her strengths and weaknesses?

            8) Did London’s relationship with her mother affect her choices in life?

            9) Were there similarities between London and her mother?
            

            10) What statement did London’s calling her mother in her time of trouble make?

            11) Is it likely that London could ever have a successful relationship after spending so many years in the profession?

            12) Do you think she really cared for Clyde? Did he care for her?
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      I pulled up to a development in Buckhead, not far from Lenox Square mall. My producer Quentin had referred me to his Realtor
         friend. I’d done some online home browsing but this was the first place I was physically seeing. A silver Audi A6 pulled up
         a few parking spaces away at exactly two-thirty. I assumed it was my Realtor. After he got out of the car, I stepped out and
         headed in his direction.
      

      
      He shook my hand. “Hi, Ms. Blue. Pleasure to meet you.”

      
      “Garrett, the pleasure is all mine. Call me Ayana, please.”

      
      “Okay, Ayana. The spot is in the building here.”

      
      Quentin hadn’t given me any details about his friend aside from his being the best Realtor in Atlanta. As I stood there feeling
         strongly attracted to this man, I wanted to know everything. Was he married? Did he have kids? Was he heterosexual?
      

      
      Garrett was wearing jeans and a black T-shirt with black-and-white Puma sneakers. He carried a leather backpack. I estimated
         that he was about five foot eleven; he wasn’t short, but I had the feeling that he wasn’t quite six feet. He walked ahead
         of me as we climbed the stairs to a second-floor garden condo. I was already not feeling the place, but I was definitely feeling the swagger of the guy in front of me. I watched his strong mocha arms as he rolled the code on the lockbox. Finally
         the door to the condo opened and we entered.
      

      
      He said, “First order of business, I’ll need you to sign these forms.”

      
      He handed the forms to me as we stood next to the countertop in the empty unit. He hovered over me as he told me where to
         sign and why I was signing. His face was clean-shaven with a nice dark mustache. His hair was cut low. He looked and smelled
         crisp: a lightly scented cologne mixed with Irish Spring soap. I inhaled him; his vibe was smooth and jovial, almost familiar.
      

      
      “A’ight. Cool. Now that the business is taken care of, we can get to the fun part. We’re going to visit every condominium
         complex in Buckhead. Cool?”
      

      
      I said, “I’m really not the type that needs to see everything. I want to see the three best condos in my price range, preferably
         two-bedrooms with a den, and I can make a decision.”
      

      
      He stopped in the middle of the living room and laughed. “So Ayana Blue is not picky.”

      
      “Is there something about me that makes you think that I’m picky?”

      
      He shrugged. “I shouldn’t say this, but most women are picky. Usually dudes come to me, they see one or two places and they
         are ready to put a contract down. Women, on the other hand, I can spend two, three, sometimes even six months showing them
         everything on the multiple listing and they just have something in their mind that they’re looking for and they don’t stop
         until they get it. Nature of the business, though.”
      

      
      “So are you as patient and friendly with these women after month three?”

      
      He laughed. “Of course. I earn a living from referrals. I’m as eager to show the first place as I am to show the sixtieth
         place. If I’m showing, I’m still in the game, and that’s all that matters to me. Can I put food on the table and clothes on
         my son’s back?”
      

      
      Why did my heart sink? Just because there was a son didn’t mean there was a wife. He didn’t have on a ring, but that didn’t
         mean anything either.
      

      
      “How old is your son?”

      
      “He’s seven.”

      
      I had been so wrapped up in work that my flirtation was rusty. I entered the master bedroom and looked at the bathroom before
         I decided to pry further.
      

      
      “What’s your son’s name?”

      
      “Amari.”

      
      “He lives with you?”

      
      He took a deep breath. “We have joint custody.”

      
      “So what’s that like? Do you do week by week or do you have certain days and she has certain days?”

      
      “Week by week.”

      
      We had toured the condominium and were scheduled to see another. I wasn’t sure I should ask any more questions, for fear of
         pressing too hard. Maybe I should have come out and asked if he was single and ready to date. Instead I said, “Not sold on
         this place. We can go to the next one.”
      

      
      “Cool, you wanna just hop in the car with me?”

