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~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~



Jessica Preston is missing.



Stella Morris thought she knew her friend — until she started digging into Jessica’s secret life. A strip club that’s more than it seems. A law firm that’s lying through its teeth. And a trail that leads straight into Baton Rouge’s underbelly, where girls like Jessica disappear without a trace.



Finding her means crossing lines Stella thought she never would — and trusting people who have everything to lose if Jessica is found.







~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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I’m sitting on the tarmac at O'Hare, waiting for the plane to back away from the gate so we can be on our way. I decided to fly back to Baton Rouge, where I lived for the past six years until a few weeks ago, to look for my friend, Jessica Preston, who has fallen off the face of the earth in the last few days. We hadn’t been friends beyond casual hellos in the elevator where I worked until recently, when Jessica began to regale me with stories about what she was doing and all she’d done in the past. To say her stories, past and present, shocked me is an understatement. The girl, who looks so innocent, is anything but. Now, however, she’s playing with forces beyond her control, which makes her disappearance all the more troubling.



“Please fasten your seatbelts…” the flight attendant drones as a light rain falls, spotting the window and blurring Chicago’s skyline, which is blanketed by low clouds, a perfect metaphor for my mood. In all the time I lived in Louisiana, I didn’t know a lot of people outside of work because I was laser-focused on making partner at my law firm. When I was told after my latest annual review that not only would I not make partner, but I should look for employment elsewhere, I reached out to Jessica in desperation. She listened to my tale of woe, and I realized how much I liked her. She was the receptionist at an all-black law firm in the same building as me, but she was the only white female who worked there.



Now, when I call her firm, someone else answers the phone.



“Our flight time to Baton Rouge is…” the attendant says before I slip my AirPods into my ears to drown her out. I just made the trip to Chicago for the first time a few weeks ago to begin my new job, so I’m well-versed in the length of the flight. I should arrive in Baton Rouge just before lunchtime so I can grab the attention of the managing partner at Jessica’s firm. He doesn’t know I’m coming because he’s been less than helpful on the phone when I tried to ask him why his receptionist has disappeared without a trace. I don’t have much hope that he’ll be any more helpful in person, but I want to see his face when he tells me what he knows.



Or when he tells me to fuck off.



“Been to Louisiana before?” the passenger next to me asks, a middle-aged businessman in an ill-fitting suit who I’m sure would be more than happy to show me a good time if I let him. I smile politely and let him know that I lived there for years, which doesn’t quite shut down his interest in me but throws cold water on it, at least. I plug my AirPods back in my ear to let him know he’s got no shot with me, and he takes the hint, thankfully. I recheck my phone to read through the chats I had with Jessica over the last few weeks and see, once again, if there was anything I missed. Besides everything I already know I missed. Badly.



On the days we chatted via Reddit, a site I knew of but hadn’t used before, Jessica and I covered a lot of ground about her past and her current situation. She confided in me that she hated her boring job, even if it was the best-paying job she’d ever had, and was anxious to move on to something completely different. When I pressed her on where she would go, she told me an unbelievable tale about her life, although I believe her. Her unintended pregnancy that ended her college career as a full-scholarship gymnast, her first real job as an exotic dancer, but most of all, her weekends at J’s house, a bouncer she met at the club, and fell under his spell. He dominated her completely until she escaped New Orleans for the receptionist job in Baton Rouge.



“Coffee?” the flight attendant asks as the service cart reaches my row. I smile, shake my head, and go back to rereading the chats between me and Jessica. She’d insisted we chat on Reddit rather than text on our phones because she was worried about looking less than professional at work. The chats were a more permanent record of our communications, something I didn’t appreciate until Jess disappeared. I scoured our conversations for clues about what happened to her.



One thing that Jessica made no bones about was her proclivity for dating black men. She attended one of the historically black colleges and universities in New Orleans, which recruited her for their gymnastics team, and that experience carried over to the rest of her life. After growing up in a small, mostly white town in Georgia, she became enamored with black men in college and at the strip club. J was black, all of his friends that he gave her to at his house were black, and most of the guys at the bars and clubs she frequented in Baton Rouge the past year were black. She maintained she didn’t fetishize black men; she just preferred them to whites or any others.



Even the law firm she worked for was staffed almost entirely with black lawyers, associates, and assistants. Other than two white men –the janitor and the IT guy –Jessica was, as her colleague told her, the token white girl, hired to lighten up the lobby behind the reception desk. She never complained about the way she was treated, even though it was obvious to me she wasn’t treated fairly, mostly because she was grateful to have the job, what with raising two kids – fathered by different black men – and it was way better than her old jobs of cleaning houses and motel rooms in New Orleans, which was how she made a living after she left the strip club.



“Please fasten your seatbelts and put your tray tables in the upright, locked position,” the flight attendant announces as we descend into a cloud-covered city on the Mississippi River. I stow my phone and stare out the window, only partially so that the passenger on the aisle would leave me be now that the end of the flight was near, but also to take in the city where I’d spent so much time and energy trying to succeed at making partner. Trying and failing, something I couldn’t afford to allow to happen in my quest to find Jessica.



Of that I am certain.
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The ride from the airport to downtown Baton Rouge passes quickly and silently as I keep my AirPods in to discourage the Uber driver from attempting a conversation. When he drops me off in front of the main entrance, I look up at the building I worked in for six years until just a few weeks ago with mixed emotions. What a waste, it mostly feels like, but at least I’ve moved on.



I walk into the lobby and fight against the early lunchtime traffic of people streaming out of the elevators and ride to the floor that houses Comptor, Griffin, and Assoc. I ran into Jessica mostly in the elevator when I worked here, as I was far too maniacal about making partner to have a life outside of work. Now that I’m no longer employed here, the building feels old and rundown, although I’m sure most of that is in my head.



When I exit the elevator on Jessica’s floor, I’m confronted by a young black woman behind the receptionist desk, and I smile at their change of direction on the racial profile of the lobby. Jessica had confided in me that she was the firm mascot, hired to lighten up the reception area, as blatant if benign a form of reverse racism I had ever heard of. I stride to the receptionist's desk and she looks up at me with surprise. I imagine that for a black firm, most of their clients are black as well, and I’m as white as they come.



“Can I help you?” she asks with vaguely disguised suspicion.



“I’m here to see Lewis Griffin,” I tell her in my best courtroom voice.



“Do you have an appointment?” she asks as she picks up the handset on her phone console.



“I don’t, but I just flew in from Chicago specifically to see him on an urgent matter. I will only need a few minutes of his time.”



“Your name, please?” she asks as she dials the phone. “Sharon? I’ve got a…” She looks at me and I tell her my name. “I’ve got a Stella Morris to see Mr. Griffin?” She hesitates before adding, “No, she doesn’t have an appointment.” I’m about to reiterate my flight when she adds that bit of information, but it’s not enough for her to send me back. “If you’ll take a seat, Ms. Morris, I’ll let you know when Sharon has talked to Mr. Griffin.”



