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  Market Value

A Story of Sugar Dating, Desire, and the Art of Being Wanted



The Download

The notice had been sitting on the kitchen counter for four days, its red PAST DUE stamp bleeding through the envelope like a wound Serena had decided not to dress. The edge of it peeked from beneath a takeout menu from the Thai place that had already closed.

Yuki sat cross-legged on the floor, laptop balanced on her thighs, scrolling through something with the focused intensity of someone avoiding her own thesis. Her hair — bone-straight, dyed an impractical shade of violet at the tips — kept sliding over one shoulder. She pushed it back without looking. Narrow face, sharp cheekbones, the kind of delicate Japanese features that made strangers assume she was quiet until she opened her mouth and proved them catastrophically wrong. She wore an oversized Evangelion t-shirt and shorts that barely qualified, her bare feet tucked beneath her, toenails painted chipped black.

»You know what Maren told me?« Yuki said, not glancing up. »She’s been on this app. Like, a sugar-daddy thing. Made three grand in two weeks.«

»Maren also thought essential oils cured her UTI.«

»Different Maren. Maren from Seminar, not Maren from Yoga.« Yuki finally looked up, dark eyes narrowing. »This one’s smart. She said it’s mostly dinners. Some of them just want someone to talk to.«

She thought: come on, Serena. I’m handing you a life raft and you’re critiquing the color.

»And the rest of them?«

Yuki shrugged. »The rest of them want what everyone wants. Except they’re upfront about it and they leave money on the nightstand instead of a fake phone number.«

Serena pulled the throw blanket higher and said nothing. Through the window, October pressed its face against the glass — the streetlamp outside casting everything in a thin, urine-colored wash. Their apartment smelled like lemon dish soap and the ghost of burned popcorn Yuki had made two hours ago.

The conversation moved on. Yuki complained about her advisor. Serena half-listened, her thoughts circling back to the red stamp on the counter, the $1,240 she didn’t have, the TA stipend that covered groceries and exactly nothing else.

By midnight, Yuki had gone to bed. The apartment settled into its nighttime sounds — the radiator ticking, a dog barking somewhere on the block, bass thudding faintly through the floor from the downstairs neighbors who never slept before two.

Serena sat on her bed in an oversized sweater and underwear, phone warm in her hand. She found the app in under ten seconds. The icon was tasteful — burgundy, minimalist, no cartoon lips or winking emoji. She downloaded it before the thought could finish forming.

The profile setup asked for photos first. She stood in front of the bathroom mirror, fluorescent light buzzing overhead, and angled the camera down — collarbones, the hollow of her throat, the small dark pomegranate inked behind her left ear visible where her hair was clipped up. No face. She took three shots and picked the one where the light caught the freckles across her chest.

Bio: Art history grad. Prefer conversation to small talk. Allergic to boring.

She set the age range, the distance, the preferences. Her thumb hovered over the toggle labeled Open to Financial Arrangements and she tapped it like flicking a light switch in someone else’s apartment.

Three messages within the hour.

The first opened with hey beautiful and she archived it without reading past the second word. The second was a paragraph about his yacht that read like a LinkedIn post fucked a Tinder bio. The third was two sentences:

You look like you have opinions about Caravaggio. Dinner Friday?

His name was Marco Conti. Forty-one. The photo showed a man in a charcoal blazer, face cropped at the jaw — just enough to see the line of his neck and the silver threading his dark hair at the temples. No yacht. No gym selfie.

Serena typed back: Caravaggio was a murderer. Friday works.

She locked her phone and set it face-down on the mattress. The ceiling had a water stain shaped like a hand. She’d been staring at it for three semesters.

Her pulse was doing something new — not quite fast, not quite steady. Like a sentence she’d started and didn’t know how to end.

This is a terrible idea, she thought. And then: the rent is due in six days.

She turned off the lamp. The phone buzzed once more against the sheets. She didn’t check it. Sleep came slow and strange, and somewhere in the middle of it she dreamed about a restaurant she’d never been to, where a man whose face she couldn’t see held the door open and didn’t say a word.





