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      To My Family

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            UNEXPECTED CLARITY

          

          KALEY

        

      

    

    
      Another busy day, I have a series of stories appearing in a magazine. My deadlines for the drafts are due this afternoon. I have so much to shuffle to keep my career and this house functioning. Nevertheless, I make do.

      Not too long ago, I’d signed publishing contracts for five of my stories. The first one scheduled to be published is titled, Her Laugh Broke The Silence.

      The story allows the reader to explore the mind of what a therapist thinks about during a therapy session. I’d gotten the idea while sitting in my own therapy sessions.

      Within a month of submission, the magazine responded with an acceptance letter and asked if I would submit more of my stories to them. I sent in four others I’d previously written. I’m in the process of finishing the edits for Her Laugh Broke The Silence today.

      Monica helps me with my writing. She thinks a break is coming my way.

      My college classes and tutoring the women at the prison also help me when it comes to my own writing. Monica has turned that position over to me since she’s begun to teach more classes at the university.

      She’s busy, I’m busy, and we keep Carrie busy. In true retrospect, we’ve a busy household.

      To my dismay, Carrie, Monica’s daughter, has come down with the flu. I check on her throughout the day to make sure she’s taken care of. In between, I work on my deadlines.

      “Kaley!” Carrie hollers from upstairs. “Can you bring me an orange juice?”

      It’s been long day already. She’s suffering from a fever of a hundred and two. I can’t leave her in the bedroom to fend for herself.

      I save what I’m working on and stand, making my way to the kitchen. Rummaging through the refrigerator, I grab the carton of orange juice and shut the door, moving toward the counter. I grab a cup and fill it with juice before stowing the carton in the fridge. I then head back upstairs in the direction of Carrie’s room.

      “Here you are, Carrie. How do you feel?” I ask, handing her the cup.

      She accepts the offering and takes a small sip. “Better. Are you writing?”

      “Yes, I have an upcoming deadline.”

      “Sorry to disturb you. Thanks for the juice.”

      I nod at her and smile, ruffling her hair before making my way back downstairs. I sit in front of the computer and reopen the document. I’m working on the last of the submission when the phone rings.

      “Hello.”

      “Hey, Kaley Baby. How’s it going?” Monica asks.

      “Hello, hon. I’m writing.”

      “I wanted to tell you I’ll be late this evening. Gerard is coming over to cut the grass.”

      “OK, Monica. I’ll be watching for him,” I say before setting the receiver back onto its cradle.

      I wish she’d hire another gardener. Gerard is gorgeous. He and Monica flirt every time he comes over, which makes me jealous.

      She admits to flirting with him whenever possible. I’ve even asked her if he comes on to her, would she sleep with him? Monica says no, but I doubt it.

      I tend to worry about things that usually never happen. Often, I create scenarios when it feels like I’m losing control. I tell myself over and over that she loves me and wants me in her life.

      Distracted, time flies by. I haven’t gotten most of my work done. To top it all off, I have to listen to Gerard run the lawnmower all afternoon. The mower is the noisiest fucking thing I’ve ever heard.

      My mind wanders. I wonder if Monica is more straight than gay.

      Is there even such a thing?

      Perhaps, I’m doubting myself. I definitely like sleeping with Monica better than any man, but being with a man doesn’t gross me out. Either way, I’m in a relationship with a woman, so doesn’t that make me a lesbian? Or am I bisexual and happen to love a woman?

      The mere thought confuses me. I’ve never loved anyone like I love her. When we’d first kissed, I’d felt alive for the first time. My heart had beat so hard. I’d never experienced it before. I’d realized being with her felt right.

      I want to live each day with her to the fullest. It’s been a long time since I’ve been in a relationship. Granted, there had been a couple of flings and several dates after Roscoe, but they’d never been anything serious.

      With Monica being out of town so much, it’s almost like I’m not with her. When Carrie is at school, I enjoy going to the river with my laptop to write.

      Many times, I’ll jot my feelings down in my journal. It’s interesting how I see patterns in my feelings once I have them down on paper. A recurrent pattern I’ve noticed as I read through my journal is an underlying fear of self-sabotage.