      
      I shrugged and we headed to his car. He opened the door for me. That was quite gentlemanly. I smiled and thanked him. As we drove to the next place, he seemed to open up a little.
      

      
      “I’m glad you’re decisive, Ayana.”

      
      “Why is that?”

      
      “I usually schedule showings in late evening or early in the day; late afternoon is bad for me. I pick up my son.”
      

      
      “It’s your week.”

      
      “I actually pick up most days because my schedule is more flexible than hers.”

      
      “Whose? His mom’s or your wife’s?” I jabbed that question in quickly so that I could get the info I needed to either stop
         or continue flirting.
      

      
      He laughed and looked at me. I couldn’t help laughing too. That was tacky, but I wanted to know.

      
      “His mom’s. My soon-to-be-ex-wife. We’re in the middle of a divorce.”

      
      “Ooh,” I said, with screeching brakes.

      
      “It’s a nasty one.”

      
      That was a double ooh. We pulled up to the next complex. As we hopped out I shifted into counselor mode. “Divorces are never
         fun. I think that two adults who realize they are going in opposite directions should agree to disagree and come to an understanding
         as to how they are going to handle the family business apart. But unfortunately, emotions get the best of us and it becomes
         a battle.”
      

      
      “Exactly.”

      
      We caught the elevator to the top floor. This unit was a penthouse condo with a loft and den. As soon as we entered it felt
         like home. He looked at me and knew that we had struck gold.
      

      
      He said, “Don’t get too excited. We have others to see.”

      
      This place had a concierge, a twenty-four-hour doorman, a fitness center, and a meeting room. It offered everything I needed
         and more. It had mahogany hardwood floors, granite countertops, stainless steel appliances. Both of the bedrooms were large
         and considered master suites. The loft overlooked the family room. There was a bump-out eat-in kitchen and a formal dining room, as well as a petite patio off the family room.
         I imagined having my girlfriends over for our Friday night chats. The floor plan was ideal for me and my needs.
      

      
      “I told you that I was simple. Didn’t I?”

      
      “Now simple is one thing, but it’s my job to make sure you’ve seen at least three to five options before you put a contract
         on anything.”
      

      
      “If that means I get to hang out with you for a little while longer, that’s cool.”

      
      We both burst out laughing. Why did I even let those words come out of my mouth? I really wasn’t interested in dealing with a man in the middle of a nasty divorce.
      

      
      “Ayana, you are cooler than Quentin made you out to be.”

      
      “What did he say about me?”

      
      “Honestly?”

      
      “Yeah, honestly. Even if it does hurt my feelings.”

      
      He looked directly in my eyes. “He said that he’s never met a woman quite like you. He said he didn’t even know God created
         women like you.”
      

      
      He nearly brought tears to my eyes. I had known Quentin respected me but to hear it from someone else was flattering.

      
      “Aw. He really said that?”

      
      “He said you’re amazing and the man that snags you would be a lucky son of a bitch.”

      
      I felt almost bashful hearing these things about myself. I was at a loss for words.

      
      “But you’re not settling down anytime soon. Things are going too good.”

      
      It was clear that he was prying. “Garrett, no one should ever be too busy for love.”

      
      “Can I take you to dinner later on this evening?”

      
      I appreciated his direct approach. Though I had placed the bait out for him, I hadn’t expected him to bite so quickly.
      

      
      “I love to eat.”

      
      “And I love a woman that likes to eat. Is seven a good time for you?”

      
      “That works.”

      
      Garrett took me back to my car and we agreed to meet at Copeland’s on Piedmont.

      
      Garrett had sleepy eyes and they were so sexy under the dim lights. Over dinner I discovered that he had simply married the
         wrong woman for the wrong reason, but that it wouldn’t deter him from remarrying. He wanted to do it again with the right
         person. He loved to cook and travel. He gave me a rundown of his family structure. He respected his mother and more important
         he loved his father and his grandfather. His family was close and festive.
      

      
      A part of me wanted to wait to like him until I got the full report from Quentin in the morning, but I already liked him.
         I liked how much he knew about life, how much he wanted to know about me, and how straightforward he was about what he was
         looking for. There was nothing pretentious about him and that seemed to be the issue with most men I met. He was real. He
         was open. He was different.
      