At least he’s in the office, something I took a risk on but didn’t want to show my cards by asking before I booked the flight, not the best plan, in hindsight. But I’m so concerned about Jessica’s whereabouts that I’m not thinking straight.



“Ms. Morris?” another black woman, an older, more professional-looking one, asks as she arrives in the lobby. “Follow me, please.”



I walk with her through the office and up a flight of stairs to what is obviously the executive floor. Only a few offices but lots of desks for support staff dominate the space, and the vibe is a lot quieter than down in the bullpen, as we used to call that space in my office. The woman leading me to Griffin holds the door for me to enter, and a middle-aged black man in an expensive suit rises from behind his desk to greet me.



“Ms. Morris,” he says in a low voice. “I’m sorry I haven’t been able to take your calls the last few days,” he says as he comes around the desk to shake my hand. “This is about Jessica, I presume?”



“Yes, and thank you for seeing me without an appointment,” I respond as we sit at the small conference table between his desk and the windows. I note that his assistant closes his office door when she leaves us, and I smile. “I won’t take up too much of your time.”



“I don’t imagine you will, as there’s not much I can tell you.” He pours a glass of water from the pitcher on the table and places it in front of me. “Jessica didn’t tell us she was leaving. She just up and disappeared. Didn’t give notice, didn’t even indicate she was unhappy. I spoke with her supervisor, who told me she was just as surprised as I was that we didn’t get the courtesy of as much as a phone call.”



“That’s why I’m here, Mr. Giffin,” I tell him, and he leans forward.



“Please, call me Lewis,” he says in an almost smarmy tone that makes me want to frown, which I restrain myself from doing.



“Thank you, Lewis. I’ve been communicating with Jessica pretty extensively the past few weeks since I moved to Chicago, and she was always so good about getting back to me in a timely fashion. That’s why I’m here, because this seems so out of character for her.”



“How long have you known her?” he asks quickly.



“For a little less than a year, and we weren’t more than acquaintances until three or four weeks ago. But since then, we’ve been texting or talking almost every day.” I wondered at first if telling her boss’s boss that Jess was chatting with me on company time might not be a good idea, but it’s clear to me now that she just vanished from her job as well, that something is seriously wrong.



“Yes, I understand,” he allows, but he also strikes me as evasive. Everything about Lewis Griffin strikes me as evasive.



“How long have you known Jessica?” I ask, fully aware that he’s under no obligation to answer me truthfully, or at all. But you never get answers to questions left unasked.



“We met briefly in New Orleans several years ago,” he says, surprising me. Jessica never told me how she met the managing partner of one of Baton Rouge’s premier black law firm, but I have my suspicions. I just have to decide if now is the time to press my luck. “We lost touch for a while until she called me looking for a job.” He gives me a lopsided grin that seems completely out of character for a man I just met, but that tells me everything I need to know.



He met her when she was dancing in New Orleans.



“And you’re not worried about her, seeing as she just disappeared without a trace?”



His smile vanishes. “I’m responsible for almost a hundred employees here, Stella. I can’t worry about everyone who comes and goes. Jessica is a grown woman, one who has made some questionable decisions in the past that I was willing to overlook when I hired her. But now I can see, once again, that a leopard won’t change its spots. You’d think after all these years I’d have learned, but what can I say?” He holds up his hands as if to surrender, and I know the gesture is meant to be endearing, but it just comes off as so condescending. I came to this meeting expecting Griffin to be less than helpful, but I didn’t expect him to be so demeaning toward a woman I care about. A woman he doesn’t appear to give two shits about.



“I’m sorry, Mr. Griffin,” his assistant interrupts when she buzzes in on the intercom. “Your 12:30 appointment has arrived.”



Griffin stands and steps toward me to help me from my chair, but I rise before he can complete the empty and patronizing gesture. He offers his hand and I reluctantly shake it.



“Thank you for your time, Mr. Griffin,” I tell him pointedly.



“I hope you find what you’re looking for, Stella,” he says as he walks me to the door. “And please let me know that Jessica is alright when you find her.”



I turn to face him abruptly at the door. “May I speak to one of your employees about Jessica?” He raises his eyebrows. “I believe her name is Christine.” His expression clouds over, but he nods.



“Sharon, will you take Ms. Morris to talk to Christine?” he says to his assistant, who looks surprised but nods her agreement.



“This way, Ms. Morris,” she says as I nod at Griffin one last time.



“Thanks again for seeing me,” I tell him, but he just nods without smiling and closes his office door.
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The walk to Christine’s desk is short as she works on the executive level, like Lewis. She’s staring at her computer screen when Sharon interrupts her to introduce me.



“Chris, this is Stella Morris, a friend of Jessica’s. Mr. Griffin would like you to talk to her about Jessica’s disappearance.” She turns to me. “In the conference room,” she adds pointedly with a wave at the room next to Christine’s desk.



“Do you know where Jessica is?” Christine asks as she stands up, something that Lewis Griffin never got around to asking, it occurs to me. I shake my head so we don’t have to begin our conversation amid all the ears perked up at the surrounding desks when Jessica’s name is mentioned. For a lowly receptionist, Jessica generates an inordinate amount of interest. Maybe it’s just office workers being office workers, but it feels like there might be something more to it than meets the eye.



“Do you?” Christine persists after she closes the conference room door behind her. I motion for us to sit for the discussion, but the woman crosses her arms and defies me, standing completely still and glaring at me. “What do you know?”



“I have no idea where Jess is,” I tell her quickly. “That’s why I flew down from Chicago this morning to find out.”



“Who have you talked to so far?”



“Just Lewis, and he was no help whatsoever.”



Christine rolls her eyes. “No surprise there,” she says as an aside. “I’m not sure exactly what went on between Jess and Mr. Griffin in New Orleans, but I’m pretty sure it wasn’t above board.”



“Do you know that for a fact, or is that just conjecture?” I ask with a raised eyebrow. She hesitates and then reaches for a chair at the conference table. I glance out the window, and a half dozen heads turn away when my eyes scan the room. “Everyone seems awfully invested in Jessica’s well-being.” I muse as I take the chair at the head of the table.



“They’re just interested because of the rumors,” Christine says with a wave. “No one knows much of anything from what I can tell, which isn’t much. I’ve only worked here for a few months.”



“How did you become friends with Jessica, if you don’t mind me asking?”



Christine looks at me and smiles a tight, knowing smile. “Because I’m black, I can’t have any white friends?” she asks with an underlying tone of hostility. I raise my hands in mock surrender.



“No, not at all. I’m just curious because Jessica told me you’re the first person who ever took an interest in her as a person. She had nothing but good things to say about you, Christine.” I lean forward slightly. “You don’t mind if I call you Christine, do you?”



“No, of course not. And I’m glad you’re here, for what it’s worth. I’ve been worried sick about Jessica, but you can’t go to the cops just because you’re worried or you’d get laughed right out of the precinct.”