      My experience has always been what comes around goes around. When I’d gotten married to Roscoe, I never loved him like I should have. He’d been a means for me to escape my mother’s evil clutches and the store. I hadn’t been honest with him when he’d asked me if I’d been happy and if I loved him. Now, I have a relationship I think might crash and burn as payback for my past dishonesty. Many times, I’ve self-sabotaged myself by ending something I’d felt would end anyway.

      Monica loves and wants to be with me, but I can’t help wondering if she finds my presence convenient while she shuffles her careers. We were friends before we were lovers. She’d shared many things with me she wouldn’t have if she’d known we’d end up being a couple.

      She’s told me of lovers in several towns. That perhaps she’d gotten into relationships so someone could take care of things at home while she travels. She says I’m different from the others. Nevertheless, the thought that I’m a girl of convenience lives at the back of my mind.

      How our relationship plays out is something I take into consideration often. This is the happiest I’ve ever been.

      I should have admitted to myself I was a lesbian years ago. I’d always known it, but I’d buried it somewhere in my brain where I couldn’t or wouldn’t let the thought be revealed. Better late than never, I suppose.

      My mind circles back to this morning when Monica called to let me know she’d made it to her book signing in Albuquerque. I know she has an ex-flame named Reggie in that city.

      Before she’d taken Carrie in, she’d lived there for a while to be with him. After a year, she’d moved back here to West Memphis.

      I wish I could say I’m good at relationships, but I’m not. My insecurities get the best of me. Life, in general, is scary. When relationships fall into the mix, it magnifies my fears.

      In the past, I’d doubted my ability in writing. Thanks to Monica, I now have confidence. After selling the store, I’d realized I could do other things. Since then, I’ve resolved those issues, even though there are now a host of new ones.

      I believe a relationship is something a person should want, not need. I want this relationship, though I don’t need it. I’ve known what it’s like to be alone, since I’ve spent most of my life that way.

      Monica needs relationships. She wants them more than I do.

      Neither my parents, nor hers were the best role models to teach us about relationships. My parents’ relationship sucked. Mom bossed Daddy around and screamed at him all the time. There’s also the fact that she left him for Bertha, causing him to kill her and die in prison for the crime. My role models were lacking, to say the least.
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        * * *

      

      Not too long ago, I’d asked the women in the class I tutor to write a story about a relationship. They have interesting things to say in what they write. It never ceases to amaze me how much I learn from their writing.

      A huge relationship scenario in prison is what they call, gay for the stay. Many of these women aren’t gay. They share their feelings with each other and act like lesbians while they do their time.

      Many of the stories they’ve written for this assignment are about their girlfriends or prison wives. The relationships in their particular situations are sometimes the results of protection. An inmate will protect the other if she becomes her bitch.

      These women share their thoughts and feelings, developing a bond. Some of them are actually lesbians and love their prison wives, however.

      This assignment has been interesting to say the least. One woman has written about her sexual encounter with her girlfriend. How she’d seduced her and the feelings she has as they make love. Her partner is also in this same class.

      We’ve gotten to live their sexual experiences through their eyes. These women know I can relate to them since I’m a lesbian, too.

      Everyone I know seems to have a relationship that’s working out. Mary and her husband, Bobby, are doing well. They’re both as strange as cuckoo birds. If somebody can put up with Mary’s weirdness, then there’s hope for everyone.

      Ray and his wife have celebrated over sixty years of marriage. I want a relationship like theirs, and I hope it’s with Monica.

      Shaking my head to clear it, I focus on my writing. Despite the constant interruptions, I’m determined in rewriting my story before its deadline arrives.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            DONE, BUT BARELY

          

          KALEY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        HER LAUGH BROKE THE SILENCE

      

      

      Her laugh broke the silence. A silence, I’m assuming, was a long and uncomfortable fifteen seconds for her.

      I used silence as a tool to get clients to open up and speak. Silence made people nervous. They searched for something to say regardless of how stupid it sounded.

      In this case, Sasha said nothing. Instead, a weird laugh shattered the barrier that lay between us.

      Caught off guard, I asked, “What’s so funny?”

      “I remembered something amusing.”