      
      Good conversation made the hours pass rapidly. The staff began to clean the restaurant around us as we sat absorbed in each
         other. Ten o’clock arrived too soon and I didn’t want the night to end, but it was time to go.
      

      
      After we left the restaurant and headed to the parking garage I was tempted to ask him to come back to my place, but I felt
         like it was too late. My car was a little distance from his, so he offered to drive me to it.
      

      
      When I sat in the passenger seat, he looked at me. “Ayana, it’s been a really long time since I was on the dating scene. And
         from all the horror stories I hear, I haven’t been real anxious either. But tonight I feel different.”
      

      
      “I do too, Garrett.”

      
      He leaned over and kissed me. His masculine hand touched the side of my face. His tongue twirled slowly in my mouth and my
         vagina began to throb. It seemed like we were connected. Our lips were locked and neither of us pulled back. He wanted more
         of me and I wanted more of him. Could this be right? In a dark parking lot on our first date? Or would we ruin the possibilities
         if we were to succumb to our nature?
      

      
      I knew better, but my body knew something else. I wanted to be wise, but I needed to feel him right there, right then. His
         hand slipped under my shirt and he began to rub up and down my back. He put his finger on the hook of my bra.
      

      
      “May I?”

      
      I didn’t want him to stop. Whatever was going to be that night was going to be. He struggled momentarily to unhook my bra,
         but finally it popped open. He lifted my shirt and looked delighted with my double Ds. He stared at me for a second.
      

      
      “You’re beautiful. Your body is perfect.”

      
      A woman can never hear those words enough, especially when by most standards she’s considered overweight. I was five foot
         five and 185 pounds, and it wasn’t every day that someone put my body and perfection in the same sentence. That aroused me
         more.
      

      
      The armrest between us restricted our closeness. He kissed my breast awkwardly before asking me to sit on top of him. As I
         climbed over to his seat he moved the driver’s seat back. He lifted my shirt over my head and I wrapped my arms around his neck as he made oral love to my breast.
      

      
      “Can I have you?”

      
      I nodded yes. From the bulge I felt through his jeans, I wanted to have him too.

      
      “You sure?”

      
      I nodded yes again. He put his hands under my skirt to feel me. “Ooh, you feel so good.”

      
      We kissed more as I tried to come out of my panties in the confines of his car and he unbuckled his jeans and pulled them
         to his knees. He grabbed a box of condoms from the armrest storage compartment and tore it open, taking one out before placing
         the box back. I was wet and he was rock solid as we shared an inquisitive, passionate stare for a few seconds. Was this right?
         Was this lust just too strong for us to resist? He used his mouth to open the packet and quickly put the condom on. As he
         held on to my thighs and I slid down on him, we both exhaled. All of our preoccupations and inhibitions dissipated as we united.
         We ground slowly and sighed deeply as if this was what we both needed. He kissed me passionately like we were longtime lovers.
         He looked in my eyes with each stroke. The warm and misty air made our skin stick together, forcing us closer. It felt better
         and better the longer he was inside me. It felt like he belonged there. Finally he exploded in me. His love coated my walls
         and I felt brand-new.
      

      
      We talked inside his car for several hours longer. Finally, at around two in the morning, he drove me to my car. I looked
         at him and I knew at that moment this hadn’t been a mistake. He saw the same something in my eyes. We kissed. We had tried
         to part several times throughout the night, and I knew that if I didn’t take the first step we would stay longer.
      

      
      “Garrett, I had a wonderful night.”
      

      
      “I would ask you to come home with me, but…”

      
      I didn’t want to know what had caused the but, because I was certain it would taint the wonderful night. “Don’t worry. We have to see those other condos tomorrow. I’ll
         see you then.”
      

      
      “Ayana, you’re cool,” he said, still holding my left hand.

      
      I reached for the handle and opened the door. “Tomorrow?”

      
      “Definitely.”