“You were thinking of going to the cops?” I ask, stunned. “Do you think she’s in that kind of trouble?”



“I don’t know, but she was so reliable here. She was always on time and never complained, even though she had what was arguably the worst job in the company.” She looks at the door as if to make sure it’s closed tightly. “And they treated her like shit, to be honest.”



“How so?” I had my own suspicions, which I tried to share with Jessica when she would let me, but I want to hear Christine’s take.



“Little things, stupid things, but they bothered her. One associate told her to keep quiet when they brought her into a meeting to take notes and work on her spelling instead. I mean, who says something like that?”



I nod and give Christine a sympathetic look. “Jess definitely struggles with self-esteem issues, so that must have really stung.”



“I know, right?” She frowns. “But the biggest thing that bothered me, and her, was the rumors floating around about how she got hired. Did she mention that to you?”



“She said something but not much,” I allow, eager to encourage her to tell me more.



Christine leans forward. “She asked me what everyone thought of her, but I didn’t have the heart to be honest. I told her most people didn’t have time to give the white girl at the receptionist desk much thought, but the truth is, everyone knew she was a stripper back in New Orleans and that the managing attorney, Lewis Griffin, was one of her regulars there. With everything that implies.”



“So, she was having sex with him? At the club?”



“Exactly. Now, I have no idea if that’s true or not, but that’s not the point. The problem was, everyone believed it and acted accordingly.”



“Except you, right?” I ask gently.



She straightens in her chair. “I don’t put a lot of stock in gossip – that’s what I told Jessica, and it’s true. But I heard it from too many people, especially when we started going to lunch together. Either I was getting looks or snide remarks, like I was a fool for associating with the token white girl who sucked the boss’s dick to get hired.” She lowers her eyes, clearly embarrassed. “Not that anyone put it that crassly, but you get what I’m saying, right?”



“I do, Chris. And Jess told me more than once how thrilled she was that you approached her to go to lunch. It meant so much to her.”



“I liked Jess,” she says defensively, but then she rolls her eyes. “I mean, I
 like
 Jess, present tense. I refuse to believe that something has happened to her, but…” She raises an eyebrow and stares at me. “So, anything I can do to help you find her, let me know. But I should get back now.”



We stand and shake hands before Christine leans in and gives me a quick hug. “Anything at all, you call me, Stella.”



“I’ll do that.”
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On the Uber to Jessica’s apartment building, I go over what I heard at her office. I’m not surprised that Lewis wasn’t more forthcoming about his relationship with his employee –what man would want that kind of information out in the world? But I’m also surprised that, according to Christine, it’s an open secret in the firm that the receptionist he hired was a stripper he patronized, and that’s why he hired her. According to Jess, she used the job offer as a way to escape from J’s clutches in New Orleans, something she hadn’t been able to pull off on her own for six years despite having a real boyfriend and having a baby with him. I never felt like I was getting the whole story from Jess, but she shared so much with me that I have a hard time doubting her as well. She’s such a bundle of contradictions.



I also feel like I wasn’t getting the complete picture from Christine, either. She and Jessica were in similar situations –single moms trying to make it through a tough environment. I knew that before taking the job at the Top Hat Club, Jess was struggling with money, even though her job was the best-paying job she’d ever had. She needed the money that she earned stripping –and everything else that went on at the club –so why she just up and left without notice or even any word from the law firm makes no sense to me.



Unless she was coerced to leave.



The question in my mind is, was she forced out by Griffin or taken out by one of the pimps at the club.



“Here you go, miss,” the Uber driver tells me when we pull up to the door to Jessica’s apartment building. I dropped her off here one night after we went out for drinks the day I found out I wasn’t making partner in my old firm. I didn’t go up to her apartment, but I remembered the address, and the building looks vaguely familiar in the daylight as opposed to how it looked at night. I’m sure Jess told me she lived on the second floor and that her sitter, a woman named Georgia, lived on the same floor. How many Georgias could there be on Jessica’s floor?



I exit the vehicle and go to the door, hoping against hope that in this part of town, it’s not security locked, and I’m relieved to discover it’s not. I go into the lobby and check the mailboxes for a tenant named Georgia and, sure enough, I find her in Apt 215, just four boxes down from Jessica’s box, 211. I take the elevator up, and a few steps later, I’m knocking on her door.



The woman who answers is nothing like what I expected. Jessica had told me that her go-to sitter was a grandmother who used to walk the streets back in the day, but I was almost shocked by the appearance of the woman standing in the doorway, eyeing me up and down.



“Yeah?” she asks in a low, menacing tone. She’s all of five feet tall, if that, and she’s still good-looking but in a way that shows all the mileage she must have put on her face and body during a life spent selling herself on the streets.



“Hi, Georgia?” I ask, tentatively. “You obviously don’t know me, but I’m a friend of Jessica Preston from 211. I’ve been trying to reach her, and she’s nowhere to be found. I flew down from Chicago to try to find her…” I left it at that as she continues to regard me with undisguised skepticism, which is understandable, but I’m hoping she’ll invite me into her apartment for a conversation.



She doesn’t budge, however.



“Sure, I know Jessica,” she says at last. “Nice girl, great kids. Out of place here, but what can I say? Whatever floats your boat, right?” She cackles and looks me over one more time. “What business is it of yours where she is?”



I’m rocked back on my heels by her thinly disguised animosity and lack of interest in where Jessica might be and what happened to her. I didn’t bother knocking on Jess’s apartment door because I was convinced she wouldn’t be there, but suddenly I’m not so sure. Did she finally have her fill of being ignored or humiliated at the law firm and just abandon her job? Was she going to transition to working at the club full-time instead, something she hinted at more than once during our chats and conversations?



Suddenly, I felt a little idiotic standing in the hallway of her apartment building and not knowing, definitively, if she was in there or not.



“I’m worried that she won’t return my calls, to be honest,” I tell Georgia. “It’s not like her to not get back to me, and it’s been almost a week now.” She doesn’t respond, so I press on. “Have you seen or heard from her? I understand you used to babysit her kids when she went to the club at night.”



Her eyes narrow. “You know about the club?” she asks in a low, ominous tone.



“She told me about it, yes,” I admit, not wanting to show all my cards quite yet. I know it’s not really a strip club but more of an open whorehouse, where sex is the main focus and dancing is almost incidental. I imagine that Georgia knows this as well, but if she does, she’s not letting on.



“How much do you know?” she asks at last while still standing in her doorway and
 not
 inviting me inside her apartment.



“Let’s just say I know it’s not your typical titty bar,” I snark but she doesn’t flinch. She just keeps her eyes locked with mine. “And I’m worried that Jessica got into something she’s not prepared for.”



Georgia makes a derogatory noise and rolls her eyes at me. “She got exactly what she was looking for,” she sneers and steps back. I’m just about to ask what she means when she slams the door in my face. I think about knocking, but I know it would be useless – I’ve spoken to Georgia, the babysitting ex-whore for the first and last time.



