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			To Katie

			For crazy trips to Virginia Beach, for rodeos,

			for 007 balls, and trips to Tepa Taqueria.

			For shoes, suicidal bunnies, Shock Tarts, and pickles.

			For sharing loss and happily-ever-afters.

			For my best friend.
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			Virgins shouldn’t own sex shops. That’s what my best friend, Lille, short for Lillehammer, said when I told her about the inheritance from my mother. I didn’t disagree. I hadn’t even known my mother; the way I’d heard it, she was definitely not a virgin, but she couldn’t have known that I was one. At least, I hoped that wasn’t common knowledge.

			My father never talked about her. He’d met her on a spring break trip he and his friends had taken down in Florida in 1988. He’d never been much of a partyer, preferring to spend his spring breaks exploring Native American cultural sites or reading enormous tomes on obscure topics such as the impact of tea exports on the spread of colonialism, but some friends of his had talked him into it, I guess. I was the result.

			The only time he’d ever mentioned her had been two years ago, after my grandmother’s funeral, when he’d had too much Scotch. I’d come home from college for the funeral, and we’d been sitting at the breakfast table with a bottle of Dewar’s between us, looking at the assortment of tinfoil-covered dishes and Tupperware containers from well-meaning church ladies. He’d shaken his head and said, “Your mother loved to cook.”

			I remember thinking that he was talking about someone else, or else he’d meant to say grandmother, but no, he’d been talking about the flame-haired, freckle-skinned mother that I’d never met. I had one picture of her standing on the beach in a tiny turquoise-and-white-striped bikini, her cheeks sunburned, hand on one hip as she smiled into the camera.

			I’d never met her. He’d only known her for a week—one fateful week. Apparently she’d written a letter to my father shortly after my birth, telling him that she couldn’t afford to take care of me and asking for his help. My grandmother had received the letter instead, and a week later, I was a permanent resident of Fate, Georgia.

			My grandmother Ruth had raised me alone, for the most part, in our small home in north Georgia, with my father a vague impression in the background, reading with his noise-canceling headphones like giant black beetles on his ears. He was a professor of history at a small, private college; he drove a gray Volkswagen and seemed mostly content with his life.

			My grandmother, a tall, slender, iron-haired woman with a knack for gardening, had believed life had two purposes: raising a family and worshipping God as he was meant to be worshipped, in the Baptist church.

			As the bastard consequence of an affair with a trashy whore from Florida, I was subject to her constant scrutiny. She was never unkind, just distant and watchful. So long as I was quiet, respectful, and nondescript, she was generally approving, and though sometimes I felt like running through the streets naked and dancing like a wild woman, I generally tried to please her whenever possible.

			I don’t remember being unhappy, really. Like my father, I am quiet and a little shy, a dreamer by nature, though I’ve always gravitated toward art rather than books. My grandmother taught me to sew, knit, and embroider when I was little, and starting in grade school, I began taking art lessons along with the piano and ballet lessons my grandmother insisted would turn me into a lady.

			When I was eighteen, I received a scholarship to a private art school in San Francisco. My grandmother had refused to help me move, claiming that California was a den of iniquity and sure that I would return a tattooed lesbian with a drug habit like my mother.

			Had I possessed a more rebellious nature, I may have done just that. Lord knew I had plenty of friends from the art world that fit that description. Instead I am a slightly hippyish twenty-four-year-old with a penchant for floral skirts, Birkenstocks, UGG boots, and paint-splattered overalls.

			I fit in with the southern Florida crowd about as well as a sprig of lavender among birds-of-paradise, yet here I was, driving through Fort Lauderdale in my beat-up Nissan with all my worldly possessions (mostly canvases and art supplies) filling every conceivable nook and cranny.

			I’d nearly turned around several times—once when I’d been driving through Oklahoma and a tornado warning had kept me huddled in the bathroom of the Motel 6 where I’d stopped for the night, and once when I’d nearly stepped on a snake at a rest stop in North Florida. Somehow God had seemed to be telling me that my current path was not in my best interest.

			But the other side of me, the artist who loved to paint nudes and landscapes screaming with color, the part of me that relished the adventure—even the hint of danger—in my current trip, the part of me that dreamed of wild sex and madness, thought that inheriting a dirty-sex shop in Hollywood, Florida, was the catalyst that would finally set my life in motion.
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			Two days later, on Thursday morning, after meeting my mother’s attorney in Miami, I carefully followed the directions he’d given me, negotiating around a gigantic lake in the center of what was supposed to be my mother’s street. The entire length of the narrow, little lane was packed with motels that looked as if they’d been built in the fifties; I couldn’t wait to paint them.