      
      His grip was even tighter. I set one foot out of the car and slowly pried my hand away from his. Soon after, the second foot
         followed and I closed the door. When I got in my car I wanted to scream with excitement, disappointment, frustration, and
         anticipation all at once but I didn’t. I took a deep breath and followed Garrett out of the garage.
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      My state of ecstasy spilled over into the next day. Garrett texted me bright and early in the morning. “U R A BEAUTIFUL WOMAN.
         CAN’T WAIT TO SEE U THIS AFTERNOON.”
      

      
      I had planned to ask Quentin all about him since he was the one who had referred me to Garrett, but when I saw him I no longer
         had the desire to. I didn’t want any secondhand information on Garrett, I wanted to explore him for myself and to see where
         that would lead. Garrett’s approach might have been different, based on the suspicious look Quentin returned to me.
      

      
      He said, “How’d the home search go?”

      
      “It was cool. We looked at two places and I’m looking at two today.”

      
      “See anything you like?”

      
      I wanted to laugh. Hell yeah, I saw something I liked. I only wished Quentin had forewarned me.
      

      
      “Yeah, I saw one place that I really liked.”

      
      “Cool. Garrett is a real good dude.”

      
      “He seems like it.”

      
      When I started the show, it was the first time in twelve hours that I wasn’t thinking about Garrett. I love my job. It’s not exactly what I dreamed I’d be doing, but it is something I do naturally without any thought.
      

      
      While pursuing my PhD in psychology I started out on a journey to discover why all six of my good girlfriends and I were still
         single. We were all in our late twenties, had good jobs, and were attractive. Certainly the selection of good black men couldn’t
         be that bad. There had to be something wrong with us. Were we too dominant? Were we too picky? Or did we just have bad luck?
         Assuming this would be the perfect dissertation, I began my research. Naturally, I decided to start with the women who were
         where we claimed we wanted to be.
      

      
      After nearly ten interviews I was shocked to learn that many of these women in the socially imposed ideal situation were unhappy,
         and seven of them claimed they would not remarry their husbands. While I had expected to get responses about how great it
         was to be committed to the one, I ended up disappointed with the reality that men are men.
      

      
      Besides being single, my friends and I were happy. Most of all we were free. With freedom came options and we knew we weren’t
         stuck. Maybe that was why we laughed, traveled, and absorbed life. Suddenly my research shifted to single women. Were they
         all as happy as we were? After interviewing a few single women, I found that a large percentage of them were unhappy too.
         They felt like life had dealt them a bad hand. Could it be that being a woman is an unhappy existence in and of itself? Why
         did it seem that women were never satisfied? Finally, it hit me. The one common denominator among the unhappy women was that
         none of them had real good girlfriends. The women, single or married, with thriving female friendships seemed to get the most
         out of life.
      

      
      I went to my adviser to let him know that my dissertation would be called Girlfriends: The Therapeutic Effect. He found my topic laughable until I began to explain. Women forgo the chance for true commitment and intimacy with each
         other, assuming that it can only be found in a marriage. My adviser was still quite perplexed as I continued. Men are completely
         incapable of giving women the amount of emotional security they seek. Women in turn beg, plead, and worry men to be something
         that they can never be, leaving themselves eternally unfulfilled. Finally he began to let down his guard and smile.
      

      
      “Ayana, you’re right. I think this will be quite interesting, actually.”

      
      “When women get in relationships, they feel like their girlfriends are disposable. ‘Finally, now I can stop hanging out and
         just chill with my man.’ ”
      

      
      He laughed. “This is very true.”

      
      “That’s crazy. What is the shift in our brain that makes us believe that we can do without our girls now that he’s around?”
         I paused, hoping the concept would sink in. “Men don’t want to go to the mall. They don’t want to gossip. They don’t want
         to watch romantic comedies. Men don’t give up sports or beer when they get into relationships. So why do we give up our natural
         antidepressant? Real girlfriends?”
      

      
      He chuckled. “Ms. Blue, I’d like you to keep me posted. If your research is strong, I’ll approve it.”