I decide it’s better late than never to check Jessica’s apartment, so I walk down the hall and knock on her door. I hear no signs of life, unsurprisingly. If Jessica were home, she would have answered my texts or calls. She wouldn’t have ghosted me unless something had happened to her.



I don’t want to admit it, but I’m pretty sure I know what happened to her. I just have to decide if she wants me to intervene.



It takes me no time at all to realize that I can’t walk away without asking her directly.
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I walk down the stairs to the first floor, go back to the small vestibule where the mailboxes are, looking for something that indicates where the super lives. It’s becoming obvious to me that it was no coincidence that the day after Jessica visited him to find out if she could see clients in her apartment that she disappeared. I scan the mailboxes and see nothing that would indicate where he lives, so I decide I have to knock on all the doors on the floor to try and find him. I’m hoping that it won’t take long, as most people who live here are probably at work at 2 in the afternoon on a weekday.



I walk to the first apartment past the vestibule and knock. I hear footsteps on the other side of the door, and soon enough it swings open and I’m confronted by an older black man in a T-shirt and sweatpants. He looks at me with surprise that only deepens when I introduce myself.



“Good afternoon, sir. I’m sorry to disturb you, but I’m looking for a friend of mine who lives in the building, and I was wondering if you could tell me where the super lives.” He eyes me skeptically for a few seconds, although without the same intensity I got from Georgia a few minutes ago, before he clears his throat and leans into the hall.



“Third door down on the left, miss.” He points further down the dim hallway before he retreats into his apartment and closes the door before I can properly thank him. At least he didn’t slam it the way Georgia did.



I walk to the door he indicated and knock. It takes a few seconds before I hear signs of life, but soon enough, I hear footsteps again and the door swings open. I’m confronted by the man Jessica described to me the day she disappeared –an older black man, somewhat overweight but not obese, presentable in a gray workshirt, jeans, and workboots. He looks like a superintendent of a medium-sized apartment building in the ‘hood, for what it’s worth. So I smile and extend my hand.



“Hi, my name is Stella Morris. I’m a friend of Jessica Preston in 211. I’ve been trying to reach her, but she’s disappeared, and I was wondering if you could maybe let me into her apartment to see if anything has happened to her.”



He eyes me with the same skepticism I’ve gotten from the other two people in the building, not that I’m surprised. If I’m right in my theory about what happened to Jessica, this guy had something to do with it.



“Jessica moved out,” he says without much hesitation before he moves to close the door. I put my hand on the door to stop him, knowing full well he could easily overpower me and shut it if he wanted to, but he doesn’t. He hesitates, his eyes widened slightly with surprise at my audacity, I assume, and he smirks. “What?”



“Did she give you any indication where she was going to go?”



“Lady, I don’t know you from Adam and I don’t have a fucking clue where that bitch went. So, unless you want trouble, you’ll drop it. Understand?”



“Why do you say that?” I ask just before he forces his door closed against my feeble attempt to stop him. I stand facing the door for a few seconds, seething, before I bang on it loudly.



“Open up, Frank,” I yell, bringing the fact that I know his name into play. “I just want to know where she went.”



He opens the door a few seconds later and glares at me. “So you know my name, big fucking deal,” he growls. “Don’t mean shit.”



“I’m not trying to make trouble for you, Frank,” I tell him in a subdued tone. “I just want to find Jessica.”



“And if she don’t want to be found? You ever think of that?”



“Look, Frank,” I begin. “Jessica told me what happened the night she came to see you.” I raise an eyebrow, but he doesn’t react. “I’m not trying to make any trouble for you, but I think I know what happened. I just want to talk to her to make sure she’s okay.” I wait, but he just stares at me. “I know about the Top Hat Club, too.”



That prompts a sneer. “You don’t know shit, lady. And unless you want more trouble than you dreamed possible, you’ll let it go and forget about that whore. You understand? Now, fuck off before I lose my shit.”



He slams the door in my face, and it reverberates throughout the hallway. I half-expect every other door to open as people have to be curious about all the commotion, but the doors and the apartments remain silent.



I decide it’s time to take a different approach to finding Jessica. I walk to the vestibule and exit the building. On the street, I try to hail a cab, but there are none to be had in this neighborhood. I contemplate ordering an Uber, but I need a driver who is familiar with this part of town, so only a cabbie will do. So I Google the cab company that brags about 15 years in business when I search. I call them.



“I need a cab,” I tell the dispatcher, and she tells me it’ll be a few minutes. I breathe a sigh of relief when she didn’t laugh at me. I wait for almost fifteen minutes before the cab arrives, and I’m also relieved but not surprised that the cabbie is black. That is exactly what I was hoping for.



“Where to, miss?” he asks when I climb into the back.



“The Top Hat Club,” I tell him, and he turns to look at me.



“The what?”



I sigh. I was afraid this might happen. “The Top Hat Club,” I repeat, but he just stares at me.



“Sorry, lady,” he says as he turns back to face forward. “I don’t know of any club by that name. You got an address?”



“Seriously?” I ask as if I don’t believe him, which I don’t. “You’ve never heard of it?”



“Nope.” He doesn’t look at me, so I’m almost certain he’s lying. But I can’t press him on it – I know why he’s feigning ignorance. “If you don’t have an address, I can’t help you.”



I tried to find the club online when Jessica first mentioned the name a couple of weeks ago, but I struck out. At that time, I assumed they were too small to bother with an online presence. Now, I’m not so sure.



“Okay, fine. Where’s the nearest hotel?”



“Marriott, by the river,” he says as he pulls away from the curb. I sit back and watch the street with little hope of seeing Jessica, but I can’t stop looking for her. I don’t see any girls plying their trade at this time of day and wonder if I can safely talk to any of them when I do see them. I go back to my phone and call Christine at work.



“Hey, Chris. It’s Stella. Do you know the name of the client Jessica was seeing?”



She hangs up on me.
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Once I’ve checked into the Marriott, I scroll through the Reddit chat again, this time looking for any mention of the name of the client Jessica said she was dating. I finally find it, but she only mentioned his first name, Carl. She made no mention of his last name, what he did for a living, or any other clues to his full identity. I want to kick myself for not asking her at the time, but I didn’t have any reason to, and besides, that ship has sailed.



I check my phone and decide the only way to get Christine to talk to me is to confront her in person. I know from my chats with Jessica that their office closes at 5, so I’ve got a few hours to kill. I also didn’t expect to stay overnight in Louisiana, so I packed nothing when I flew down here from my new home in Chicago. I ignore the irony that I paid a small fortune to ship all my belongings north less than a month ago, and head out to buy some toiletries, a toothbrush, and perhaps a new blouse so I don’t look like I’m destitute.



