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			Prologue

			In the summer of 2006, I took a walk through Austin’s Zilker Park and stumbled upon a large, outdoor memorial service. It was for Kim McLagan, former model and wife of Faces keyboardist, Ian McLagan. I hadn’t known her, but since I’d once met her husband and was friends with some of her friends, I took a seat in the back row and listened to them speak about what a special person she was. During Ian’s speech I surprised myself by tearing up. Their life together sounded like a movie script, much like my former life with my own rock star partner had been, albeit without all our fighting, cheating, and out of control addictions. 

			I’d been sober for almost a decade by then, but still had a lot of healing to do around men and relationships. I cried through the rest of that memorial service, wondering if I would ever release the resentment I harbored toward all the men who’d abandoned me. All the men I hadn’t been able to depend on, particularly my dad. My dad, who’d delighted in me and cherished me. Who made me feel smart, interesting, and funny, but who, when push came to shove, had forever deferred to my hypercritical, emotionally abusive mother. In my teens, Dad pulled away from me more and more as my relationship with her deteriorated to the point of barely existing. He’d always chosen her over me. And when I’d been all alone and dying of alcoholism in Las Vegas, he’d shut me out entirely.

			

			Three months after that memorial service, I returned to my previous career as a stripper. I’d been selling real estate for seven years by then, but after a six-month dry spell I felt backed into a financial corner and grudgingly took on a second job at a strip club north of Austin. I’d expected to hate it (at my relatively advanced age, having just turned thirty-nine) but was delighted to find I didn’t. Quite the opposite, in fact. 

			The most satisfying aspect of stripping—something I had ten years’ experience of by then, in my younger years—had always been that every lap dance I did was like winning my father’s attention away from the original other woman: Mom. All night long, my inner child and oldest core wound could be soothed and treated with the imagined “win” of securing the attentions of men who didn’t belong to me but were choosing me over their wives, their girlfriends, and my fellow strippers aplenty. Looking back on my decade of dating in sobriety up to that point, I’d have to say that the appeal of having sex with married or otherwise unavailable men was not at all dissimilar. 

		

	
		
			Part 1

			LOVERS 

			(vulnerability)

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			January 2007

			I was the first dancer up that day, waiting till a smattering of lunchtime customers arrived before the DJ put me on the main stage for three songs. Early in my third song, as I slowly spun topless around the pole to Tom Petty’s “Saving Grace,” I saw him. He’d just entered and was sauntering across the main floor toward me. His eyes were locked on my face, a neutral look—or at least one I couldn’t gauge—on his. 

			He was hot as fuck and the walk was part of it. Plus, I quite liked brown skinned men. He was Latino, late thirties, five nine or five ten and stocky, wearing faded jeans, a long sleeve Penn State T-shirt, and a dark brown leather, flat-brimmed cowboy hat. I slinked over to him, preparing to do my standard edge-of-stage dance—grinding my hips and gently bouncing my crotch to the beat, at his exact eye level—but he was having none of it. His eyes remained on my face as he waved me down, placing a ten-dollar bill at my feet. I rested on my knees.

			“Hi, there.” I smiled at him.

			“What’re you doing today?” he asked in a velvety smooth, casually confident voice. 

			I cocked my head. He’d just seen me dancing nearly naked on a strip club stage—what the hell did he think I was doing? But all I said was, “Working. Why?”

			“Wanna do some drinking?”

			I laughed. “No thanks. I’m way more fun sober.”

			

			He looked doubtful at that, but shrugged, like either I might be worth it to find out or the conversation was already boring him. I couldn’t tell which and felt my heart rate shoot up for fear of losing his interest already. “All right,” he shrugged. “Well…meet me in the VIP room if you want.” Then he strolled off. 

			I couldn’t get there fast enough. The moment my stage set ended I grabbed my red plaid, mini schoolgirl skirt and matching lace bra and raced to the VIP room. I found him in my favorite corner—the darkest one—on a sagging loveseat next to the faux fireplace (a feature made all the more ridiculous every time the manager came over to hike up the air conditioning on a nearby thermostat). Hot guy was alone, and I couldn’t believe my luck. Usually by one in the afternoon, enough girls had drifted out of the dressing room to pounce on anyone with a wallet, much less a youngish handsome one headed straight for VIP. 

			Hot guy’s name was Lalo. He was a thirty-eight-year-old married man and father of one, with soft brown eyes, full perfect lips, and a sharp, dry sense of humor. When he took off his hat, I melted—a shaved head did that to me sometimes. We opened up to each other right away and were almost immediately cuddling in a way I rarely did so quickly. Minutes later we’d fully debriefed each other; me about my past addictions and current boundaries. Him on his miserable marriage, day drinking habit, and recently abandoned coke business. 