      
      He approved it and offered to help me find a literary agent. I had never imagined myself as an author, but he encouraged me
         to turn my dissertation into a book. He found my research and recommendations profound. With the coaxing of my girl crew,
         I turned my research into a book titled Where My Girls At? I was offered a two-book deal from a major publishing house and had no clue what I could write as a second book. Then one of my good friends suggested that I write about how to be a good friend, because that was a skill not all women had.
         My first book talked about the importance of friends but didn’t give instructions. The sales for Where My Girls At? had been nominal at best. A year later Girlfriend Confidential hit the shelves. My friends vowed that this one would not go down like the first. We had learned our lesson: Getting the
         book on the shelves means absolutely nothing if no one knows anything about it. We all put our skills together and I had my
         own in-house publicity team. We sent press kits to every media outlet, every female organization, and every sorority, and
         attended every chick conference we could find. Girlfriend Confidential became the topic of discussion at hair salons, book clubs, and girl groups everywhere. Women began to deem me the relationship
         expert. I started to get e-mails from people asking for my advice on every aspect of their lives. I’d only had my PhD for
         a little over a year; how was I supposed to help all these people? I wasn’t ready for all of this, but opportunity after opportunity
         came knocking at my door. As I took more speaking and workshop engagements, I grew more popular.
      

      
      Within eighteen months I was approached with the option to host my own satellite radio show. I was offered a lunchtime slot,
         from ten to two. The time slot already had a listener base, primarily African-American women. The show would be named after
         my book: Girlfriend Confidential with Ayana Blue. I accepted the job.
      

      
      Before my first day on the air I was introduced to Quentin so we could map out the format of the show. He was a senior producer
         and had already designed a plan for success. On the first day he decided to have my girls in the studio with me. He felt that
         would give me an initial dose of confidence and he was right. It was like a night out with my girls. With each phone call I became more relaxed. With each day I was more
         certain that this was where I was destined to be. My listeners needed me, my voice, and my advice.
      

      
      “You really have to be thankful for the little things. Don’t focus so much on what he doesn’t do as opposed to what he does
         do. My dad’s favorite saying is ‘Accentuate the positives and eliminate the negatives.’ If you try that for one week, I bet
         you’ll feel differently about him and your relationship.”
      

      
      I said, “You hear what I’m saying?”

      
      “I guess it’s just hard for me to understand why he can go play golf all day and not even think about how I feel.”

      
      “When he’s out playing golf, he is thinking about you. He’s releasing stress, possibly making business deals. Despite what
         time he comes home, he’s happy. Right?”
      

      
      “No, ’cause he acts like I’m not supposed to say anything to him.”

      
      “You mean he acts like you’re not supposed to nag him. Just imagine you’re having a wonderful day and you come home to him
         asking you ‘Where’s dinner? Did you feed the kids? Did you wash the clothes?’ Wouldn’t that irritate you?”
      

      
      “Probably.”

      
      “I’m sure it would. You don’t want anybody blowing your high. It’s really that simple.”

      
      She laughed. “I never looked at it like that.”

      
      “Before you start flipping out on the brother, put yourself in his shoes.”

      
      “Thanks, Ayana. I’ll try that.”

      
      “You’re very welcome, girlfriend. And thanks for your call.”

      
      Quentin gave me a thumbs-up as we neared the end of another successful show. He loved my insight into men, women, and relationships. As if it weren’t enough that my words had the ability to talk a woman off the cliff or boost her
         self-esteem, Quentin’s response was a daily reminder that I was called to do this.
      

      
      I paused. “You’ve been listening to Girlfriend Confidential. I’m your host, Ayana Blue, and we have time for one more call.”
      

      
      Quentin signaled to me that there was a caller on the line. “Girlfriend Confidential. Tell me what you want to talk about.”
      

      
      The caller cleared her throat. “I wanna talk about you.”

      
      “Okay,” I said hesitantly, because I sensed agitation in her voice.

      
      This type of call came in at least once every few days: women who wanted to keep being victims and disagreed with my trying
         to empower them. She huffed, “So, you’re everybody’s good girlfriend. Right?”
      

      
      “I’d like to think I am.”

      
      “If that’s the case, why did you fuck my husband last night?”

      
      The engineer quickly disconnected the call. He was able to bleep the curse word out, but her point came across loud and clear
         on air. Everyone thought it was a random angry woman, but I knew I had gotten myself into some shit.
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