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“The role of a writer is not to say what we can all say, but what we are unable to say.”

—ANAÏS NIN

“We need to make books cool again. If you go home with somebody and they don’t have books, don’t fuck them.”

—JOHN WATERS


Introduction
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On Lust and Letters

My affair with the written word began at age two, when I learned to read. My first inkling of love came in the fourth grade, when I received an “OWLS” award (Ones Who Love Stories) for writing the most monthly book reports—something I did almost maniacally, for pleasure, with no knowledge or thought of external reward.

My sex education came from fiction, memoirs, poetry, and self-help. I grew up in a strict Catholic military home run by working-class parents. There was no sit-down talk of the birds and the bees. There were no “girlie mags” lying around, Internet porn was yet-to-be-invented, and health class left a lot to my imagination. “What is a wet dream?” I asked my mom on the way to school once. I’d been in the midst of reading Judy Blume’s Then Again, Maybe I Won’t but still wasn’t really sure what was happening to the male main character as he fantasized about his neighbor each night. My mother asked me where I’d heard that term, discomfort creeping across her face as she drove, and I immediately regretted my question. “In a book,” I said. She never answered.

I turned back to my trusted books, which always delivered me to new places, other time periods, different mind-sets, and thrilling adventures. While I never went right for the “sex books” in the library (I don’t know that there were any), my precocious reading habits had me inhaling age-inappropriate tomes, my intellectual abilities perhaps exceeding my emotional comprehension. By middle school I’d whipped through all of Blume’s young adult paperbacks, devoured VC Andrews’ Flowers in the Attic series, scared myself silly with a copy of The Amityville Horror: A True Story (found in a shed), and fantasized about meeting, being, or kissing every one of S. E. Hinton’s characters. Like most kids, I lived for the “juicy parts,” both excited and confused by much of what I read.

At age thirteen, babysitting my younger cousins suddenly became more enticing when I found a copy of Blume’s adult novel Wifey on my aunt’s shelf. As the kids slept, I read it standing up, my eyes absorbing every word with ears perked for the crunch of my uncle’s tires pulling into the driveway, hands ready to cram it back into its space on the shelf. The story of a bored housewife cheating on her husband had to be read in weeks-apart increments, and I lived for those nights, at least until I discovered something better—a slim paperback tucked behind my aunt’s books, titled How to Drive Your Man Wild in Bed by Graham Masterton. I had no “man,” no intention of “going to bed” with anyone anytime soon, and in fact had yet to even kiss a boy, but the words and illustrations kicked my hormonal imagination into high gear. Now I knew what a naked guy looked like, had some idea of what my body parts could do, thought about how good sex might feel, and especially wondered about what my aunt and uncle were doing in private! From there, I moved on to Erica Jong’s Fanny, Being the True History of the Adventures of Fanny Hack-about-Jones, which I conveniently forgot to return to the library about 30 years ago. I know—I’ve been a bad, bad girl.

Later I explored sex in real life, as both a dominatrix paid to fulfill fantasies and as a single, then married, woman moving through the decades. I owe a debt of gratitude to the written word, both for my sex education and my career path. I’m glad for the many times as a young woman I went to bed with the right book instead of the wrong boy. (That said, sometimes “the wrong boy” was fun, too.)

My shelves today are not divided by genre; the Beats, the Classics, Kate Chopin, Hunter S. Thompson, Xaviera Hollander, Cheryl Strayed, bell hooks, and the Sookie Stackhouse series all live there easily together. Between my husband and my signed first editions, I’m duly indulged. I find sensuality in mainstream literature and sometimes what’s marketed as erotica really disappoints me, but good writing creates a slow burn into my brain. Curating this collection forced me to examine what I think “good writing” means, as well as answer the impossible question: “What is sexy?” I’m delighted with the kaleidoscope I’ve found. This group of stories defies straight, gay, vanilla, and kinky categorization. They are personal essays and fictional fantasies. The styles range from hardboiled to Victorian, modern, epistolary, and poetic. Some I chose for their poignancy, some for making me laugh out loud, and all for turning me on in some deeply visceral way. Above all, the writers here demonstrate a passion and respect for words.