      I’ve listened to her stories for three years, intent on helping her with her issues. She still doesn’t get it. Sasha was gorgeous to look at. Many times, I got lost in her brown eyes.

      I’d never act on it. The woman was so boring, there was nothing else to do but fantasize about screwing her.

      She’d been witness to a rough life. I felt for her, but in my opinion, she wasn’t working on her issues as hard as she should have. She wanted me to do it for her, something that wouldn’t happen.

      Years ago, I decided I’d never work harder than the clients. Often, I’ve confronted her, and she’d seemed to snap, but she’d fall back into her same old pity party.

      Ten more minutes. I peeked at the clock ticking like a bomb on the wall. Soon, it would be lunchtime.

      Oh, god! There’s her sultry ‘poor me’ look.

      It was such a turn on.

      Oh, hell, I’d better cross my legs, so she doesn’t see my huge erection.

      I felt like I’d explode.

      What is she doing? Holy shit, she’s untying her hair, letting it spill over her shoulders. Holy crap, she’s walking toward me. Oh, my god, she’s on top of me!

      “What are you doing, Sasha?”

      “Fucking you unconscious, that’s what,” she replied.

      The sound of my patient’s voice broke through my reverie.

      “Dr. Cox, are you listening?”

      Fuck, I’ve slipped off into another fantasy.

      “Yes. Yes, I’m listening. I just noticed time is up for the day. Same time next week?”

      “Yes, same time,” she said.

      Sasha grabbed her belongings and left.

      I stepped into the bathroom and jacked off like I usually did after our sessions.

      If people knew what went through my mind, they’d shit in their pants. Strange shit goes through everyone’s mind. I should know. I’ve been listening to people’s shit for thirty years.

      All of us are hypocrites in one way or another. I’d learned from the best—my parents. Dad was a devout, prejudiced Christian who hated “niggers, sissy fags, and anyone else who wasn’t a member of the Baptist Church.” Those were his words, not mine.

      A shady character, Dad loved to have fun and attend church. I’d seen through Dad’s shit from a young age, and he knew it. He never tried to hide his behaviors from us or our friends outside of the church.

      Hell, what am I saying? He didn’t give a fuck. The old man always did what he wanted, when he wanted.

      My father was a good man, even with his faults, and he was good to us. I always wondered if others saw through the bullshit over the years. If so, they never said anything.

      During my time in high school, my old man flirted with girls I’d brought home and slept with one or two of them. As I’d grown older, I looked back and wondered how he showed his face in church every Sunday despite how he’d acted all week.

      It was cool how he pulled it off. This had been especially cool during my teenage years. The old man had been the coolest dad in the world.

      Dad had died in a car wreck last year out on Highway 10, beside the patch of pine trees where he’d proposed to Mom. They’d met at sixteen and had been married for forty-five years.

      Mom had died from an infection after stepping on a rake. Its prongs had cut into her foot. She’d never gone to the doctor and died on a Saturday morning in bed while watching cartoons.

      The woman had been a piece of work, suffering from delusions and hallucinations. Who knows? Maybe she did see and hear shit. Who was I to judge?

      Mom claimed that the spirit of a Native American woman had been following her since visiting Santa Fe when she was three. The spirit’s name was Column.

      Yes, I know this might sound strange, but this is what she’d said. They’re her hallucinations, not mine. She’d told us it protected her from the evils of life and the hardships of the daily struggle.

      Despite all of their strange behaviors, my folks loved each other until their dying days. They always had a good time together, and were always laughing and joking. Both were strange, twisted, and prejudiced, but they’d known how to have fun.

      I’d found my way into this quirky family on February 5, 1966. Growing up had been difficult. Because of my parent’s partying and non-caring attitudes, I’d grown tired of their hypocrisy and felt like I’d been the parent. My parents had no qualms about anything and were always quick to tell a joke. Neither liked to work, so they hadn’t. After the accidents, there had been plenty of money. They thought life was too short to work and not long enough for fun, so they’d rid themselves of the work and welcomed the fun.

      Every year, we went to the beach, and they partied harder than normal. We always had money, so that had never been an issue. They’d had no problem spending it.