Market Value

The restaurant was the kind of place that didn’t list prices on the menu — Serena noticed that first, before the linen napkins, before the candle floating in a low stone bowl at the center of the table, before the waiter who introduced himself by first name and poured water from a glass bottle without being asked.

She’d worn a black dress she’d bought secondhand on Depop three years ago. Fitted through the waist, hemline just above the knee. No bra — the fabric was thick enough to hold but thin enough to suggest, and she’d made that calculation standing in front of her bedroom mirror with the same analytical distance she applied to composition studies. Her hair was down, loose waves she’d curled with Yuki’s iron, and she smelled like cocoa butter and the bergamot perfume she saved for occasions that never came.

Marco was already seated. He stood when she approached — old-fashioned, automatic, the kind of courtesy that lived in the body rather than the brain. Taller than his photo suggested, six-one maybe, with the build of someone who’d been athletic in his thirties and now maintained it through discipline rather than desire. Broad shoulders tapering to a narrow waist, hands that looked capable of things he probably paid other people to do. His face was angular — all jaw and cheekbone, saved from severity by deep-set brown eyes and a mouth that sat slightly crooked, the left corner perpetually higher than the right. The silver at his temples was more pronounced in person, a clean deliberate contrast against dark hair combed back without product. He wore a navy suit, no tie, top button undone, and his wrist carried a watch that caught the candlelight like a small, quiet confession of money.

He thought: she walks like she already owns the room and hasn’t decided if she wants it.

»Serena.« He extended his hand. Warm, dry, firm without performing. »Marco. Thank you for coming.«

»Thank you for not opening with a yacht.«

The crooked mouth shifted. Not a smile — closer to recognition. »I don’t have a yacht. I have a very mediocre kayak.«

They sat. He ordered wine without consulting her, then caught himself. »Sorry — habit. Do you have a preference?«

»I have opinions about Caravaggio but not about wine. Go ahead.«

He chose something Italian. The label meant nothing to her, but the sommelier nodded like she’d witnessed a small miracle.

Dinner unfolded in the way first encounters do when both parties are intelligent enough to know what’s happening and polite enough not to name it yet. He asked about her thesis. She talked about the male gaze in Renaissance portraiture — how painters rendered women as objects of devotion and consumption simultaneously, how the frame itself was an act of ownership.

He listened. Not the head-tilting, mm-hmm performance of a man waiting for his turn to speak. He asked follow-up questions that proved he’d actually heard her. His hand rested on the table beside his wine glass, index finger tracing the base of the stem in slow, absent circles.

»You talk about paintings the way most people talk about people,« he said.

»People are less interesting than paintings. Paintings don’t lie about what they want.«

»And what do people lie about?«

She held his gaze. The candle threw shadows up the planes of his face and for a moment he looked like a Caravaggio himself — all dramatic chiaroscuro, the jaw caught in light, the eyes in something darker.

»The terms,« she said.

He didn’t flinch. Didn’t shift. The crooked mouth did its thing again.

»I appreciate directness,« he said. »I’ll match it. I find you interesting. I’d like to see you again. I understand the arrangement, and I’m comfortable with it. If you are.«

She picked up her wine. Sipped. It tasted like plums and something woodsy she couldn’t name. Under the table, her knee was bouncing — the only part of her body that hadn’t received the memo about composure.

»I’m comfortable,« she said.

His hotel room smelled like fresh sheets and cedar. Not a suite — a room with good bones. King bed, white linens, a window that looked out on downtown lights blurred by rain that had started sometime between dessert and the elevator.

Marco removed his jacket and draped it over the chair with the same unhurried precision he’d used to cut his steak. Serena stood by the window and watched the rain divide the city into impressionist streaks.

»You can change your mind,« he said from behind her. »At any point. That’s not a line. It’s logistics.«

»I know.« She turned. The dress felt different now — less armor, more offering. Her heart was doing the sentence thing again, the one that didn’t know its own ending. »I’m not going to change my mind.«

He closed the distance in three steps. His hand found the side of her neck — thumb along her jaw, fingers curling into her hair at the nape. He kissed her and his mouth tasted like the wine and something clean beneath it, toothpaste maybe, something deliberately prepared.