“’Tis the good reader that makes the good book,” wrote Ralph Waldo Emerson in Society and Solitude. We writers and readers meet in some imaginary space, trying to understand one another—reaching out for a human connection. The magic of books has always been that writers have the power to remotely tickle our fancies from another part of the world, from another era—all through the simple arrangement of words. My hope is that Book Lovers touches your hearts and heads in all the right ways, and you find its offerings worthy of your affections.

—Shawna Kenney


A to Z
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Kristina Wright

I met Zoe in the library near the biography section. I was sitting in one of the big, overstuffed chairs by the window reading People when I looked up and caught her staring at me. She wore a long flowing dress the color of a summer sky, her legs tucked under her, her brown leather sandals lined up neatly on the floor. Her eyes were the same color as her dress, and she watched me, unblinking. She held a book but I couldn’t make out the title because she had it turned facedown in her lap, as if watching me were infinitely more interesting than reading a book. I was flattered—and annoyed. I grew up with five siblings and had never shared an apartment with less than two roommates, so the library was my sanctuary. I didn’t go there to get cruised.

I was never much of a reader before Zoe. In fact, I’d only been going to the library for two or three months when I met her. I had never even been to the big Fort Lauderdale branch library, even though I’d grown up three miles away. One day I was paying a ticket at the courthouse down the street, so I thought I’d kill two birds with one stone and pick up some tax forms at the library. By then, it was already the middle of March. I’m a bit of a procrastinator.

I had no idea how wonderful the library was. Once I escaped high school, I made it a point to avoid all things academic. But that first visit made me a believer. After that, I’d make a trip to the library once a week, maybe two, not for the books, but for the silence, the utter sense of solitude. Everyone whispers in the library; everyone is deferential to your need for peace and quiet. It was so unlike my job as a waitress at one of the clubs on the strip I couldn’t help but return again and again. I would’ve been happy to sit by the window on the second floor and watch the traffic go by, but the librarians gave me funny looks. I figured if I at least had my nose stuck in a magazine, they’d leave me alone.

I looked up from an article about the summer blockbusters to see her still watching me, her finger stuck between the pages of the book, marking her place. Her hair was long and loose around her face, a halo of dark, wavy ringlets shot through with strands of silver. At twenty-nine, I was already sporting a few silver strands myself, so I didn’t think she could be more than a few years older than I was.

She had an exotic, caramel-skinned look about her, all sharp angles and good bone structure. Her eyes threw me, though. They were blue as blue can be.

I realized I’d been staring at her and felt myself blush. I’m as fair as they come—pale skin, short spiky red hair, light green eyes the color of sun-bleached sea glass. It was a funny joke the goddess had played on me, making me be born in a state that has sunshine 320 days a year. I skulked about in long-sleeve blouses, long pants, sunscreen, and sunglasses, protecting my pale flesh from the harsh rays that would turn my creamy skin into a mottled canvas of sunburn and freckles. My last girlfriend, Maggie, bitched because I never wanted to go to the beach. But I never heard her complain when she explored every inch of my sun-free skin.

“Aren’t you hot?” the woman across from me said finally.

I flinched. Her voice seemed to echo throughout the wing. No one else seemed to notice. I shrugged. “Not really.”

“I’m hot.” She hiked her dress up to midthigh and fanned her face with the hem. “It’s usually forty degrees in here, but today it feels like they’ve got the heat on.”

She was attractive and intriguing, but I didn’t want to talk about the heat. I wanted to read about the summer movies. I wanted to be left alone. I raised the magazine up and blocked my face, hoping to discourage any further conversation. I didn’t give in to the temptation to peek around the glossy page and see if she was still watching me. I finished reading about Jude Law’s newest flick and moved on to a fascinating tale about secret plastic surgery clinics in Hollywood.

I heard the swish of fabric and was almost disappointed that I’d run her off. I jumped when she pulled the magazine away from my face. “That shit will rot your brain,” she said.

She dumped the book she’d been reading in my lap and then crouched by my chair. “A is for Austen,” she whispered close to my ear.

I flipped it over. Sense and Sensibility. I shook my head and tried to hand it back to her. “It’s not my style.”

She pushed it back at me. “Try it, you’ll like it.”

“I don’t have a library card,” I blurted.