			Twenty minutes later he “debriefed” me in a whole other way, as I lap danced for him, standing on the loveseat straddling his face. I was bouncing my crotch softly back and forth again—this time closer to mouth level than eye level—when I let him tug my thong to the side and slide his tongue around what he found there. He gave me two orgasms in the span of one song, the second rudely interrupted by a waitress friend of Lalo’s, who came up behind me and started jokingly yelling at him in Spanish. How he heard her with my thighs clamped over his ears I don’t know, but her intrusiveness cheated me out of the last twenty percent of my orgasm. I sighed, dismounted Lalo’s face, and redonned my bra, to make small talk for a few minutes before politely running her off from our private VIP corner. (It was weeks before I’d understand that Lalo had a lot of “friends” at Perfect 10, partly because he was super cool and good looking, and partly—perhaps mostly—because he’d been supplying a bunch of them with cocaine on a weekly basis.) Before Lalo left the club that day he gave me a third orgasm, this time as I sat on his lap with his fingers tucked inside my thong. When I came, for some inexplicable reason, I looked at him and we gazed into each other’s eyes until I was done. 

			It’s safe to say we’d sparked. I’d crossed more of my personal boundaries in that single hour than I had in the entire three months I’d been back in the stripping business. I would’ve done it again (and again) in a heartbeat. Right then I asked for his number, thinking Lalo would make the perfect fuck buddy. Mainly because the odds of me falling in love with a married man with a young daughter, and apparent substance abuse problem, were slim to none. 

			I was three months away from getting my ten-year AA chip. Selling real estate six days a week and writing two books and multiple short stories on the side. Lalo was staying in a horrible marriage with an emotionally unstable, physically violent woman, in order to be close to his daughter. He was working a landscaping business that until recently had been a front for his drug dealing income. Our lifestyles couldn’t have been more different, but we certainly identified with each other. For one, while his lifestyle probably looked like pleasure-seeking to most people, I knew different. I knew pain management when I saw it, and while I was (mostly) long past that kind of thing—with substances anyway—I’d just overcome a long habit of using sexual connection in a similar way, as a salve for the pain of my lingering clinical depression. We were both incredibly lonely. I managed by staying busy. He managed through drinking, drugging, and cheating on his wife (who was likewise cheating on him). At least Lalo was honest about not being ready to change anytime soon. I actually thought it was a good thing he wasn’t clean and sober—I might like him too much if he were.

			Between my two jobs and multiple writing projects, I hardly had time for a restroom stall quickie anymore, much less a regular fuck buddy or genuine relationship. With Lalo I thought if I were really lucky, I’d get a once-a-week hookup for a month. When I called him at work the next day, he sounded surprised. I knew he’d felt our chemistry as strongly as I had, but Lalo knew the stripper mindset as well as anyone and had written me off as a fun lunchtime distraction he may or may not see at the club again. As I was relaying my home address to him, I got the feeling he was looking over his shoulder to see if one of his buddies was pranking him. It was a risk for me too. A strip club spark doesn’t always translate into the cold light of day. Regardless, we made plans, and I met an entirely different side of him than the suave confidence of three days earlier.

			He arrived at my apartment in a beat-up work truck that I tried to hop in, to guide him to guest parking, only to find a child’s car seat and loads of junk on the floorboards in my way. Lalo nervously cleared a space, having no idea his embarrassed, tongue-tied state was charming the pants off me—literally. The only thing hotter to me than a confident man was a confident man being vulnerable. Which he was, since, as he told me later, he wasn’t used to hooking up sober, much less with sunshine slipping through the blinds and an aging, arthritic cat curled up on the pillow next to us. 

			The parking lot awkwardness followed us into the bedroom. Some things flowed and others didn’t—namely, enough blood to his penis. I didn’t care (much) though because I understood what was happening. Performance anxiety can be crippling. We switched gears to cuddling and talked for an hour. Then we tried again the next day, and the exact same thing happened—or failed to, as it were. Still, I didn’t care. I knew this guy was special and that everything would soon fall into place. Which it did on our third hookup and first real “date.” Suddenly all bets were off and this charming, awkward, suave, embarrassed, sexy-as-fuck strip club customer, former drug dealer, current playboy, miserable husband, and loving father, became my best fuck ever…with potential for more. 

			—

			I’d originally quit stripping at age twenty-three, in 1991. After five years in the business I left Austin to move in with the love of my life—guitar legend and rock star Joe Walsh—at a house he’d bought for us in Studio City, Los Angeles. Four years later we’d broken up for good and I returned to stripping—this time in Las Vegas—for another five-year stint. I spent half that time trying to drink myself to death before finally getting sober in 1997. The following year I moved back to Austin and got a “respectable” job as a Realtor. I was done with stripping for good…or so I’d thought.

			Since then, I’d been selling homes, for seven years, with plenty of ups and downs, dry spells, and windfalls, but the last year had been a rough one. I’d recently broken sales records at my new hill country broker, leading me to believe that might be the year I finally earned a six-figure income. Six months later I hadn’t made a single new sale. Business sucked and I refused to beg for clients with annoying email campaigns and useless open houses, showing a bunch of looky-loos the same generously sized closets I’d spent the day fantasizing about hanging myself in once they were gone. The writing was on the wall. If I wanted to pay next month’s rent I’d have to dust off the old Lucite heels and wrap up my thirties by unwrapping my body for a living again. 