She kissed him back and the shift landed — the moment it stopped being negotiation and became something her body recognized. His other hand found her waist, pulled her in, and the heat of him pressed through layers of clothing, the solid breadth of his chest against hers.

»Mmh.« Low, against his mouth. Not performative. The sound surprised her.

His hands moved to the zipper at her back — slow, deliberate, the teeth parting one by one. The dress slid off her shoulders and pooled at her feet and she stood in nothing but black underwear, the air cool against her bare breasts, nipples tightening from the temperature change and from his gaze — open, unhurried, like a man studying something he intended to keep looking at.

»Christ,« he murmured. His thumb brushed her collarbone, traced the freckles there like connecting points on a map.

She reached for his shirt buttons. Her fingers were steadier than she expected. She worked them open and pushed the fabric off his shoulders — underneath, lean and solid, dark hair on his chest narrowing to a trail that disappeared below his belt. A faded scar on his left ribs she didn’t ask about.

He guided her back toward the bed. The backs of her knees hit the mattress and she sat, then lay back, and he followed — settling between her thighs, one hand braced beside her head, the other sliding down her body with the focused attention of someone unwrapping something he’d been patient for.

His mouth found her neck. Teeth grazing, tongue flat against her pulse. She arched into it, fingers threading through his hair, and his erection pressed hard against her inner thigh — thick, insistent even through his slacks.

»Tell me what you like,« he said against her skin.

»I like that you asked.«

He smiled into her throat. His hand moved lower — palm skating over her breast, thumb circling her nipple until she hissed, then down across her belly, fingertips hooking into the waistband of her underwear. He peeled them down slowly, knuckles dragging against the outsides of her thighs, and the air hit her wet.

Already wet. The realization moved through her like a small shock. Not from the money, not from the arrangement. From his hands, from his patience, from the way he looked at her like she was the only thing in the room worth studying.

He kissed down her stomach. The scratch of stubble against her hip bone. The smell of cedar and rain-damp wool from his discarded jacket mixing with her own arousal — sharp and sweet, unmistakable.

His mouth found her. No teasing, no tentative circling. He licked her with the flat of his tongue, one long stroke from entrance to clit, and she gasped — lungs emptied, hands fisting the sheets.

»Aaah — fuck.«

He settled in like a man with nowhere else to be. Tongue working her clit in slow, deliberate circles, two fingers sliding inside — curling forward, finding the spot that made her hips lift off the mattress. He held her down with his free hand on her hip, firm, grounding.

She came the first time with her thigh clenched against his ear and his name on her tongue — broken in half, just the first syllable, »Mar—« swallowed by a moan that curled out of her chest like smoke.

He didn’t stop. His fingers kept their rhythm, gentler now, coaxing, and his tongue softened to broad, lazy strokes that kept her hovering on the aftershock.

»I want you inside me,« she said. Her voice didn’t sound like hers — lower, stripped of everything but want.

He rose, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and she watched him unbuckle his belt — the clink of metal, the whisper of leather through loops. He rolled on a condom with practiced efficiency and settled between her thighs again.

He pushed in slow. Every inch — the stretch, the fullness, the way her body opened around him like an answer to a question she hadn’t known she was asking. He was thick enough that the first moment burned, a bright edge of discomfort that dissolved into a pressure so complete she heard herself whimper.

»Okay?« he breathed.

»Don’t stop.«

He moved. Slow, deep, hips rolling rather than thrusting — each stroke deliberate, bottoming out with a control that made her teeth ache. She wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him deeper, and the sound he made — low, guttural, almost pained — sent a current through her that had nothing to do with friction and everything to do with the fact that she had made this composed, silver-templed man make a sound like that.

The rhythm built. His forehead dropped against hers, sweat-damp, breath ragged. She met his pace, hips lifting, and the angle shifted — his cock dragging against her front wall now, a steady, thickening pressure that wound tighter with every stroke.