			My mom’s house, when I finally located it, turned out to be on the corner facing the beach. I loved the beach, but somehow the house had been different in my imagination. I’d pictured some Spanish-style mansion with arched windows and a graceful courtyard with a fountain and lots of palm trees and bougainvillea. Something old-world. Maybe like the grandmother’s villa in An Affair to Remember.

			And instead . . . Holy hell, it is a disaster. I parked in the driveway and left the engine running as I stared at it, wondering if a hurricane had come through without anyone noticing. The place was a mess. I felt a grin tickling the corner of my mouth. It was nothing like the tidy little ranch I’d lived in with my grandmother in Georgia, or even the charming brick monstrosity I’d shared with six other people in Berkeley.

			The house was surrounded by what I thought of as the Florida jungle—lots of tangled mangroves, overgrown palms, and sea grape—so it was difficult to judge its size. Trees grew over the roof, dropping pieces of themselves like lepers: fronds and little brown bits of fuzzy stuff and wet, moldy chunks of bark. It looked wild and disreputable, the way my mother was purported to be.

			I turned off the engine and got out, then leaned back against the front bumper, contemplating the place while scuffing the toe of my sandals against the cracked driveway.

			I fished the massive ring of keys the lawyer had given me out of my shoulder bag and sorted through them without any hope of identifying the key that would unlock the house. No shining-new set of copies, these, but clearly the keys that my mother had carried and touched and dropped in the sand. I was glad; it made me feel as if I knew her a little.

			The keys were secured on an enormous ring with an inordinate amount of cheesy Florida key chains. I figured that my mother had either had a bizarre sense of humor or a succession of boyfriends who thought that a flexible Corona bottle or a snow globe with the image of a Florida beach was an accessory that every girl should carry around with her.

			The sound of footsteps and the jingle of a dog collar drew me out of my dreamy absorption and I straightened. A man of medium height with dark hair graying at the temples and the lanky build of a runner stopped a few feet away, sunglasses covering his eyes. One side of his face was scarred, burn-scarred by the looks of it, pulling his right eye and the corner of his lip downward, marring what was otherwise a bluntly carved picture of male handsomeness with a bold nose and a well-defined chin with an intriguing dent like Kirk Douglas’s. At his feet a small, fluffy white dog with one eye and an underbite looked at me doubtfully. I couldn’t help but smile, thinking that the two of them seemed rather well matched in their incongruity. A man like that should have a no-nonsense working dog, not this raggedy little bon-bon. Yet they fit together.

			“Hey, good morning,” I offered with a slight smile, hooking the ring of keys with two fingers and letting them fall to my side. The dog sat and glanced up at his owner with his one eye, as if saying, “I don’t know, man; she looks harmless.”

			I smiled fully, earning a slight frown from the man, which only made my smile widen. A vivid imagination can be a blessing and a curse.

			He nodded at me, but didn’t say anything. I wanted to ask him about the scars, but didn’t know how without seeming rude.

			I waited for him to either move on or say something, but I couldn’t help but wonder if it was the scars or something else that made him so grim. Something about him was compelling, something that hinted at violence contained, like the alligator I’d seen sunning itself on the side of the highway. I thought he’d be a great subject for a nude, something modern and edgy. Sunlight flashed off the keys I was holding and hit him in the face; he stiffened and looked at them.

			After a moment, he asked, “You’re Mandy’s daughter?” He sounded exactly the way a poker player should sound, completely emotionless.

			I shifted, the ring of keys jangling. “Amanda was my mother’s name.”

			“We called her Mandy,” he said after a moment, his scarred mouth drawing even farther downward.

			“Oh,” I replied inanely, wondering who we was but not certain I should ask. Her death had made me sad in the same way as the death of a favorite movie star, but I hadn’t known her. Clearly, this man had.

			“I’m John Brinks,” he said finally. “I live above the Fetish Box.”

			“Mary Deupree.” I held my hand out to him, my rings sparkling in the bright sunlight.

			He shook my hand; his felt rough and huge, swallowing my pale fingers, before he released me.

			He nodded and moved a little ways toward the street. “Good luck,” he said finally, tugging a bit on the leash to get his little friend moving.