When she laughed, I shivered. “It’s okay, I already checked it out. Just have it back two weeks from today.”

Then she was gone, her dress billowing out behind her like a blue cloud, her sandals slap-slapping across the floor. I watched her until she walked through the door. Then I remembered to close my mouth.

By the time two weeks had rolled around, I’d gotten through Sense and Sensibility. I still wasn’t convinced I was cut out for that literary crap, but I was kind of surprised it wasn’t as bad as I’d expected it to be. I dropped the book in the slot in the lobby of the library and headed for my favorite chair.

She was already there, looking resplendent in a sleeveless red sundress with a gold Batik design scattered across it. She looked up at me from the book she was reading. Another book lay in her lap. “Did you like it?”

I shrugged. “It was alright. I’m not really into that highbrow English stuff.”

She arched an eyebrow. “You’re going to be a tough nut to crack, I can tell.”

I played it cool. I sat down across from her and thumbed through the magazines on the table by my chair. I picked up Cosmopolitan. She looked like she was going to blow a gasket. I smirked over the top of the magazine. “I’m tougher than you might think.”

It was part challenge, part bravado. I was intimidated by her exotic beauty and obvious intellect.

She didn’t disappoint. She glided from her chair and put both books on the arm of my chair. “B is for Brontë. Two books, two weeks.”

There was no way I was going to read two books in two weeks. But before I could tell her that, she was gone. I looked at the books. Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë and Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë. I vaguely remembered Wuthering Heights from high school. Actually, I remembered reading the CliffsNotes.

Somehow, I managed to read both books in two weeks. More amazing, I really liked Jane Eyre. I showed up at the library, puffed up like a peacock, and returned the books. I grinned when I saw her sitting in her usual chair, dressed all in white. White shimmery blouse, white skirt with silver buttons up the front, white sandals showing off her white-tipped French pedicure.

“Well?” she asked, looking up from the book open on her lap.

“I liked Jane. She had balls.”

“Like you.” She arched an eyebrow. “And Cathy?”

I wrinkled my nose. “Too whiny.”

She nodded. “I’m Zoe, by the way.”

I was surprised. I figured she’d go on being the mysterious woman from the library. “Amy,” I said.

She studied me, her dark lashes blinking slowly, languidly. She stroked the pages of the book in her lap with a delicate touch. I felt my nipples tighten as the pages fluttered softly. Her gaze never shifted from my face, but by her quiet smile I suspected she knew the effect she had on me.

She stood and crossed the narrow expanse between our chairs. She knelt, placing the book in my lap with a gentle caress of my khaki clad thigh.

“C is for cunt,” she whispered, and I could have sworn her tongue slicked hotly against the rim of my ear.

When she straightened, I saw that several of the buttons on her skirt were unfastened. With a subtle adjustment, she parted the panels and revealed her pussy, with dark, bare lips tucked up tightly and a silky black patch of hair on her mound. I wanted to look around to see if anyone else had noticed her display, but I was too mesmerized by the display before me.

It wasn’t until she glided through the doors that I looked down and realized C was also for Agatha Christie.

I WAS STILL making a couple of trips to the library each week, but I only saw Zoe every other week. I looked forward to our meetings, and if I was being honest I’d have to say I was looking forward to the books she would choose for me. I’d expected something like Dostoyevsky for D; what I got instead was Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca. She handed it over with a feral smile and a scratch of bloodred nails against my wrist. When I got home, I sucked the mark she left on me, imagining it was her skin.

I read Rebecca in three days.

And so the weeks rolled by. Zoe gave me books—Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God, Susanna Kaysen’s Girl, Interrupted, Anne Lamott’s Tender Mercies, Toni Morrison’s Beloved. The books were eclectic, unpredictable. Wonderful because she chose them, and exciting because I enjoyed almost all of them. Our flirtations grew bolder; the brush of her face against my breast when she bent to give me a book, my lips pressing to her hand as she pulled away.

By the time she introduced me to Anaïs Nin’s Delta of Venus, I was starving for her touch. I returned the book two weeks later, breathless with anticipation. Only Zoe wasn’t there. Her chair was empty. I waited for three hours, but she never showed. I thought maybe I was a day early, but no, it had been two weeks to the day. I left the library angry and hurt, but also a little bit worried, and with an insistent throb between my legs.