      My grandparents had died in a freak accident when Dad was twenty-five. They’d left him ten million dollars. Their death resulted at the hands of a moose in Yellowstone National Park. They’d been asleep in a tent at a campground, and a moose had trampled and killed them. The family had sued the park, settling out of court. My old man always said it was the ten-million-dollar moose. Dad loved moose.

      Mom’s parents died in New York City after someone had thrown an apple from the top of the Empire State Building. They’d been walking along the street below, and somehow, one apple had killed them both. My mother and uncle had sued the city and received another ten million.

      To put it short, my parents hadn’t believed in work. Neither did I, yet I owned a clinical therapy practice. Not sure why, since I had all the money I could ever want or spend, which I’d inherited from my parents. I guess I needed somewhere to go every day.

      I’m as fucked up as Mom and Dad, I suppose. Nevertheless, I helped clients in my practice. Over the years, I’ve helped individuals recover from drugs, sex addiction, and dealing with life on life’s terms. My mind often wandered off on the occasional fantasy about several of my clients, but I’m good at my job.

      My personal life was one big party, which I’d learned from my parents. If I couldn’t have fun, then I wasn’t interested in life. Having money helped me to have fun. I loved to travel and could live in a hotel room, never tiring of it, while seeing new places. When a person had money, they’d get things, such as women and drugs. Who could ask for anything more?

      Last month, I’d been walking through a casino and had seen the most beautiful woman. I’d walked over and offered her a drink, flashing a wad of cash. Within an hour, I’d been banging her big brown ass in my suite.

      Susie was her name. No strings, we’d wanted nothing more than to party and get laid. She had fun. I had fun. So hey, why not?

      What made me different from my clients was that I had control over cocaine, weed, and the fast life. The shit didn’t own me.

      Last summer in the Bahamas, I’d come across two beautiful bisexual women. I’d watched them while they’d fucked me over and over again. I’d overdone the partying and lost control that week, but other than that, I controlled the shit. There was nothing better than seeing two goddesses making love to each other. God, what a good time that had been!

      Don’t misunderstand me. I also did regular stuff on vacation. I saw the sights, snorkeled, and always took several friends to hang out with. They loved the drugs, my money, and me, and they thought I was fun. My good friends were with me for the long haul.

      By the good fortune of my grandparents, my parents, and myself, I lived the life of a rock star. The money was a bonus. It was hard to get anywhere in this world without it.
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        * * *

      

      “Tell me where you have gotten with money, and more about how you have control over the drug use and the fast life, as you say.”

      “Ha! OK, Doctor. Fuck, you got me. To be honest, I have no real friends, and I’m a drug addict losing my counseling license. Also, I’m sitting here spilling my guts in this therapy session. That’s where it’s gotten me, but at least I realize and admit I need help.”

      
        
        THE END
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        * * *

      

      One bad thing about being a writer is I feel my work is never finished no matter how long I work on it. I know I’ll never be totally satisfied with anything I write.

      I have, however, taught myself a boundary. At some point, I have to tell myself I’m done and hit SEND on my email. This is one of those times.

      I’m three hours past the deadline, but I’m done. I sit back in my chair, wish it good energy, and hit SEND.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            PAINFUL TRUTHS

          

          MONICA

        

      

    

    
      “Eight a.m. I didn’t want to sleep this late.”

      Usually, Kaley is up by now. I should give her a call. I dial the number, intent on waking up.

      She answers on the third ring.

      “Good morning, Kaley.”

      “Hey, Baby. How was your drive to Albuquerque?”

      “Long. How’s Carrie?”

      “I think she’s feeling better. She’s eating soup in bed.”

      “How did your writing go yesterday?”

      “Productive. I finished my stories. I decided to rewrite one of them, but anyway, they’re mailed.”

      “That’s awesome. Good luck with them.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Did Gerard cut the grass?”

      “Yep, and made his usual noise.”

      “I bet he looked good doing it, though.”

      “If you say so, Monica.”

      “I’m kidding, Baby. I love you.”

      “I know.”

      Several minutes later, I hang up the phone. I care for Kaley, but it’s no secret I swing both ways. Gerard is the finest man I’ve ever seen.

      My girlfriend is the finest woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. No other woman interests me. If an opportunity with Gerard presents itself, I’m not sure if I can say no. It’ll never happen, though. I’m fifty-eight, and he is twenty-five.