			I followed his gaze to my stuffed-to-the-gills Nissan. “Thanks,” I replied, a little let down. I thought I’d felt something when he took my hand, some spark of interest, but I’d felt that before and nothing had ever come of it. I just suck at the lust thing, I thought. One friend of mine said that I was just too nice: I looked nice, I smiled innocently, and I dressed like someone’s moth-eaten great-aunt. Her advice had been “If you want a man to fuck you, dress and act like you want to be fucked.” I’d kind of laughed and blushed a little, but the statement had made everyone hanging around our living room smoking pot laugh uproariously.

			Standing on the porch now, I frowned a little, thinking about it. I didn’t want to be that girl, didn’t think I was that girl. I realized that I was standing with my teeth clenched and little beads of sweat trickling down my temples. God, it is hot out here. I felt as if I were sweating out years of repression and good-girl behavior . . . the thick heat of the air was loosening me up, melting me like hot wax.

			A massive gray cat wandered out of the jungle next to the house, came stalking down the driveway as if on a mission, and yowled imperiously at me, rubbing against my legs and looking up as if to say, “Well, are you just going to stand there or are you going to feed me?”

			Another cat joined the dragon at my feet, this one equally massive, but white, with a black patch over one eye. It didn’t rub against my legs, just yowled once and sat like a sphinx.

			I had a sneaking suspicion that I had inherited more than just a run-down house. It looked as if I’d inherited a couple of run-down cats as well.

			“Well,” I murmured, half-smiling, only to feel it falter on my face as two more beasts leapt nimbly out of the bushes and promptly began fighting with each other. I looked past them, stunned, and saw a couple of mildewed, old concrete tables covered in ceramic bowls, some broken and left in pieces on the benches. There I saw more cats, most of them large, and one tiny black cat sitting in the center of one of the tables cleaning itself.

			“Oh, God.” I swallowed. “I’m like a cliché.”

			I straightened and tentatively continued to the house, looking down to make sure I didn’t step on anyone.

			The front door had been painted blue at some point during its painfully long life. The entrance had a brown welcome mat covered in palm-frond droppings and cat hair. I bent down, ignoring the cat, and flipped the mat over. It was damp underneath—it must have recently rained—but there was a dull gold key as well. I picked it up, thinking that this was probably easier than trying all the keys on my mother’s key ring.

			I tried to turn it in the lock, but it wouldn’t budge. I pulled the key back out with some difficulty. I knew that the door locks on houses near the ocean corroded quickly and often in the salty, wet air. I rammed the key in this time, turning it quickly back and forth, trying to wear down the rough edges, and couldn’t help but think of the sexy runner with the little white dog. . . . I felt myself blushing and wished I could control my thoughts; I was hot enough without daydreaming about John Brinks.

			I tried twisting the key again, pushing the door with my shoulder when it didn’t budge right away. It finally turned with a loud snap and the door opened abruptly, spilling me inside.

			The rest of the cats had come to investigate, no doubt recognizing the sound of the keys jingling. They were sitting in a disturbingly organized half circle in the entryway. “I prefer dogs,” I told them, to no noticeable effect. The gray one actually bent over and started licking its balls.

			“Great.” I sighed and shut the door to keep them out. I wasn’t about to let the critters in until I’d had them checked for fleas or any other creepy-crawlies.

			“Bambi’ll be glad to hear it,” drawled a deep voice with an Irish accent.

			I squeaked and scooted backward against the wall, dropping my duffel bag. I looked up to see a huge man with a massive German shepherd standing at attention in front of him.

			“Oh,” I gasped, flattening myself further against the wall. “Who the—” I stopped abruptly, noticing all of a sudden that the man was gorgeous, like a combination of Colin Farrell and Aidan Quinn.

			“You scared me,” I said breathlessly, though I wasn’t sure if it was fear or something else I was feeling.

			He grunted in agreement and lit a cigarette, blue eyes never leaving my face. He muttered a command for the dog to sit, and the dog sat immediately, staring at me. They were both staring at me.

			I swallowed. “Umm,” I began, looking a little wildly around the room, unnerved by the sheer force of the masculinity in front of me. Masculinity charged with recklessness and that irresistible accent. God, what was it about an accent? I wondered if my mom had known him.

			He didn’t look like a burglar or a criminal, so I ventured, “So, umm, I think this is my house? I’m Mary Deupree.”

			He laughed at that, smoke streaming from his nose. “Yer house?” he questioned instead of answering. “So ye’d be Mandy’s daughter.” He eyed me up and down, lingering on my body long enough to make my eyes widen. No one had ever looked at me that way, like a caffeine addict looks at a cup of Starbucks coffee.
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