			Things had changed since I’d been gone. Thongs were remarkably smaller, for one, and I found myself having to tell customers that despite the postage stamp size, no, they could not, in fact, lick them or peel them off (before Lalo, anyway). For the most part, Texans were less entitled and pushy than Vegas customers had been. And managers no longer complained about dancers working in multiple clubs, so my schedule was finally completely my own. I could show up late and leave early any day or night I chose, though I almost never did. I’d selected dayshift at Perfect 10 as my home base because it was in Round Rock, just north of Austin, near the Dell Computer campus and plenty of North Austin businesses. The white-collar lunch crowd adored me, and—as far as their financial generosity went—the feeling was close to mutual. 

			Initially I’d dreaded the idea of returning to the sex industry, having left Vegas in my twenties so incredibly burned out. Also, one of my biggest fears when I got sober was discovering that my only real value in the world was what I could do for men sexually. Finding a different line of work seemed a vital step in disproving that theory. Working as a Realtor not only taught me qualities of reliability, accountability, and tenacity, but I’d come to excel at certain aspects of it: negotiating investment properties and winning bidding wars for fixers and flips. I also loved advocating for first-time home buyers, but working for free so much of the time defied my belief system and chipped away at my self-worth. My first day back stripping a lightbulb went off as I was reminded how wonderful it felt to be compensated for my labor. Above all I couldn’t help feeling like I’m home! The music, lighting, fog machine, skimpy outfits, sexual energy, constant praise, free back scratches and body caresses, and even the weird dressing room odors (far as I could tell, a mixture of hairspray, body spray, cigarette smoke, spilled booze, and mold) all brought me back to the one place in life I’d ever felt supreme confidence. Right or wrong, stripping was something I’d always loved and excelled at in the extreme. 

			At thirty-nine—despite severe insomnia and increasingly long bouts of lumbar, hip, and sciatic pain—I at least looked in better shape than at any other time in my life. One of the fittest dancers I worked with asked how often I went to the gym. 

			

			“Once a week,” I replied.

			“Damn, you look like you go every day!” she exclaimed. 

			My tits were as full and perky as ever. My legs garnered just as many compliments, and my dancing was frequently called “best in club,” including by DJs and management. The best part was that since returning to stripping, my occasional suicidal ideation—something I’d dealt with since the day I’d gotten sober—had completely disappeared. 

			At the end of that first day though, I felt every minute of the past four decades when my knees gave out halfway through my final stage set. A few minutes in, the ache I’d felt all day suddenly escalated to mind-numbing agony, so I slid my back down the pole and crawled like a cat to center stage where I finished with nothing but floorwork. It would be two weeks before I got through an eight-hour shift pain free. But after one month I was earning fifty percent more money stripping part-time than I earned working full-time as a Realtor. I was able to pay off a six-thousand-dollar IRS bill two months later. 

			Still, I continued working both jobs, often negotiating real estate contracts and home repairs in the dressing room restroom (until my coworkers’ toilet flushing became distracting and my manager offered to let me use the locked VIP restroom, saying, “Anyone trying to better themselves gets all my support.”). I worried early on about running into colleagues at the club, but it turned out residential agents didn’t frequent strip clubs—probably for lack of time and money. We got lots of farm and ranch guys (who were the best tippers), brokers (who always tried to hire me away from my current broker without asking anything about my sales record), and developers (who never even found out I was in real estate because they only ever talked about themselves). When customers at the club found out I was a Realtor they’d say one of two things. First, “How’s the market?” I was asked this so often I finally decided to start charging ten dollars apiece for the answer. (They never paid, but the line was always good for a laugh.) The second was that they were considering buying a new home and could they have my number? Not only would they not get it, but I’d say they now owed me five dollars for insulting my intelligence with their little ploy to get my number. (Again, they never paid, but always laughed at themselves for asking.)

			The bigger issue was keeping real estate clients from discovering I was stripping on the side. Or, rather, keeping their constant demands for my time—carting them all over Austin and the hill country, unpaid, in the hopes of earning something for it someday—from interfering with my far more fun and lucrative stripping schedule. One client in particular, a pharmaceutical CEO from Dallas, had been taking up weekend after weekend, viewing dozens of homes and developments, in my first ever seven figure price range. Six weeks later, I was already out two thousand dollars due to missing four days of stripper income and filling my tank twice to haul him and his wife around. In that time, they’d narrowed down seventy-five homes and twenty-seven subdivisions to twelve homes and six subdivisions, but as agreeable as the husband was, the wife tended to nix anything he liked and was becoming more nitpicky by the day.

			I needed them to buy and soon. After paying next month’s rent I would have forty-five dollars in my bank account. Meanwhile, I had dental and medical bills piling up, not to mention a stream of veterinary bills for my aging, beloved cat. Anyway, I liked Big Client (less so his elitist wife, who’d made quite the point one day of disparaging anyone who hadn’t graduated college—shortly after discovering I hadn’t graduated college). I just hated doing so much work for them for free. It ate at me constantly, but walking away from a potential twenty-five-thousand-dollar commission wasn’t in me. Meanwhile, I enjoyed work at Perfect 10 so much I braved black ice on I-35 to get there on time one day. I felt almost proud to state that I was a dancer again, yet it was becoming more uncomfortable than ever to admit that I was a Realtor. 