After I finish shopping and stashing my haul in my room. I order an Uber to take me back to the offices of Comptor, Griffin, and Associates, hoping I can intercept Chris as she leaves the building for the day. I also hope that the reason she refused to talk to me on the phone is that her firm records all their calls, something that is becoming more and more common in this strange new world we live in. Maybe if she has the opportunity to talk to me away from the office, she’ll be more forthcoming.



I can only hope.



During the drive to the building, I watch the streets again for any signs of Jessica or women who are, as she called it, strolling, or streetwalking. I know next to nothing about the world’s oldest profession, apart from what I learned in such classic movies as
 Pretty Woman
 , one of my favorites as a young girl, and this year’s Best Picture winner at the Oscars,
 Anora
 , about a stripper-slash-prostitute, of all things, although a much different one that Jessica turned out to be. I shake my head at my naivete when I first began chatting with Jess over Reddit –I thought she was a receptionist and nothing more. As she slowly peeled back the onion that is her life, I was horrified at first, but then transfixed with each revelation about her past and present preoccupation with sex, men, and her desire to be…something. I’m not sure what.



As the Uber pulls up to Christine’s building, I see her walk out the door and turn away from me. I’m sure she didn’t see me; she’s just walking to her car or bus, but I tell the driver to pull over so I can exit the vehicle and run after her in my three-inch pumps. I must look like a maniac to anyone watching the scene, and it occurs to me that she might react poorly to a woman accosting her on the street, but I’ve got no choice now. I’ve got to stop her before I lose her in the rush hour crowd on the deep sidewalk.



“Christine!”I yell just before I reach her and she startles but doesn’t run away, thank god. She does look at me like I’m nuts, but who can blame her?



“Not here,” she hisses, then she grabs my arm and almost drags me into a coffee shop between a dry cleaners and a barbershop. I let her and count my lucky stars she’s not calling the cops on me.



“What are you doing, Stella?” she almost screams at me as we enter the shop, turning every head in the small seating area. I give her a look, and she calms down somewhat before she turns to look at the girl behind the counter as if she knows her. I can only assume she does as she motions for us to sit at one of the two empty tables.



“Are you trying to get me fired?” Chrisine asks in an angry whisper when we settle into the chairs.



“What are you talking about?” I counter and she rolls her eyes.



“Lewis Griffin, our managing partner, came by my desk and told me not to talk to you about Jessica anymore.”



I stare at her. “He was okay with you talking to me this afternoon,” I tell her. “He had his assistant walk me to your desk.”



“Well, I guess he changed his mind,” she whispers as the other patrons are all glancing at us while trying not to be obvious, at which they are failing miserably.



“Why? What’s he got to hide?”



She stares at me for a long moment before she leans forward. “Jessica said he was fucking her,” she whispers in an even quieter tone.



I lean back and stare at her. “Really? She never said anything about it to me.”



Christine nods. “I think it just started last week.”



“After over a year of her working here? That makes no sense.”



She shrugs. “What can I tell you? Maybe it took him a while to go there.” She looks at the woman behind the counter and waves her over. We order coffee to justify being at the table, and all of a sudden, I realize I’m starving. “You want to get something to eat?” I ask, but Christine shakes her head.



“No, I’ve got to get home to my girls, Stella.” She reaches into her purse when the woman brings our coffee to us, but I tell her I’ll pay for the coffee.



“Do you know who Jessica was dating, who Carl is?”



“Yes,” she says with a nod and a conspiratory look. “His name is Carl Evan, but I don’t know his number or where to find him. I’m sure there are a dozen men with that name here in town.”



“I’ll figure it out,” I tell her as she sips her coffee once and stands to leave.



“Sorry I couldn’t be more helpful, Stella,” she says as she adjusts her coat. “I hope you find her.”



“I will, Christine,” I tell her, feeling less confident than I sound. “I’ll figure it out.”



With that, she’s gone.



After paying for the coffee, I Uber back to the Marriott and look on the internet for all of the Carl Evans in Baton Rouge. I’m pleasantly surprised to find there are only a handful, so I pay the fee for each number. Most of them don’t answer, but the last one does, and after I explain who I am, he admits he knows Jessica.



“What’s happened to her?” he asks. “I haven’t heard from her in days, and she won’t return my calls. When I went by the law firm, they said she’d quit.”



I breathe a sigh of relief. Not only is he the Carl Evans I was looking for, he’s as invested in finding Jessica as I am.



“Can you meet me at the Marriott near the river, Carl?” I ask, and he agrees.



“I’ll be there in half an hour.”



We end the call, and I take a quick shower. I’m downstairs in the lobby five minutes early when I see a black man in a nice suit come through the door. I walk towards him, and he sizes me up as I approach.



“Stella?” he asks. I smile and nod.



“Thanks for coming on such short notice, Carl,” I tell him as I take the arm he offers me. “Do you mind if we talk in the restaurant? I haven’t eaten all day, and I’m starving.”



“No problem at all, Stella,” he says as he walks me toward the better of the two restaurants we have to choose from. “So, how do you know Jessica?” he asks, as we approach the hostess stand.



“I used to work in the same building until just a few weeks ago,” I tell him. I explain how Jess and I were nothing more than familiar faces until I moved to Chicago, and he listens intently after we order drinks and food. He doesn’t ask me how I knew to call him, but I explain anyway. There’s too much I wanted to find out from him to worry about oversharing.



“So, Jessica told me she was dating you,” I lead off, and he just nods, bless his heart. “I’m sorry if I was prying, but I really am worried about her.”



“No, I get it,” he says as our drinks arrive. “I’m just as concerned as you are, so don’t worry about asking me anything.”



I eye him for a few moments as I try to decide if he’s ready for what I have to tell him. “How much do you know about Jessica’s past, Carl?”



“Not much, to tell you the truth. She wasn’t holding back that I could tell, but I sensed a reluctance on her part to talk about it.”



I restrain myself from rolling my eyes – have truer words ever been spoken? “Yeah, well…” I give him a lopsided smile. “I’ve got a story to tell you, Carl.”



I tell Carl everything. All about J in New Orleans, how he met Jessica at the strip club where she worked after giving birth to Charlotte, how he dominated her and shared her with his friends for so many years, how she loved being dominated and humiliated by him. Carl took it all, but he didn’t look like he was enjoying his dinner. He barely touched it.



“And did she tell you about the club she found here in Baton Rouge?” I ask, not knowing if he could handle any more, but feeling as if I had no choice but to tell him. He shakes his head, so I plunge in.



“She heard about this place from her neighbor, who babysits her kids. It’s supposedly a strip club, but it’s a lot less about stripping and more about sex. Right out in the open. Even Jessica was astonished at how they flaunted the laws against prostitution, but one of the girls she got to know said they’ve never been raided in the five years she worked there. I imagine they’ve got some sort of arrangement with the cops or the DA or both. It doesn’t make sense, otherwise.”



“So, this is what Jessica’s been doing the last few weeks?” Carl asks in a small voice. I get why he’s so devastated –while she was dating him, she was fucking dozens if not hundreds of strangers on the side four or five nights a week. It still boggles my mind how much sex she’s been having.