I spotted her at the back of the parking lot, leaning against my Honda. She was wearing a green sheath dress, darker than my eyes but lighter than my car. She didn’t smile as I approached.

“Something wrong?” she asked, a lime green nail flicking at the corner of my mouth when I stopped in front of her. “Miss me?”

“Bitch.”

She smiled at that. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go for a ride.”

She sat in the passenger seat, window rolled down halfway, watching me fidget as I pulled into traffic. I tried to play it cool. It wasn’t as if we didn’t both know what was going to happen. But as dumb as it sounds, and as much as I wanted her, I was afraid if we got involved, if we fucked, things would change. The library would never be the same.

“Nervous?” she asked, watching me pick at the faux leather flaking off my steering wheel.

I shrugged. “Should I be?”

She leaned nearer, hiking my skirt up to my hips. “No, baby, you shouldn’t be nervous.” One lime green nail traced a figure eight on my pale thigh. “You should be wet.”

I was soaked. I wasn’t about to tell her that, though.

“Green light, Amy,” she murmured, her fingers sliding up under my skirt as I belatedly let up on the brake and jolted into the intersection.

Her fingers were hot on my thigh. So close to my pussy I trembled. I kept driving, trying to focus on the street signs. Trying not to wreck the damn car. I felt her finger part my slick lips and I gasped. So much for playing it cool. I wanted to pull over and beg her to fuck me, but I didn’t. I kept driving.

Her finger snaked into my cunt and I squeezed it with my muscles. She chuckled.

“Hungry, baby?”

I didn’t answer. I turned the corner. I realized I was heading toward my apartment, and my pussy quivered.

She finger fucked me slowly, teasing me. Her thumbnail scraped my clit, and I nearly ran over a little old lady crossing the street. “Careful, careful,” Zoe chided. “Maybe it’s time we head back to the library.”

I didn’t question. I made the turn. The lights were against me, so it took a few minutes. By the time we pulled into the parking lot, she’d whipped me to a froth. Two fingers pumped me and she was half leaning into my seat. I slammed on the breaks, jolting us both forward, and put the car into park. My thighs were shaking.

“Come on, baby.”

It’s all the encouragement I needed. In the shadow of the library, I came with Zoe’s fingers buried in my pussy, her lime green thumb nail flicking my clit. Rocking against her hand, my fingers wrapped tight around her wrist, I came with a moan. Months of pent-up lust had driven me to this, a quickie in a parking lot, but I didn’t care. I didn’t care because Zoe’s fingers were inside me and she was whispering how good I was, how pretty, how wet. I came and I came. And when I was done, she pulled her fingers from my wet pussy and sucked them dry.

Before my heartbeat had returned to normal, she was gone.

The weeks went by in a blur, and books took on a new meaning. I walked into the bookstore at the mall one day to buy a gift for my mother and had to go to the bathroom to get myself off. Just the smell of a book was enough to make me cream my panties. I wanted to tell Zoe, but I figured she’d laugh. I also figured she already knew.

She introduced me to the poetry of Christina Rossetti, and, even more appropriately, Sappho. The hypnotic words of the lesbian poet invaded my dreams, causing me to wake in a fever of lust, my fingers between my thighs massaging my clit even as I slept. I could feel my heart hammering in my chest when she walked through the door of the library two weeks later.

“Sappho get you hot?” she asked, settling into the chair across from me, her suede dress the color of chocolate, her thick, curly hair wrapped in a bun at the nape of her neck.

I didn’t answer. She stood up and took my hand. I resisted a moment, but at her insistent tug I followed her across the wing of the library to the bathrooms at the end of a short hallway. She pulled me into the women’s room and led me to the last stall. Once inside, she slid the lock home and pushed me down on the lid of the toilet. She pulled her dress up and tugged her black panties to the side. Within moments, my mouth was pressed to her bare pussy, sucking her as hard as I’d ever dreamed.

“Oh, baby, that’s it,” she moaned, her voice soft and urgent. “You must have really liked Sappho.”