			—

			I was also a published writer, or poet, at least. My work had appeared in print and online six times by then, including one photograph and a joke in Reader’s Digest, which I was counting as a publishing credit until I got one of my short stories into print (besides, RD was the only magazine of the six that had paid anything). I did occasional poetry open mic nights and workshopped my short stories on Zoetrope.com, reaping high praise that boosted my confidence that I’d get one published someday. I’d finished a rough draft of a novel about a punk rock, teenage, meth addict that I was considering revising into the memoir it should’ve been in the first place. I was also collaborating with an old friend on a how-to book for strippers. 

			I never lacked for inspiration. I felt like I needed to write every day for the rest of my life to get all the stories and ideas out of my head, where they’d sometimes pound on the backs of my eyeballs and eardrums begging to be released. One month before meeting Lalo, I started a stripper blog on LiveJournal: My Dancer Diary, a sexy/smart sober stripper blog, which was growing in readership daily and that my memoirist idol, Jerry Stahl, had commented on twice. My stripper name was Casey and my profile moniker was CaseyDancer. My collection of blog avatars were sexy shots I’d taken with my digital camera—bought for real estate purposes—and a handful of even sexier shots taken by one of Austin’s best photographers, Todd Wolfson. Todd’s girlfriend, Mickey, was a friendly acquaintance from the downtown music scene. She’d read my blog and passed it on to Todd, who’d loved it so much he insisted on shooting me for free. I’d sent the new blog link to my ex-fiancé, Joe Walsh, who promised to give it a read.

			

			The last time I’d seen Joe was a mere four months earlier. He’d been in San Antonio for a corporate gig with his band, the Eagles, and had invited me to spend the weekend with him. It was the second time in recent years we’d done this, the first being three years earlier, in Dallas in 2003, when the Eagles had a gig there. Like then, he got me my own hotel room down the hall from his. On the elevator I ran into Timothy B. Schmit, Eagles’ bassist. I knew Timothy from Ringo’s second All-Starr Band, in 1992, and he’d been nothing but friendly to me on that tour. But in San Antonio he seemed baffled to see me, suspicious even. I assumed it was because almost no one knew yet that Joe was getting divorced. Timothy must’ve thought I was either showing up uninvited or having an affair with Joe. I wanted to snap at him that Joe had asked me to come, but instead shrugged it off and went to meet Joe in the hotel’s business office. 

			I wore my favorite spaghetti strapped crop top; faded, low-rise jeans; caramel colored Candie platform mules (Joe’s favorite style of women’s shoe); and hair in a loose upsweep (his favorite hairdo on me). As I checked email with my back to the door, he came in behind me. I pretended not to know he was there until he greeted me with a surprise kiss on my neck. I jumped up and gave him a long, tight hug.

			“You haven’t aged a day!” he said, stepping back to take me in.

			“Aw, thanks,” I replied, choosing not to mention my recent surgical eye lift.

			He looked great too. Tan and healthy, with a tiny belly yet still as handsome and boyish as ever. The next twenty-four hours were as good as I could’ve hoped and everything I’d wanted and needed for so long. Which I daresay Joe did as well. We went to lunch and talked at length about aging and energy, at one point comparing our daily vitamin regimens. Joe said life had become a lot about acceptance, though he didn’t accept having to slow down. His marriage had been difficult he said, and he’d “lost himself” during their years together. 

			“The problem is, I’m not good at taking care of myself. I need someone to do it for me,” he laughed. “But dating is confusing.” 

			I agreed wholeheartedly and shared a few of my recent failures in that vein as well. We talked a lot about sobriety and Joe’s foray into Buddhism and meditation. I showed him how MySpace worked and directed him to multiple Joe Walsh fan accounts, which fascinated him.

			“How do I read my messages?” he asked. 

			I laughed, “Contact the profile owner, I guess.” 

			That night, he came to my room after wrapping up the Eagles (private, corporate) gig. We watched TV on the bed, and he did this thing he used to do, which was to maneuver me like a ragdoll into a position he liked to do some kissing. That’s as far as it went though, for a lot of reasons I suspect. Our history was so complex, especially in regard to our sex life. It was such a strange place to be with him—potentially on the verge of something new, but ancient too. Unknown but familiar, comfortable but confusing. Joe had matured, mellowed, and gained wisdom. He was my dear friend and soulmate, but our history had a distinct flavor. In our former six-year relationship, the number of times we’d had uninhibited, lustful sex—the kind I most liked—I could probably count on two hands. Perhaps it was the memory of his many sexual rejections, or his propensity for bondage, dominance, and submission, that kept my libido from kicking in right then. So, the next day, when he suggested we pursue dating again by taking it very, very slowly, I was relieved. Also, unsure. 

			Not that it mattered. In the four months since, I’d barely heard from him. 

			—

			

			I spent most of the past ten years exploring my sexual and romantic needs, and by exploring, I mean attempting to indulge them, yet just as often being suffocated by them. I tried to approach people—friends and suitors alike—with an open heart. To make genuine friends and explore attraction and chemistry as a fun way to share something of myself while getting to know some seemingly great men. The problem was that authenticity required vulnerability—the capacity to see and be seen, and to allow for occasional disappointment and rejection. That part didn’t come easily. It didn’t help that the men I always fell for—while “good” in most of the important ways—were rarely emotionally or logistically available. Therefore, they weren’t always good for me—long term anyway, which was very much what I craved. 