“I’m afraid so, Carl. Sorry.” I’m losing my appetite as well, although I’ve already eaten enough to tide me over until morning.



“And you think she’s been what, Stella? Abducted by Maurice?”



“I wouldn’t go so far as to say she was abducted, Carl. More like co-opted. She told me more than once that she wanted that kind of life; controlled by a pimp, made to walk the streets but give him everything she earned, the whole nine yards. When we were first chatting about it, I wrote it off to hyperbole, but now I think she was serious. And if we can believe her super that she moved out of her apartment, my guess is she’s moved in with Patty and the other dancers who work for Maurice.”



“So, what do we do about it, Stella? If that’s the life she wants, who are we to tell her to stop?”



I hang my head and my eyes water. “See, that’s the thing, Carl. I encouraged her when she told me about the club. I tried to talk her out of strolling for Maurice or anyone else, but I didn’t tell her not to work at the Top Hat. For that, I feel like I owe it to her to find out if she’s had a change of heart, now that she knows what that life is really like. I think she had a, pardon the expression, glamorized view of streetwalking. I don’t know why, or where she came by it, but I know I was so blown away by what she was doing and how much she claimed to like it that I did wrong by her. I should have been a lot more forceful in trying to warn her about the downsides of that life, for her and her kids. I should have done more.”



It suddenly dawns on me that I’m crying when Carl hands me his handkerchief to wipe my eyes.



“Let’s find her, then, and see if we can rescue her. Or if she even wants to be rescued.”



I smile. “Thanks, Carl.”
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Carl and I spent the rest of dinner talking about Jessica, what we love about her, and how sad it is that she’s in the predicament she’s in. The more we talked, the more common ground we discovered, and the more I liked him.



“What are your intentions, Carl?” I ask as he’s paying the bill. I say it in such a way that I’m hoping he gets that I’m kidding, mostly, and he gives me a look that tells me he gets it.



“Honorable, Stella,” he says as he signs the receipt. “Nothing if not honorable.”



“So, you intend to marry our girl?” I snark, and he laughs. Not in a disrespectful way, thank god. More like he’s laughing at us, deciding our friend’s future.



“I won’t lie –the thought has crossed my mind,” he admits all serious all of a sudden. “Not that I was out shopping for rings or anything so bougie.” He shoots me a look, and it’s my turn to laugh. “But as I told Jess on our second date, she was having a profound impact on me. Never experienced anything like that before.” He leans close. “And I have been around the block a few times, if you get my drift.”



“Got it,” I say with a knowing smile. “So, where to now?” I ask as he helps me with my chair. Unlike with Lewis, I have no problem accepting his patriarchal gesture for what it is –a sign of respect.



“I’d say we go see Mr. Griffin,” he says softly. My whole body begins to vibrate.



“Now? Tonight?”



“Why not? We don’t have time to waste, do we? Who knows what Jessica is up to right now?”



I check my phone and show him the time display. “To be honest, I think I know exactly what Jess is doing right now.” I watch him carefully, but I see no sign of disapproval, or worse, disgust, although I can imagine he’s fighting those thoughts. How could he not?



“Yes, well…” he says with a crooked smile. “I imagine you’re right, Stella.” He offers his arm and I take it. I didn’t mean to rub his nose in how much Jessica hid from him, but the truth is, she did. I’m not sure why, and I can only imagine how he feels about it. I’m just glad he’s able to put those feelings aside and help me find her.



“You’re friends with Lewis, aren’t you?” I ask as we exit the restaurant and walk arm in arm through the lobby. It occurs to me that if we were headed to the elevators, a lot of assumptions would be made about us, and what we’re up to, but I put those thoughts out of my head. I guess one of the reasons I was so caught up in Jessica’s adventures at the Top Hat Club came from my morbid fascination with the sex work industry. It was never anything I aspired to try, in any aspect that I knew of, which wasn’t much. As I mentioned,
 Pretty Woman
 and movies like
 Belle du Jour
 , the French film from the 1960s, starring an incredibly beautiful Catherine Deneuve at the height of her fame, constituted the bulk of my familiarity with the ladies of the night, as they were referred to back in the day. Jessica blew my mind with her tales of strip club prostitution, something I had a suspicion might exist, but no idea how widespread it appears to be.



“I’ve known Lewis for years,” Carl says as he hands his valet stub to the attendant. While we wait for the car, he goes on. “I’ve used his firm even though he personally doesn’t represent me.”



“Will that be a problem?” I don’t know how the two men know each other, and I’m not sure I want to know.



“I don’t think so, but I don’t much care, either. I have no problem leveraging my standing with Lewis to get what we’re looking for.”



I’m impressed with his determination, but I wonder why he even brings it up at this point. We haven’t asked Lewis for his help yet, and Carl is big-dealing me about leverage. It seems odd.



When the valet pulls up to where we’re standing with Carl’s car, I’m impressed that he drives a late-model, all-electric BMW. I don’t know how or why but Jessica really hit the jackpot with Carl Evans, especially compared to the other men she’s had relationships with over the years, such as they were. A short fling in college that resulted in the birth of Charlotte, her daughter, and a longer but no less serious time with Leon, Jalen’s father who is also not in his child’s life, and of course the mysterious J who treated her like shit for six long years.



“We’ll be there in two shakes,” Carl says as he pulls away from the hotel. “He’s surprisingly close to the downtown area.”



“Why do you say ‘surprisingly’, Carl?” I ask.



He smiles and glances at me. “I live in Village Saint George, ten miles southeast of the city. I can’t imagine living so close to the projects the way Lewis does, but…” He stops abruptly, and I can only imagine what he was thinking. So close to where Jessica lives, perhaps? But I don’t call him on it. I need his help, and he’s helping me, so who am I to judge?



“Do you and Lewis socialize in the same circles?” I press, wondering how two unmarried black men of a certain age spend their time. Jessica told me that Lewis is twice-divorced and currently single, which explains his interest in her as far as I’m concerned.



“Not so much,” Carl says cryptically. “He’s been married a couple of times. He’s not now, but still. We don’t run with the same crowd.”



“I get that,” I tell him, but I really don’t. My social skills – and life – are practically nonexistent, given my career focus as of late. I decide to try a different line of attack to get more information from my companion.



“What do you do for a living, Carl? If you don’t mind me asking.”



He smiles as he turns down a nice street in what had been a sketchy section of town. Before too long, we’re parking in front of an old but well-maintained house that looks a little out of place – the proverbial best house in a bad neighborhood.



“I have a collection of small, mundane businesses, Stella,” he says as he kills the engine.



“Mundane?”



“A plumbing supply company, a string of dry cleaners, a package store, that sort of thing. I’ve diversified nicely so I never get into any trouble if the economy goes south, as it inevitably does.” He looks at me before we exit his vehicle. “I even own a piece of a law firm.” He cocks an eyebrow and mine shoot up.