»Nnh — right there, right — aahhh—«

She came with her nails in his shoulders and her back bowed off the mattress, clenching around him in waves that pulled a groan from his chest. Three hard, shuddering thrusts and he followed — jaw locked, breath punched out through his nose, his whole body going rigid and then slack.

He stayed inside her for a long moment. Both of them breathing. Rain tapping the window. The room smelled like sex and cedar and the faint salt of sweat.

He kissed her forehead — surprisingly gentle — and pulled out carefully. Disposed of the condom. Brought her a warm washcloth without being asked, which she found more intimate than anything that had just happened.

He showered. She dressed. The $1,500 appeared on the dresser while she was fixing her hair in the bathroom mirror — fifteen hundreds fanned neatly beside the stone bowl of complimentary mints, placed without ceremony, without apology.

Serena picked up the bills and put them in her purse. No ceremony on her end either.

In the cab home, the city smeared past in wet neon. She sat in the backseat with her thighs still trembling faintly and her hair smelling like his hotel shampoo — something expensive, eucalyptus maybe — and opened her banking app.

Transfer: $1,240 to landlord.

The remaining $260 sat in her checking account like a dare.

She locked her phone and watched the rain and didn’t feel dirty. She felt like someone who had just solved a math problem by changing the variable.





Repeat Business

By the third Thursday, Marco had become a geography she could navigate with her eyes closed.

She knew the weight of his hand on her lower back as they crossed a restaurant lobby. The specific loosening of his jaw when he was two glasses in — not drunk, just softened, the mask of professional composure trading itself for something warmer. The way he held eye contact when she spoke about her thesis, like her sentences were investments he was tracking for long-term yield.

And in bed: the order of him. Jacket first, draped over the chair. Shoes placed beside the desk, not kicked off. The unbuttoning always started from the top, methodical, almost meditative. He kissed her neck before her mouth. His right hand always found her breast first — the left one, specifically, as though he’d decided early on that it was his. A cartographer’s consistency.

The sex had settled into something reliable without becoming routine. He learned that she liked her hair pulled — not yanked, pulled, a steady tension at the roots that made her spine arch and her cunt clench. She learned that he made a sound like he’d been punched when she took him in her mouth and looked up at him — not a moan, something shorter, sharper, involuntary. A sound that cost him. She collected those sounds like research data.

Thursdays with Marco meant $1,500, a good meal, and an orgasm she didn’t have to fake. It was — she searched for the right word and kept landing on sustainable. He was sustainable.

The app pinged on a Tuesday.

She’d been in the campus library, three tabs deep into a JSTOR article about Artemisia Gentileschi’s Judith paintings, when her phone buzzed against the desk. A new message, different from Marco’s usual mid-week check-in. This one was from a profile she hadn’t seen before: Dominic, no last name listed, thirty-six, architect. His photo showed hands — just hands, broad-palmed and thick-fingered, wrapped around a pencil over a blueprint. The veins stood out along his forearms. No face. The bio read: I build things that last. Looking for something that doesn’t have to.

She’d typed back before the Gentileschi tab had finished loading.

Dominic Herrera arrived at the bar twenty minutes early, which she knew because she’d arrived fifteen minutes early and found him already anchored to a corner booth like he’d been poured into it.

He was nothing like Marco.

Where Marco was lean and composed — a man shaped by restraint — Dominic was built from different raw materials entirely. Five-ten, maybe five-eleven, with the dense, packed musculature of someone who’d carried heavy things for years before he started designing them. Wide shoulders straining the seams of a brown Henley pushed up to his elbows, forearms thick and corded, scattered with dark hair and a faded tattoo on the left — some kind of geometric pattern, half-hidden by fabric. His face was broad, warm brown skin, heavy brow, square jaw shadowed with two days of stubble. Strong nose, slightly crooked — broken once, maybe twice. Dark eyes under thick eyebrows, the kind that made him look perpetually like he was thinking hard about something he wasn’t going to share. His hair was black, cropped close on the sides, longer on top, falling over his forehead in a way that suggested he’d stopped caring about it somewhere around thirty.
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