			Before meeting Lalo, the most recent object of my lust was the dayshift manager at Perfect 10. I called him “The Suit.” And despite the fact that I had just sworn off married men completely, in my heart I didn’t mean a lick of it, so I flirted with The Suit shamelessly. To his credit, he flirted back just as much but in a hands-off kind of way. 

			Before The Suit, I’d spent five straight years immersing myself in the downtown music scene, dancing three or four nights a week to the best, funkiest bands around. In the process I’d met all kinds of fabulous lovers, casual flings, flirtations, and short-term romantic partners. But by late 2006, attending the same old gigs and venues as always, I was starting to see—or rather having to avoid—my favorite men and former lovers, who, I supposed, like me were finally maturing. My favorite two partners from this time were recently sober themselves, and like many of the rest, were suddenly showing up at gigs with wives and girlfriends in tow. It stiffened me, emotionally and physically. Suddenly every night out dancing brought an ache to my heart and my left hip. I decided to end my schedule of dancing and trolling for men five nights a week. My loneliness was still crippling and the sexual salve I’d been using had officially dried up. But sex wasn’t the only thing missing in my life. The truth is I’d have killed for a great guy to go hiking with or simply spoon with while watching TV all night. But I rarely tended to date those kinds of men. 

			I had issues. Intimacy issues, trust issues…whatever, it was complicated. Thank goodness therapy was one of the many benefits covered by my Comprehensive and Affordable Stripper Group Insurance Policy as well as my Platinum Realtor Group Medical Plan! Pfft—not, though I was in therapy and had been for five years. What my therapist helped me see was that I’d learned at a very young age that reaching out for attention, affection, approval, or support resulted in rejection and shame. My mother was depressed and overwhelmed. My father worked long hours and could only do so much with five needy kids when he was home. So I spent years convincing myself I didn’t need any of it and that’s exactly what I manifested—a life shockingly free of any real intimacy. 

			Believing at a core level that I was going to be disappointed and hurt meant that I frequently put myself in a position to be disappointed and hurt. I’d been working on it slowly since getting sober, trying to build trust, lower my walls, and resist the overwhelming urge to sabotage. Once I got all that down I supposed I’d have to hit the local happy hours, since Austin was on multiple top ten lists for the “Best City for Dating” (and while I’m not sure what that even meant, it was probably that we had more bars and college students than most cities and therefore a record-breaking number of drunken hookups on any given night). Meanwhile, swearing off married men effectively cut my options in half. Of the remaining prospects half were recovered alcoholics like me, which meant they were just as messed up in their own ways, so we’d invariably end up trying to scale each other’s walls at the same time pouring hot tar on each other’s head to avoid the dreaded intimacy. The rest were either budding addicts, compulsive gamblers, or worse, normal, in which case they’d bore me to tears. 

			

			Loath as I was to admit that I gravitated toward the familiar. I was drawn to men who were like me—damaged. Three of my ex-boyfriends were Vietnam vets, one was severely emotionally abused, and almost all had lost a parent (usually a mother) at a young age. I wasn’t sure what that said about me but doubted it was that I was reigning queen of Well-adjusted Land. What I did know was that I wanted a special man in my life before I passed my sexual peak, that was how my biological clock was ticking. Enter Lalo.

			

		

	
		
			Goodies, Goodies, Goodies!

			January 30, 2007

			Current Location: Devil’s Playground

			Current Mood: aware

			My behavior with Lalo yesterday—specifically sitting on his face within twenty minutes of meeting—was way out of character for me, and I’ve been thinking about it since. 

			A psychic told me recently that I would find much happiness in my fifties. I wanted to kick him. Sorry, dude, but I’m not waiting around that long. Listen, I like my dignified life and I’m damned lucky to have it. But, as a recovered addict, I’ve spent too long worrying that to (literally) stay alive I had to avoid certain indulgences. Because while I do have to avoid some, there’s no way I’m sidestepping all of them. 

			My friend Rob told me once that, for men, masturbation was as commonplace as looking at their watch. Like, you look down and think “Oh, it’s noon. May as well break for lunch,” or, “Oh, it’s six, may as well have a beer.” Rob said whenever he looked down and noticed his dick hanging there, he’d think, “Oh, my dick. May as well jerk off.” Not that I’m striving to emulate the male population, but I gotta admit, they’re kinda onto something here. 

			I guess the question is, do men jerk off at work? Because I’m certainly all for orgasms off the clock, I just am not in the habit of letting customers give me one (or three) inside the club. I’m laser focused on making money there because I have to be. I have goals to reach and no time to waste. Neither do I regret what happened yesterday one bit. Point is, I’m starting to come to terms with my urges and activities, and what would seem to be my rather flexible boundaries.

			It’s all coming together for me right now—this thing about being in recovery making me hesitant to indulge in pleasure because of where it might lead or what it might mean I’m giving up. Because in the distant past, when I partook in certain pleasures—drugs and alcohol mostly—I set no boundaries. I had them (boundaries) of course, instilled in me as a child, but I denied their existence so that when I crossed them, I could pretend I really WASN’T filling up with shame and guilt. 