      What twenty-five-year-old in their right mind would seduce a fifty-eight-year-old?

      I look hot for my age. I love my life, and I like having Kaley as my girlfriend. She is so talented with her writing and is good at managing the house, while taking care of Carrie. Even though it’s only been several months, it seems like we’ve been together forever. I hoped that isn’t a bad sign.

      Kaley is unsure about my feelings for her. It’s obvious via her actions. I guess I should tell her more often how I feel about her, but I’m not good at expressing my emotions.

      To tell the truth, I’m not sure about my feelings for her. I do love Kaley more than I’ve loved any other lover.

      Do I even know what love is?

      I ask myself this question often. Over a period of time, I ended up falling for her.

      I met my current girlfriend a year and a half ago when she’d answered my ad for help tutoring the women at a prison. Time sure has passed fast. We’d worked together for a year before we hooked up.

      That summer evening in my office alone with her, I hadn’t been able help myself. I’d wrapped a hand around the back of her head, pulled her to me, and kissed her with the delicacy of a rose. She’d melted in my arms.

      I’d figured she was bi-curious, and that we could have a fling. It turns out she’s a lesbian. She hadn’t admitted it to herself until we’d crossed paths.

      After our first kiss, she’d taken me to her house, and we’d made love with so much passion. Warmth had swept through my body, leaving me tired, but content. Afterwards, I’d held her all night long, while we’d talked.

      A beautiful moment, it’s one I’ll never forget. It’s a moment I’ve never had with anyone.

      Kaley is the fourth person I’ve loved in my life. I’d loved my son’s father, and a woman named Melinda. I’d been involved with each of them for over ten years. I’ve had lovers along the way, but none I’d fallen for.

      Jimmy, my ex-husband, had been a good man. He’d made me happy, but we’d fallen apart and drifted away. We’d gone from being in love and best friends to roommates.

      Looking back, I now realize I put my writing and teaching career before our relationship. I’ve a tendency to do that. I’ve worked hard to get to where I am in life.

      I’m a tenured professor at the university and a well-known fiction writer. I’ve seven novels to my credit, as well as many journal articles and papers related to teaching. The most important people in my life have suffered while I’ve made my mark throughout my career. I travel a great deal, and still do, while teaching at various conferences.

      Jimmy spent many nights alone while raising our son. It’s how he found his current wife.

      He’d cheated on me with her, though I’m not surprised. I’d driven him to it.

      I’m not innocent in the fidelity department either. I had an affair with one of my female students, as well as a male student. I’d told Jimmy about both of them. He’d been hurt, of course, but he’d known our relationship had been going south.

      Even now, I’m not home as often as I should be. Kaley will suffer. She doesn’t know it yet, but she will.

      She’s supporting herself through her writing and investments. She’s a good writer, but not a great one. Nevertheless, she’ll make it in the writing world someday.

      In my relationships, I always seek passive people. I have control issues that stem from my fears in life. The loss of relationships is a huge fear, especially with Carrie. Disease and failure, I fear as well. I’ve tried all the anti-depressant medications, as well as therapy. The bottom line is, I’m scared to live sometimes, even though I’m successful at living.

      I lost my son and I’m terrified of more loss. It’s sad, yet I don’t change it. It isn’t for the lack of trying, I suppose. I don’t know how. The only place I feel grounded is at work in front of students or an audience at workshops.

      Doesn’t that suck?

      Home is where the most important people in my life are, but it’s where I’m the most uncomfortable. I seldom take time off. When I do, I lock myself in my office to write. It won’t take Kaley long to notice those things about me, if she hasn’t already.

      My work life is perfect. Students love me, my colleagues are awesome, and I’m working on my eighth novel. It’ll go to the editor in two weeks. I’m on a seven-city book tour promoting my current published novel.

      Albuquerque is the first time I’ve been out of town since becoming involved with Kaley. Soon, she’ll see it won’t be the last. This is the beginning of her bird’s-eye view of my lifestyle and how I become emotionally unavailable. I wonder how long she’ll put up with it.

      This small book tour is meant to promote my novel, A Mountain View. It’s based on my observations from various peaks while visiting New Mexico.