Her sarcasm drove me on. I plunged a finger in her pussy and rubbed her G-spot roughly while I nipped her clit between my teeth, sucking it out, letting it go, sucking it back. What I lacked in finesse because of my awkward position I made up for in enthusiasm. Soon she could barely breathe, much less talk. I jerked my jeans open and shoved my hand down my panties, rubbing my clit as roughly as I was sucking hers. She came on my tongue in a gush of fluid that I lapped gently while I shuddered through my own orgasm.

The bathroom door opened and someone entered. We adjusted ourselves quietly. Then she slipped out while I waited for the other woman to finish up. By the time I escaped the bathroom, Zoe was gone.

AS WE GOT near the end of the alphabet, I wondered what she would find for X and Z. All I could think of was Malcolm X, but that didn’t seem likely since she’d been choosing women authors. I was right. Instead, she presented me with a fascinating little book called There’s a Whip in my Valise by Greta X. I smirked, wondering if Zoe was trying to tell me something. I flipped to the back of the book, where the library’s stamp should be. It was blank.

I looked up at her. “This didn’t come from the library.”

“I’ll donate my copy when you’re done with it.”

She left me soaked. So did the book.

Y was a vampire tale by Chelsea Quinn Yarbro. I stayed up all night to finish it—

I liked it that much. I’m still working on reading the others in the series.

When I returned the Yarbro, I was startled to find Zoe sitting in my usual spot. The library was extra quiet that day; very few patrons perused the aisles. Maybe it was the weather, dark and unusually chilly for March in Florida. Maybe it was just wishful thinking on my part. When she beckoned to me and smiled, I didn’t give a damn what anyone else was thinking. I settled on her knee, my head resting against her shoulder. She was wearing blue today, and I remembered this was the same dress she’d been wearing the first day I’d met her. I felt the softness of her breast pressing into my side and I ached to cup it, stroke it.

“You liked Yarbro,” she said.

I nodded against the top of her head. “Yeah. I liked it a lot.”

She turned her head so that her mouth was against my neck. Instead of pulling away, I arched my neck. She nipped lightly at the stretched tendon, then pressed a wet kiss to my skin. “I want to fuck you right here,” she said, louder than a whisper. I didn’t care. I wanted the exact same thing.

This time, it was me pulling her toward the bathroom. I don’t think the librarians noticed, but I would have knocked anyone who tried to stop us on their ass. I pulled Zoe into a stall, pushed her down on the seat, and dry humped her thigh until I came with a whimper. When I tried to get under her skirt, she shook her head and pushed me off. “Not today.”

We left the bathroom and the library. My heart thudded dully in my chest, partly from the aftereffects of the powerful orgasm I’d just had, and partly from fear.

Something felt different between us. Something had changed.

I expected her to say something when we got to my car, but she didn’t. Instead, she handed me a book. I was curious what she’d chosen for Z, but at the moment I was more interested in the strange expression on her face. I saw a vulnerability I’d never seen before. It frightened me.

She turned and walked away without a word. I looked at the book in my hands. It wasn’t a book from the library; it was a journal—Zoe’s journal. I flipped to the first page and saw that Z was for Zoe Zimmerman and the date of the first entry was the day we had met, just over a year ago.

Hot tears pricked my eyes even while wetness trickled down my thighs from my earlier orgasm. I read the book that night, cover to cover, and then I stayed home from work the next day and read it again. Zoe wrote about herself, us, the books, the flirting. The sex. It was the best of the books she’d given me because the mystery of Zoe was finally resolved. It all clicked into place—her love of literature, why she was at the library so much, why she was so interested in turning me on to books. It made me smile, but it also inspired me in ways I hadn’t expected.

I WAITED AT the library two weeks later, but she never showed. Somehow I knew she wouldn’t. I never saw her again at the library. Our alphabet game had come to an end, and I wasn’t sure if she was busy or if it was a test or if she’d simply moved on. I held out hope for another month that one day she’d stroll into the library and give me that little knowing smile. I stopped by more often and I even got a library card, but Zoe never showed. And I decided I was done letting things happen to me. It was time to make a change in my life.

Zoe had made me hunger for books as much as her body, and when it became clear she wasn’t going to chase me anymore I formulated my own plan of action. I applied for a job as a library assistant and got it.