			See, all this time I thought my lack of boundaries had totally screwed up my psyche, but I think maybe my screwed-up psyche is what made for my near total lack of boundaries. Anyway, now I have this dignified life. That I live all alone. With no adventure, little excitement, and no real thrill. I need thrill. I need to maintain my dignity in the throes of passion; keep my self-respect while giving in to the heat of the moment; share something of myself without necessarily giving it away; indulge in some hedonism while staying accountable for my actions. 

			I hear the Devil whispering to me and he wants to know—he’s waiting to see—if I can express my inner hellhound without actually selling my soul. 

			Oh yeah, no sweat, sugar. The name’s Casey and I think we’ll get along just fine.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			February 2007

			I didn’t go on a lot of traditional dates. I usually met men at live music venues. On rare occasions I’d meet a hot fellow Realtor (twice) or client (thrice). I’d sparked with a few guys at the gym and men I met through friends. I met one man on a dating site. I’d met three lovers in AA, then two more through an AA sponsee, during her court case when her legal counsel and character witness both turned out to be hot as fuck. (I dated them simultaneously for four months while she did a yearlong stint in jail for taking Valium and nodding off behind the wheel with her kids in the car.) But far and away, most of the men I hooked up with were local musicians I got to know by dancing every week to their music, then letting them chat me up afterward when the lights went on. They weren’t really the “dinner and movie” type but more the “let’s flirt like crazy for a few weeks until we can’t take it anymore then start up a monthlong, wildly intense fling until we burn out and/or I go back to the ex-girlfriend I’m still pining for” types. 

			Before Lalo, most lasted between three weeks and three months. Two had lasted three years, but only because they were both married and thus only available once or twice a month, so the burnout took longer to come around. I wasn’t complaining about any of it. While I would’ve loved to have something longer, deeper, and more out in the open with some of them, I prized the thrill of my adventures highly. Higher than any traditional dating scenario I might’ve otherwise forged. I’d had a hell of a lot of fun. And almost as often I learned something about myself that made me a better person and potential partner for the right man in the future.

			In the last year, I’d had two “traditional” dates, one with Bruce, my longest crush ever, which was precisely why it never led anywhere. Digging a guy that much while simultaneously having zero confidence in myself as a quality partner for him in return, turned our date into an exercise in crippling self-consciousness for me. We’d gone to see Joe Rogan at the Capitol City Comedy Club and laughed our way through the evening, but walking back to my car I became too nervous to let him kiss me goodnight. So instead, he sweetly suggested going on a second date sometime, making my heart soar just before my brain suddenly cowered in fear. Next, in what was probably a subconscious attempt to sabotage something I didn’t feel worthy of, I emailed him about my packed schedule and overly stressful life, effectively throwing up an emotional wall and pushing him away. Soon afterward he fell in love with a lovely young woman who seemed perfect for him, and we went back to being flirty friends. It was the only type of relationship I could have with him where I didn’t feel exposed, raw, vulnerable, and on the edge of rejection. Meaning the only one that, to me, felt safe. 

			The other traditional date I’d had was with Brad, my high school boyfriend, with whom I’d reconnected years earlier. I wasn’t nervous with Brad because there was nothing at stake. We weren’t in love anymore and I didn’t expect we ever would be. He was easy and fun, and we had occasional sex for a few months, until he eventually faded from my life, as rare-to-occasional lovers are wont to do. 

			The same week I met Lalo, I had a date planned with the sexiest guy in my AA home group—Danny. We’d flirted off and on for years, then finally decided we’d be crazy not to give it a shot. Danny had solid, long-term sobriety. He was rugged and sophisticated all at once. I loved his tall, muscular body, deep tan, faded jeans, spectacle glasses, and thick southern drawl. From the day I’d met him, I thought, any girl would be lucky to date a guy like that. But after two dates with Lalo, erectile dysfunction notwithstanding, I knew I had to follow my heart and cancel my date with Danny. I debated it for two days, worried about being more drawn to an unavailable man like Lalo, with a lifestyle I rejected a decade ago, than to a sober prince of a man like Danny. Was I putting too much stock in chemistry? Or was I following the needs of my soul?

			See, I saw sexual chemistry as a physical sign of a spiritual connection. I was such a highly sexual person that I figured my soul—or higher power, if you will—had decided to speak to me through my sex drive. It was certainly the best way to get me to listen. So, when I didn’t feel that erotic “charge” with Joe six months earlier in San Antonio, I resolved it as a sign from God that we were incompatible, or at least that the timing was off. I suspected the same applied to Danny. The boy could not have been hotter. Intellectually I marveled at how perfect he was for me and how much I should want to rip his clothes off. But I didn’t, and it wouldn’t have been fair of me to string him along until I invariably dumped him. 

			When it came to men, my intuition spoke loudly. Whether someone was perfect for me on paper didn’t matter. The heart wants what it wants, and in my case, a body part eighteen inches lower knew better than any other part of me—including my brain. And when it led me astray, well, I often had to experience the wrong thing for me in order to know what the right thing was. Sometimes it was the only way to learn that I deserved to be with someone better and to be someone better myself. Although I didn’t always think it through in those terms, I grasped the concept, then in practice simply paid attention to how badly I craved someone sexually, romantically, or both. If I craved someone, I pursued it. If I didn’t, I didn’t. With Lalo, I craved closeness on multiple levels.