      In my travels as an author and professor, I’ve gotten to know people. I do my best to connect with them when in town. At night, I don’t like going back to the hotel alone. I hate being alone. This is when I get into trouble.

      Once my work is done, I drink too much and wake up with a man, woman, or both, in my bed. I’ve cheated on my partner in every relationship I’ve been in, and every time it has been with someone out on the road.

      I’m set up at Barnes & Noble for the first stop of this tour. I’ve never had a signing there, but I’m looking forward to meeting everyone and hope for a big turnout.

      A Mountain View released two months ago to favorable reviews. Sales have been descent, but my agent and I are hoping they’ll be a little stronger. I hope this tour will strengthen sales.

      Once people meet me face-to-face, they end up liking me. They always do, since my appeal is alluring.

      Things would be great if I could appeal to my granddaughter the way I appeal to my fans. I have no idea how to relate to her. She’s lived with me for five years. Sometimes, I feel like I don’t know her at all.

      She’s a smart and great kid. I love her with all my heart, even though I have no clue about how to talk to her. We laugh together, sometimes, but they’re few and far between. She’s with Kaley more than she has been with me.

      I’m thankful I can support her and that she’s with me. She’s my baby. I wish we were closer. One of my colleagues says I’m trying too hard to be close to her. I should be natural and go with the flow so that we’ll bond.

      Sitting around the hotel room, a myriad of thoughts enter my mind. I try to make good decisions in my personal life, but it’s hard. Raising Carrie is like having a second chance, since I hadn’t done so well with my son, Billy.

      He’d been drunk when he’d crashed his bike and died. He probably drank because of me. I should have been there for him more when he was a boy.

      Many patterns are recurrent in my life. Kaley is at home taking care things, while I’m out on these book tours and seminars. Soon, she’ll be on book tours of her own, and then what will I do? Find someone else, I suppose.

      I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Kaley has noticed this as well. She often asks if I love her. Some of it is due to her own insecurities. Most of it is because I’ve distanced myself from her. My goal should be to be there for her and Carrie. Instead, I want nothing more than one more year to get where I want to be in my career.

      One thing Kaley and I have dreaded on this trip is my friend, Reggie. He’ll show up at some point. I hope I’m strong enough to say no. I’ve told myself I won’t call him, but I’m not confident I won’t.

      One way or another, I’ll see him. He’ll come here, even if I don’t call, so it doesn’t matter.

      He’s a good man, but as usual, I hurt him. The sex between us is fantastic, the best I’ve ever had. He loves me, though I can’t say if I love him or not. My judgment isn’t always on point.

      Being a sex addict, all I can say is I love sex. One thing that sets me apart from other sex addicts is I don’t seek random sex. I’ll only sleep with friends, co-workers, and what not. There’s a difference, though my sponsor disagrees.

      My sponsor hasn’t acted out in years, so I try to do what she tells me. Six months working twelve-step meetings at Sex Addicts Anonymous have passed. I’ve only slept with Kaley. Three evenings a week, I attend meetings. It sounds good, but the thing is, I haven’t told Kaley any of this. She has no idea that I’m a recovering sex addict.

      Thus, I’m not working on an honest program. My sponsor doesn’t know I’m in a relationship either. I’m still active in my addiction because of the simple fact that I’m not being honest. I’m also prone to a relapse. Albuquerque and Reggie may push me to act out.

      I pray to God he doesn’t show up at my book signing, though I know he keeps up with my schedule. I’ve always been honest with him, but he’s fallen in love with me anyway. He doesn’t care about how many people I sleep with as long as he gets some.

      Reggie thinks he can fix me, but nobody can. I can only fix myself. He’d been hurt when I’d moved back to West Memphis, but not surprised.

      God, the people I’ve hurt! Addiction sure sucks.

      My students and colleagues would be devastated if they were to ever know the real me. It’s hard to protect that life from my addictive life, but I’m good at it and have balanced the two for thirty years.

      Of course, there have been natural consequences. I haven’t had a stable relationship without fucking it up. I want my life with Kaley, and feel different about her, but I’m scared I’ll mess it up. She’s much stronger than I am. Maybe this time I’ll love someone enough to break my cycle of addiction.