“Lewis’s law firm?” I had no clue, not that I should have.



“The very same,” he says just before he opens his door and we climb out into the damp night air. “Lewis hit a rough patch during the financial crisis back in the aughts, and I lent him some money to tide him over. Rather than pay me back, we converted it into equity,” he says as he offers me his arm to walk me to the front door of what I presume is Lewis Griffin’s home. Carl hasn’t really confirmed anything so far.



“Are you a loan shark, Carl?” I ask while trying to act cool and not pulling it off. Suddenly, I feel completely vulnerable with a man I know next to nothing about. Worse, no one knows I’m here tonight. I could be walking into a trap of some kind.



“No, not in the traditional sense, Stella,” he says with practiced assurance in his tone. “I’m not Tony Soprano, if that’s what you’re asking.” We walk at a leisurely pace up the walkway to the front door. “I operate on a much larger scale, lending to businesses mostly and taking a stake if they have trouble repaying the loan.”



“The way banks do?” I know a little about business –just enough to be dangerous. Although not as dangerous as Carl seems to be all of a sudden.



“A bit,” he says with a coy smile. “I’m not nearly as big as the smallest local bank, so I have to do more unconventional loans.”



I can only imagine.



We’re at the front door and he presses the button. The doorbell has one of those built-in cameras, probably not a bad idea in this neighborhood, but rather than getting quizzed via the smart doorbell, the front door opens, as if whoever is opening it saw us coming. Which maybe he did, I think to myself.



It’s Lewis Griffin standing in front of us. Of course.



“Carl?” he asks, giving the lie to my speculations of collusion between the two men. “Ms. Morris?” he says after he glances at me. “I don’t understand.”



Clearly.



“May we come in, Lewis?” Carl asks as he pulls open the storm door. “We need to talk to you.”



“Yes, of course,” Lewis says as he backs away from the doorway to allow us to enter. Carl motions me inside and follows close behind me. The room is extremely well-decorated, like something out of an architectural magazine, also a surprise to me. The place doesn’t match the man, to my mind.



“This has something to do with Jessica, doesn’t it?” Lewis asks after we enter, but before he invites us to sit or offers us something to drink. I suppose he’s in a state of shock, but I mean, really? It’s rude.



“It does, indeed,” Carl says in a lighter tone than I would have used. I don’t know why I seem to be the only one taking Jessica’s disappearance seriously. “Do you know anything about it, Lewis?”



“Why would I?” he counters, which spikes my heart rate. He’s awfully defensive all of a sudden, much more so than at the office. Not to mention him telling Christine to not talk to me anymore. What the fuck?



Suddenly, it dawns on me. Lewis is fucking Jessica! And his silent partner, assuming a man like Carl can stay silent about anything that he makes money from, is dating her. Which I’m sure isn’t sitting well with either of them, assuming they both know about the others’ involvement.



My head is spinning.



“Lewis, calm down. We’re just asking if you know where our friend is now. We’re not accusing you of anything.”



Lewis does seem to calm down a bit, but he’s not anymore forthcoming with information, assuming he has any. Which is not a safe assumption, to my mind. So I decide to take a different approach.



“Jessica told me about a club she was going to, Lewis,” I begin. “The Top Hat Club. Have you ever heard of it?” I know I’m treading on thin ice bringing up a strip club to the man who met his former receptionist at another strip club, but I’m through playing it safe. I want to find Jess, and I want to find her before she gets in too deep. Or worse.



“I have,” he says, but in a tone that surprises me. It’s as if he’s surprised, but not that I know about the club, just surprised. He looks at Carl with…something. Confusion? Guilt? I don’t know what.



I continue. “We can’t locate it. It doesn’t show up anywhere on the web, and when I asked a cabbie to take me there, he claimed not to have ever heard of it. Do you know where it is, Lewis?”



He acts confused as he glances at Carl before he turns to me. “I do,” he says tersely. I have an even stronger feeling he’s hiding something.



“Can you tell us where it is?” I ask patiently. Well, not so patiently, to be honest.



“Better yet, can you take us there?” Carl says with a tight smile. Lewis looks at him again but doesn’t speak for a long moment.



Finally, he says, “Sure.”
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Carl follows Lewis, who decided to take his own car to show us the way to the Top Hat Club. “You think this is a good idea?” I ask as he pulls away from the curb and falls in behind Lewis’s Mercedes.



“I think it’s the best way to find Jessica,” he says without looking at me. We’re winding our way through the side streets near the downtown area I’m not familiar with, which only increases my unease. From everything Jessica told me about the club, I’m going to stick out like a sore thumb. But I have to agree with Carl’s assessment that we need to do this, even if it does make me nervous as hell.



“The real question,” he continues after a few seconds, “is what are we going to do when we find her. I doubt she’s going to just up and leave with us.”



“I just want to talk to her, hopefully out of the presence of her pimp.”



He turns to look at me. “You really think she has a pimp already?”



“It’s the only reason I can think of for her to vanish like this. I guess it’s a long shot that she’s still working at the club, but assuming she’s under Maurice’s thumb, I imagine he’d keep her working there alongside his other girls.”



“How many girls does he control?”



“The number seemed to vary whenever Jessica got new information from Patty, the other white girl who worked at the club, but as many as six from what she said.”



“That’s quite a lot, I imagine,” Carl says as he pulls into a parking spot on a dark street behind Lewis. I’m not sure this is the kind of neighborhood to leave two luxury sedans at this time of night, but I don’t see any alternatives, either. Carl kills the engine, and the silence of the compartment seems to engulf us. I shake off my nerves and open the passenger door as Carl and Lewis exit on the street side.



“You’re sure this is the place?” I ask Lewis as he leads us to an unmarked door that doesn’t look at all like the entrance to a gentlemen’s club. But when we get inside, I hear music playing behind another interior door where a large black man is standing guard while a black woman sits behind a glass window like an old-fashioned movie box office. Lewis goes to her and pulls a roll of money out of his back pocket, not quite like Tony Soprano but pretty darn close. I give Carl a look, but he’s eyeing the guard who is watching me like I don’t belong here. Which I don’t.



After Lewis settles up with the cashier, we push through the door, and the music blasts us as we enter a dark room that is both larger and smaller than I expected. I had imagined the club during the weeks Jessica described it to m,e and it’s nothing like I imagined, with subdued lighting except for the runway in the center that is flooded with spotlights. A half-naked black girl is gyrating to the beat of the sound system as some of the men watch her from a few feet away, but their attention is also on the bevy of naked women wandering around the tables and patrons except for the ones who are sitting on someone’s lap or kneeling at their feet and sucking their exposed cocks. The scene is much like I imagined from Jessica’s descriptions but the reality of it all astounds me just the same.