			—

			

			Our third hookup was our first real “date.” We decided to see a movie and quickly agreed to the most morbid thing in theaters—a documentary about suicide called The Bridge. We didn’t choose it because it was morbid. We were drawn to it because we’d both spent an inordinate amount of time pondering and contemplating—and in my case, actively pursuing—a similar way out. Most people wonder what goes through a person’s mind in those final moments, like the documentary subjects pacing restlessly next to the railing they were about to hurdle. But I knew. They were weighing the difference between the courage needed to jump and the courage needed to stay and fight to make themselves a better life. The difference was that, while it takes courage either way, they rarely had enough self-worth to balance out the weight of inner peace they perceived on the other side of that railing. 

			I had been suicidal for two years after the breakup with Joe. In getting sober, I’d found the courage to stay and find a purpose to my life, and while I knew I’d done the right thing it had taken nearly ten years to feel at peace with my decision. My writing was going well, and I knew that’s where I was meant to be. Between my former addictions, current sobriety, and slightly unconventional perspective on sex and sexuality, I believed I had something to say that could make the world a better place. What’s more, stepping back into stripping had meant stepping out of the mold my friends, family, and peers had shaped for me. Acknowledging my work in the sex industry as valid and, frankly, important, was one of the most empowering moves I’d made. No one understood it yet, but through stories, articles, and books I intended to change that. 

			I didn’t yet know what made Lalo fantasize about suicide as well. I just sensed that, like me, he was deeply lonely, underappreciated, and overworked. In the same way that many of my validating connections had been severed with the loss of my music scene fuck buddies, Lalo’s friends were slowly disappearing one by one as his party favors dried up. He’d recently quit dealing cocaine, he said, because one of his runners had gotten popped crossing state lines with multiple kilos. The guy hadn’t squealed, but he was sentenced to two years in jail, which put the fear of God into Lalo. Since then, he’d turned his fake landscaping business into an actual job, doing long hours of manual labor while trying to quit his coke and occasional crack habit. 

			Knowing I was clean and sober kept him abstinent at my place. He started coming over every day after dropping off his daughter at school, before heading to work. I’d unlock the door and wait for him in bed, then watch him peel off multiple winter layers before crawling into the warm sheets to spend the next hour having some of the most amazing sex of my life with me. Having his arm around me felt like breaking a twelve-year diet. Exiting a movie theater holding hands was like wearing a gorgeous, red-carpet gown I wanted everyone to see me in. Having someone to kiss every day was like finally getting my driver’s license—so exciting I hardly knew where to go with it. He gazed at me during sex and moaned my name when he came. He made me look at him when I felt shy and call him out when he was being cocky. He was the first guy to help me change the sheets ever, my whole life. The cuddling, private jokes, surprise gifts, and sweet voicemails were all so rare for me it was basically Christmas in February. But I knew better than to expect it to last, since there were too many forces against us and only a couple in our favor. We decided to keep it casual and have low expectations of each other. 

			I thought I could do that easily—I’d practiced my entire life, after all. Then twelve days after we met, I saw him at the club getting a lap dance from another stripper and my whole world came crashing down. The look on Lalo’s face as he drank in her twenty-year-old beauty—plus what looked like half a dozen tequila shots—as they cozied up together in a corner of the VIP room stopped me in my tracks. My stomach turned, then I did too, marching into the dressing room to catch my breath and regroup. I’d told myself, and him, I wasn’t the jealous type. Certainly not over the dalliances of a man I barely knew! We were a fling, for God’s sake. It was absurd and I felt ridiculous. It wasn’t his fault that my workspace happened to be his playground. I pushed it out of my mind and went back to work.

			Besides, I had other shit to worry about. Big Client was trying to renegotiate our buyers agreement to cut eighty percent from my commission if he decided to build instead of buy. Should that happen I’d barely recoup the stripper income losses I’d incurred, plus losses from other real estate business I’d turned down to drive him around every weekend. Between my two jobs, I was working every single day that month except one—the day of my movie date with Lalo. Eight hours per shift at the club, plus another two to four hours daily at my desk, managing real estate shit—largely for Big Client, who was suddenly refusing to consider a home with the wrong shade of kitchen cabinets. (Honestly, anyone who believed the sex industry was exploitative never considered what life as a Realtor was like.)

			On top of that was the situation with my aging cat, Tippy, who’d been throwing up and peeing on the floor for some unknown reason. I administered pain meds for her arthritis two to three times a day, but lately the reprieve seemed to last only a few hours. And I was pretty sure she was mad at me for being away from home so much. That morning she wouldn’t stop crying, which was so unlike her it made me cry too. She was alone and hurting, and I was all she had, yet I was being pulled in every other direction. I simply could not keep working so much, and yet I had to keep up with bills and not blow the opportunity to close my biggest deal ever. 

			An hour later I met Lalo at the VIP room bar, the twenty-year-old from earlier nowhere in sight.

			“There you are,” he said, throwing his arms out wide. I sank into them without a word. “You okay?” he asked, holding me tight.

			“I’m fine.”

			

			“Come sit with me then.”

			“I have to work.”