I quit my waitressing job and enrolled in Broward Community College. It had taken me months to build up the courage to do this, and I had waited almost until the deadline to enroll. When I finally picked my classes, there was only one slot remaining for the class called English: Special Topics.

The first day of class I walked into the full classroom and took a seat at the back. The instructor strode in several minutes later with a sashay of lavender silk. She scrawled her name and the title of the class on the board. When she turned around, she saw me toward the back. There was a moment of startled recognition, and then she grinned. I grinned back.

On the board, she’d written: Zoe Zimmerman, Women’s Literature, A to Z.

I was pretty sure I was going to get both an A and a Z out of the class. After all, I’d already completed the reading list.


Playmates at Play
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Izabella St. James

The Playboy Mansion evokes images of decadent sex and gratuitous hedonism. People imagine scantily clad women having pillow fights on an oversized round bed, women in lace teddies playing games in the arcade room, topless beauties lying by the pool with an occasional dip in the infamous grotto where assumingly their sexual desires are instantly gratified. And yet here I was, a sexually aware and yearning twenty-six-year-old, dating Hugh Hefner and living at his Playboy Mansion with six of his other girlfriends. For me, the mansion was the most sexless place in the world.

Hef is the embodiment of the term “playboy” and a real-life mascot of the company he founded. According to his own accounts, he has slept with thousands of women, and presumably this speaks to his virility, libido, and ability to satisfy a partner. The second you enter the mansion a famous sign warns you that there are “playmates at play,” but the suggestion is a mirage of sorts, and the reality left me sexually unfulfilled.

Of course there was sex, a twice-weekly prearranged romp on Hef’s bed, involving him and all, or most of, the girlfriends. Participation was optional but encouraged. You, too, could get your minutes of ostensible pleasure from the man himself or courtesy of the many gadgets laid out on the bed. Visual aids were provided on two large screens. The music was loud. Champagne was overflowing. Everything looked sexual, but it was, in fact, not.

There was no heart-pounding, hair-pulling, sweat-drenched physicality about any of it. It was all momentary, illusory, and superficial. It had all the ingredients of a fantasy, and it was those elements that made it look aesthetically erotic, but there was no true engagement, no satisfaction. Twenty-something girls wanted more. We, most of the girlfriends, craved wild, sweaty nights that left us breathless. I’d end up going to bed with a mind filled with sexual imagery and the keen awareness of unfulfilled desire, sexually über-awakened only to fall asleep sans the postcoital bliss.

It wasn’t Hef’s fault. When he was young he was handsome and suave and surely a legendary lover. We heard plenty of stories of one girlfriend barely pulling her car out of the back gates as another’s car was pulling up to the front gates. Interchangeable partners. Ménage-á-whatever. Swinging sixties. Orgiastic seventies. Hef had lived it all, and he had nothing to prove anymore. He couldn’t conquer and satisfy what was at hand, and we understood that. But it didn’t mean we were okay with living in sexual Siberia, either. We were very much aware of our desires, and, with that, we were left to our own devices. Some girls had daytime boyfriends. Others got involved in questionable arrangements. A few passed time escaping reality with mind-altering substances. I had books.

I would lie in my bed tormented by literary romances stirring within me deep emotions of longing, passion, lust, and awareness of the dismal reality that none of these could be quenched. I felt like Heathcliff in Wuthering Heights, who couldn’t have his utmost desire, his Catherine—“Be with me always—take any form—drive me mad! only do not leave me in this abyss, where I cannot find you! Oh, God! it is unutterable! I cannot live without my life! I cannot live without my soul!” Like Heathcliff, I, too, had to learn to live without true intimacy, without a soul mate, without a bedmate. When it was romance I was craving, I turned to Austen and the Brontë sisters. When things got desperate I turned to Miller, Nin, and Lawrence.

This particular night belonged to Fitzgerald’s Tender Is the Night. As far as I was concerned, it was just another lonely night of reading in my room. It was summer and my windows were open; the air was still and quiet but for the occasional coos and squawks coming from the aviary and the infrequent sounds of peacocks shrieking in the front yard. I took a long bubble bath, put on a white baby-doll nightie, ordered a glass of sauvignon blanc from the pantry, and crawled into bed. A knock on the door pulled me out of the fictional world of the Divers.