      Everyone has something to work on in life. Mine is sex addiction.
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        * * *

      

      The book signing doesn’t have the turnout I’ve hoped for. In my mind, I’d thought it would be better.

      A couple of years ago, there were a hundred people waiting for me to sign their books. The last time I’d been in Albuquerque, I’d promoted my self-help book on marketing yourself as an independent author. It’s a good book, which I had fun writing. I’ve sold quite a few copies.

      From the corner of my eye, I catch sight of Reggie walking toward me.

      “You had to know I would be here to get you to sign my copy,” he says.

      “I knew you’d be here, but not because you care about my writing.”

      “What time are you finished?”

      “In an hour, but I can’t be with you.”

      “Playing hard to get, huh?”

      “This isn’t the place to talk. Give me another hour. You can walk me to my car, and we’ll talk.”

      “That would be great. Sell some books. I’ll be back in an hour.”
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        * * *

      

      This past hour has turned out to be a waste of time. For some reason, this stop on my tour isn’t productive.

      Disappointments lead to relapse, and I’m disappointed. I’d relapsed before I even came to this city. Now I have an excuse to sleep with Reggie. This is how an addict’s mind works. He’ll pick me up, take me back to his room, and we’ll do the wild thing all night long.

      Who am I fooling? I can’t say no. I’m a fucking addict.

      Speak of the devil. Here he comes.

      “Are you done working?”

      “Yes, let me pack up.”

      “I’ll help.”

      “What did you want to talk to me about?”

      “It’s nothing that matters.”

      “I can’t come to your room. I’ve been in a relationship for the last few months, and I’m in recovery from my sex addiction.”

      “Does your man know you’re a sex addict?”

      “I’m involved with a woman, and no, she doesn’t.”

      “I thought it was a program of honesty.”

      “Supposed to be. You know I’m going to fuck you until you’re blind. We both know it. I hate myself for it, but I can’t say no. Kaley is a wonderful woman. I’ll end up losing her like I’ve lost everyone else.”

      “Well, I’m not going to sleep with you. Let me drive you to your room. I care about you and want you to change, if that’s what you want, so I’m not going to enable you.”

      “Oh, come on. You know I’m hot!”

      “Yes, you are, but no, Monica. You’ll be glad I’m doing this.”

      “You’re a good man and friend.”

      “You’re not just a lay. I’ve known you a long time, and I care about you. You’re a good woman.”
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        * * *

      

      Leaving the store, Reggie helps me carry my books to the car. We notice the coolness of the evening.

      He makes a comment about the weather. Once we arrive at the car, he opens the driver’s side door.

      “Have a seat, while I load the books in the trunk.”

      He slips into the car, buckling himself up.

      I stow everything in the trunk and slam it closed, rushing toward the driver’s side. With a flick of a hand, I pull open the door and slide inside.

      “How did the signing go?”

      “It wasn’t a good turnout,” I say, and start the car, pulling out of the parking spot, minutes later.

      A thick silence descends upon us as we head to the hotel. Traffic is backed up, slowing us down and making things even more awkward. Upon arriving at the hotel, we enter to find the lobby crowded with tourists. We wait for what seems like forever for the elevator to arrive. Finally, its door opens with a chime. It’s crowded inside, and someone doesn’t smell so good.

      We step inside. The door closes behind us. After an unpleasant ride, the door soon opens on my floor.

      Reggie carries the boxes of books to the door of my room.

      “Well, here we are, room three hundred and forty-four,” he says.

      “Yep, my room. I’ve changed my mind. Please, come in. I need you so bad, Baby.”

      “Goodbye, Monica.”

      I can see it in his eyes. He cares deeply for me and wants more than sex. He wants a relationship with me.

      Tears well up in his eyes. Hurt flashes across his face. A light of surrender lurks in his eyes. His manner deflates.

      I know this is our final goodbye.

      He walks away and disappears behind the elevator’s door.

      Alone, I say, “Night, Reggie.”
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        * * *

      

      I’m depressed and horny. Nevertheless, I’m at peace because we didn’t have sex. If it had been up to me, we would have. Thank God, he’d said no. Still, it’s his doing, not mine.