			“I got money, girl. I got your back!”

			I smiled at that. It felt a little strange taking his money this time, even though that was the nature of my business. So, I tried to find a balance between our personal connection and my professional routine of hustling lap dances out of a guy. After he left I missed him for the rest of the day. That night my “Juicy Days” started—the three- to five-day stretch of my hormonal cycle during which I ovulated and became hornier than an entire college football team. A time when every molecule in my body, every atom of tissue, became focused on the ancient, primal, unwavering urge to procreate (except for my fallopian tubes, which I’d had soldered years before). All systems were go. The floodgates opened. I’d be as wet as Austin’s Shoal Creek during the rains, as there was basically a flash flood in my pants for four straight days out of every twenty-eight. 

			My most recent block of Juicy Days had been two weeks before meeting Lalo, when I felt in such dire need of sex that I’d screamed at a wall (I don’t even know what I said; it was completely unintelligible) then burst into sobs for thirty minutes. No lie. My body craved sex so badly I was sobbing. It didn’t have a clue what else to do. This happened every month and it was painful enough not having sex those days, but when I couldn’t channel the sexual energy into banking at the club it was all the more frustrating. All the next day I showed lake homes to Big Client for eight hours, in jeans with no panties and a wet spot the size of an egg in my crotch. The following day I showed him homes for another five hours in the same condition, then worked at my desk all evening. Lalo snuck away from home long enough to see me for the briefest visit, then we made plans to celebrate Valentine’s Day at my place, two days later, on the thirteenth.

			I got him a card with a little silver charm in the shape of a tequila bottle glued to the front, with my wishes for his future health and happiness written inside. I tied it together with a homemade gift using ringlets of red ribbon. The gift was a CD with a custom cover—a photo of me on my hands and knees, nude, long red hair spilling everywhere. The interior insert was another nude of me, reclining on plush pillows with a dreamy look on my face. The CD recording was an AA lecture about the latest research on addiction and brain chemistry. It was an excellent speech for someone receptive to hearing it. If not, a good gag gift, I supposed. 

			When I found out Lalo was standing me up for Valentine’s Day, I told him he could pick up his gift bag on my doorstep and that I was unavailable to see him again for at least a week, unless he came to the club, which wasn’t my preference. He’d called eight times that afternoon with eight excuses. I stopped answering after the fourth and spent the night curled up with Tippy, who was doing much better after five hundred dollars in medications and yet another veterinary house call. The cost was a hit, but whatever…Tippy was all I had. I’d break my back to keep her alive until she was truly ready to go. And even though she was twenty years old, Dr. Burnside said she still had some good quality of life left in her. 

			The next day Big Client called to tell me his father-in-law was deathly ill and his home buying plans in Austin were on hold. Weeks later, he called one last time to say his father-in-law had died. His wife had a lot on her hands, being the executor of his will, with a lot of sibling infighting over his assets. They’d probably stay in Dallas after all, he told me, but thanks for all the hard work. I never saw him again. 

			I was out five grand in missed work thanks to him, but at least I now had my weekends free. As I basked in the rare luxury of choosing between the gym, errands, and working on a writing project, Lalo showed up to apologize for standing me up on Valentine’s Day. I had shopping to do, and he agreed to come along, dutifully pushing a Costco cart as we discussed our feelings and what might be best for us moving forward. 

			

			“I’ve got to get a divorce soon, and all that entails…find a lawyer and a new place to live, that whole drill. And with working nonstop, it’s just a lot going on.”

			“It’s a lot to deal with, I know,” I replied. “I’m just as busy with stripping, real estate, and my writing. We were probably crazy to think we could fit into each other’s life for very long.”

			“At least let me keep paying for your biweekly massages,” he insisted. “I know how much your hip and back bother you and I really want to help.”

			“If you must,” I said with a shrug. He’d bought me three massages already and they really did help some.

			No one since Joe had concerned themselves with my lifelong back pain or bought me massages to help. I never had anyone help push one of those huge Costco carts. No one to pump my gas or stroke my hair while I cried about Tippy’s health issues, but Lalo did all that and more, while agreeing with me, sadly, that with everything going on in our lives we were better off as friends. Then, when we were done talking, we went back to my place and had “friendship sex” for the rest of the day.

			Two days later he returned, and we had sex again. He’d been in San Antonio for his daughter’s game and passed up an opportunity to spend the night with a hot soccer mom because he couldn’t stop thinking about me. 

			“That’s weird, right?” he asked.

			“I understand completely,” I replied. “I feel the same way, Lalo. I don’t want anyone else but you.”

			“Really?”

			“Really.”

			“Then maybe that’s what we should do.”

			We promised to tell each other if our feelings changed. When he left, he said, “I adore you.” 

			I said, “Me too.”

			Two days later, in bed again, he said I love you in the middle of sex. 

			

			I said I did too. I didn’t understand it really and didn’t equate it with the love I’d had for Joe in my twenties or even Brad in high school, but it did feel like love. It was love with walls around it. Love for a man with substance abuse issues, a young, vulnerable daughter who needed to be his priority, and an upcoming messy divorce with a crazy person I’d do well to stay away from. A careful, limited kind of love. But a lot more than anything I’d had in a long, long time.
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