“Come in,” I said, not moving an inch.

“Your wine.” A young butler I had never seen before entered my tiny room and placed the glass of wine on my bed stand.

“Will there be anything else?” he asked. He tried not to look at me and at what I was wearing, but I knew he saw. His cheeks reddened slightly. And I all of a sudden became aware of the intimacy of this setup: my tiny room (with two steps he was at the foot of my bed), my see-through nightie, the dim lighting. I imagined it was a lot to take in as a new butler—and at the Playboy Mansion, of all places.

“Fitzgerald is one of my favorites,” he said, leaving me at a loss for words. “Have you read The Great Gatsby?” he continued.

“No, not yet. I want to. I plan to,” I mumbled.

Who was he? Why had Hef hired such a good-looking young butler? I thought that was against house policy—so as not to tempt the girlfriends. The policy was implemented with valid reason; his previous paramours had in fact engaged in affairs with the staff. What was this Johnny Depp-esque guy doing working here, and on the night shift at that? He was young, tan, had shoulder-length hair pulled neatly into a ponytail, and through his uniform of white shirt and black pants I could see that he was in great shape.

“Let me know if you need anything else, I’m here all night,” he said shyly as he exited.

I nodded and hated myself for what I assumed was my transparency. Could he tell he intrigued me? I got back to reading, but my thoughts kept returning to Johnny Depp Jr. I drank my wine faster than usual, whether to induce a state of comfort and courage or just to have him return with another, or both, I wasn’t sure.

I dialed the pantry and ordered a second glass. This could have been avoided if Hef allowed us to have full bottles of wine in our rooms, but that was against the rules because his previous girlfriends had abused alcohol. Now no one was allowed to have a full bottle of any alcohol in her bedroom; you had to call downstairs to order one drink at a time. The ghosts of girlfriends past never ceased to haunt the current inhabitants of the Playboy Mansion. This time the rules didn’t bother me as much as usual.

A knock came at the door.

“Come in,” I said, hoping that it would be him again. After all, we had anywhere from two to ten butlers working at any given time.

It was him.

“When did you start working here?” I asked.

“I didn’t really, I’m just covering for the night. I’m in college full-time, but I do this occasionally for extra cash,” he explained.

“That’s great,” I said, but all I was thinking about was how beautiful he was—his perfect olive skin, his thick dark hair, his green eyes. And smart, apparently. My heart started beating a little faster.

“What page are you on?” he asked. He seemed to have some newfound confidence about him.

I was embarrassed to admit how little I had read since he’d been here last—that I’d been distracted by thoughts of him.

“Did you know this book has one of the most romantic passages ever written?” he asked.

“Oh really? What page?” I asked, but I was no longer thinking about the book at all. I handed it over so he could find it.

He flipped quite a few pages ahead and smiled. He looked at me as if unsure if he should read it. I was also unsure. Unsure of how I would react. Unsure if my thoughts would betray me.

“Chapter nine, book three,” he said. And after a slight pause he continued, “As he held her and tasted her, and as she curved in further and further toward him, with her own lips, new to herself, drowned and engulfed in love, yet solaced and triumphant, he was thankful to have an existence at all, if only as a reflection in her wet eyes.”

As he read, my breath got heavy and my skin began to burn. I knew everything had changed in that moment. We could both feel it. It was undeniable. But what now? What do I do now? My mind scrambled.

As he handed the book back to me our hands touched. I let the book fall on my bed and held on to his hand. We looked at each other knowing full well what we wanted. I pulled him toward me until we were face-to-face, until we could feel each other’s breath on our skin. I grabbed his face with my free hand and traced my finger along his lips. Could I do this? Before I had a chance to answer he put his hand behind my neck and drew me toward his mouth. The kiss was full and firm and intense. We vacillated between gentle teasing kisses and deep tongue thrusting that left us breathless.

Afraid of what I was feeling, afraid of what might happen, with a natural instinct not to get caught, I pulled away. “We can’t do this. You have to go.” I didn’t wait for him to answer. I grabbed his hand, opened my door, and pushed him out. I locked the door, leaned against it, and slid to the floor. What was I doing? I had a boyfriend! Whose house we happened to be in! I could get caught at any moment!
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