      Recovery, my ass. I’m as bad as I ever was.

      This is a good time for me to call my sponsor. I reach for the phone and dial the number.

      “Hello, Monica,” Sandra says.

      “I just tried to screw a friend of mine here in Albuquerque, New Mexico.”

      “What?”

      “I told him I was in recovery, had a sponsor, and was going to meetings, so he brought me back to my hotel room and left.”

      “That’s good he left. Have you searched for any meetings in the area?”

      “No.”

      “Well, you need to.”

      “I know. There’s something I haven’t been honest with you about.”

      “What is that?”

      “I have been in a relationship for the last six months.”

      “Not good. Have you been faithful to him?”

      “Her, and yes, I have.”

      “In a relationship, being this new to recovery, is a disaster waiting to happen, Monica. You know this.”

      “I know. There is something else.”

      “Go ahead. Tell me.”

      “She doesn’t know I’m a sex addict. That I’ve been going to meetings. Nothing.”

      “When you return home, if you’re going to stay in this relationship, you must tell her right away. No fucking around. Tell her and prepare for the consequences. My suggestion is you end this relationship before it gets any stronger.”

      “But I love her.”

      “Damn, Monica. You think you love everybody.”

      “This one’s different. I’ve been faithful for six months, which has never happened before.”

      “You need to tell her. Got me?”

      “I got ya. I’ll tell her when I get home in a couple of weeks.”

      “I hope you can be strong that long.”

      “Me too.”

      I say goodbye and set the receiver in its cradle. I need to tell Kaley now. Maybe that’ll keep me from acting out.

      Doing so over the phone isn’t the appropriate way to do this, but I need to tell her so it’ll discourage me from doing what I want to do. What the fuck am I saying? That isn’t the reason. Like most addicts, I’m a coward, and I can’t do it face-to-face.

      I grab the phone and call her.

      “Hey, Kaley Girl.”

      “Hey, Monica. Is everything OK?”

      “No, I need to talk to you about something.”

      “OK. Is it serious?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “I have a pot of water boiling on the stove. Let me go downstairs and turn it off.”

      Anxiety causes my heart rate to go up. Soon, there’s a tingle in my chest. I don’t know what I’m going to say, but I have to say something.

      When she comes back to the phone, I say, “Sit down.”

      I clutch a pillow in my lap, unable to sit still. My breath accelerates.

      “What’s going on? Spit it out.”

      “I haven’t been completely honest with you. Here it goes. I’m a sex addict. I’ve been going to Sex Addicts Anonymous and I have a sponsor. I’m addicted to sex like an alcoholic is addicted to alcohol. I haven’t relapsed in months. I’ve been faithful to you, but I’m struggling. I almost slept with Reggie, but he stopped me.”

      My thoughts freeze. I wait for her response.

      “I see, and what you’re telling me is if Reggie wouldn’t have stopped it, you would have slept with him?”

      “Yes, but he didn’t even come in my room. I’ve been faithful, Kaley. I love you.”

      “Oh, my god! I knew something was off with us, but I wasn’t sure what it was. I have to process this. I love you, but I don’t know if I can live with this. I have to be able to trust you. With what you just said, I don’t know if you’re healthy enough to trust right now.”

      I burst into tears. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m going to stay at my place for a few days and think this through. Please don’t call or come by, OK?”

      “I won’t. I’ll give you your space. Just know I love you.”

      The phone call ends. I set the receiver aside.

      Kaley is a strong woman. She won’t be devastated, but she will be sad.

      Damn, I’m fucked up. She loves me, but not enough to deal with this shit.

      Sex addiction, how did I end up here?

      If I were her, I’d cut my losses and bail out. I feel horrible because I know Kaley never saw this coming. She’s made remarks before about how much I like sex, but she never once had a clue about what I truly am.

      Everything happens for a reason. Maybe the reason we were together in the first place was so Kaley could discover she’s a lesbian. Perhaps I’m in her life to propel her writing career. I don’t know if that’s narcissistic thinking, or if I’m looking for reasons why we’ve been together.

      Who am I kidding? She knows people that can help her reach her writing goals. She doesn’t need me, though I do need her.
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