Then I see our girl. Jessica is squatting in front of a black man who remains seated at a table, her head bobbing up and down at his crotch. She’s wearing the dog collar and leash she told me about last week while a naked black girl watches as Jessica fellates the patron. I can’t hear anything but the sound system, but it looks as if the leash-holder is talking to Jessica or the man she’s servicing, something Jessica told me about when we chatted, but the difference between hearing about it and watching it happen is incredible.



“Let’s grab a seat at the bar,” Carl yells in my ear to overcome the loud music. We walk to the small bar, and I sit on the only stool available as Carl and Lewis flank me. Whether they do so to protect me or not, it’s reassuring. I feel so exposed, even though I’m the only woman in the room who is fully dressed. But the other women are clearly supposed to be here, and I am just as clearly not.



Before we can order drinks, another black man who acts as if he’s in charge, approaches Carl. They talk in each other’s ears to make themselves heard, but I hear nothing of their short conversation until the manager nods and walks away. Lewis seems almost as uncomfortable as I am, but Carl seems to be right at home, which is surprising to me for someone who claimed to not know of this place’s existence a few hours ago. I give him a look, and he leans over to shout in my ear over the music, which is mercifully winding down as the girl on the stage is now completely naked.



“I asked him if we could speak to Jessica,” he yells. “He said he’d bring her over when she’s finished.” He nods at the scene again, of Jessica on a leash with a cock in her mouth and I’m shocked by the sight all over again. I watch in morbid fascination as the manager –I can only assume that’s his role –walks to Jessica’s leash-holder and talks to her as the music for the girl on the stage ends and an eerie quiet falls over the crowd. The black girl looks our way and then nods to the manager just as Jessica appears to finish her assignment and stand up, collects her money left on the table and hands it to the manager. All this feels so familiar to me from our chats, but once again, the reality of watching what I could only imagine before is so unreal and disorienting.



Then Jessica sees Lewis, Carl, and me at the bar. Her expression of shock is palpable but the leash-holder tugs her towards us and she follows with her eyes downcast.



With no one dancing on the stage, the sound system is mercifully silent, so the only sounds are those made by the girls as they work their way around the floor in their stripper heels. The relative quiet is almost as unnerving as the scene, until Jessica’s leash-holder arrives with our girl in tow. I’m shocked by the sight of her, from her nakedness – she’s wearing only the stickon name tag above her nipple, just as she described it in our chat –but her hair is disheveled, her thighs are wet with the ‘slime trail’ she also described for me, and her feet are wide apart as she does the ‘whore’s walk’ she also told me about so that the cum dripping from her pussy doesn’t ruin her shoes.



“Rashad said you wanted to talk to Jessica, my bitch,” the black girl, who can’t be more than 20, almost sneers at us, mostly at me. Thankfully, Carl steps forward and puts the girl in her place.



“Leave us,” he says as he holds out his hand for the end of Jessica’s leash. The black girl, who must be Aisha, from Jessica’s description of the girl she said was the club’s headliner, has that attitude about her as she tries to stare down Carl, but he doesn’t flinch. Finally, the girl hands him the loop at the end of the leash, turns dramatically, and struts off.



Jessica, who has been staring at her feet the whole time, peeks up at us and asks in a whisper, “What are y’all doing here?”



I step forward. “Jessica, we were worried about you. We want to make sure you’re all right.”



“I’m fine,” she says in the most unconvincing tone imaginable. She looks down again.



I turn to Carl. “Can we go somewhere? Doesn’t the manager have an office?”



“I’m sure he does,” Carl says as he turns to look for the man in question. When he finds him and signals for him to come back, it strikes me as odd. Once again, I’m feeling as if there is more to Carl than meets the eye, especially regarding the club.



“We’d like to use your office,” he says when Rashad approaches. Without hesitation, he says yes, and Carl walks away while still holding onto Jessica’s leash. I give Lewis a look, but he just raises an eyebrow and turns to follow. I fall in behind them as several of the patrons watch our little parade away from the stage.



The office is small and dirty, exactly what I would expect the manager’s office at a strip club to look like had I put any thought into it, which I haven’t. The lighting is bright and harsh from a bare fluorescent ceiling fixture, and there are files and papers strewn across the desk. It occurs to me that Jessica said Rashad fucked her on that desk and I have to wonder where she would have been able to find the room to make herself available to him.



“What’s going on, Jessica?” I ask after I close the door behind me. “What are you doing?”



She doesn’t look at me but keeps her eyes downcast. “Why are you all here?” she whispers in the relative quiet of the office. She seems so forlorn that my heart almost breaks for her. We look at each other, and I step forward and take the leash from Carl, then I unhook it from Jessica’s collar. She lets me without making eye contact.



“We were worried about you, Jess,” I say softly as I unbuckle the collar and toss it on the desk. “You didn’t say a word, you just disappeared on us. What did you expect us to do?”



She finally lifts her eyes just enough to see mine before she looks at her feet again. That she’s standing naked amongst us doesn’t help, but I can’t imagine everything she’s going through right now. Being naked seems to be the last of her issues, but still. I touch her arm and she doesn’t flinch. She looks at me again.



“It was the night I talked to the girls about going rogue, Stella,” she says so softly, I wonder if the men can hear her. “I was walking home with them after the club closed. We were talking about strolling and suddenly, Maurice appeared out of nowhere. He’s the pimp I told you about that Patty and some of the others work for.”



“He’s the one that Frank the super told you to talk to about seeing clients at your apartment, right?”



“Yeah, he’s the one.” She looks down again. “I had just started talking to the girls about it when he was walking with us out of the blue.”



“He’d heard about what you wanted to do, hadn’t he?” I ask gently. When Jessica disappeared, I realized that confiding in Frank was probably a mistake but it was too late –I was sure he let Maurice know what Jessica wanted and the opportunity she presented for the pimp who controlled her building. I wish with all my heart I’d realized in advance what would happen, but it never occurred to me.



“Yeah, he had,” Jessica whispers while staring at her shoes. “From Frank and Georgia.”



“Your sitter? She told him?”



“She still works for him,” Jessica says with a heartbreaking tone. “I had no idea, but she does.”



“She’s still whoring?” I’m astounded.



“She just does incalls from her apartment, but yeah, she does.” Tears are running down Jessica’s face. “I was such a fool to trust her.”



“She’s the one who told you about this place, wasn’t she?” I ask as I put everything together at last. She’d been setting Jessica up from the start.



“Yeah, she was.” Jessica looks up with her eyes red and filled with tears. “But it’s okay, Stella. This is what I wanted all along.”



I wish I could say I’m stunned by Jessica’s admission, but the truth is, I’m not. After reading back through our chats on Reddit, I realized that she admitted to me at least a dozen times that she was desperate to give herself up to a streetwise pimp who would control her, take care of her and her kids in return for everything she earned as a stripper, whore, and I can only imagine what all else.



“But what about your kids, Jess?” I ask in desperation. “What’s to become of them? Especially Charlotte?”



Jessica looks at me but says nothing. She doesn’t have to.



Just then, the office door bursts open and a black man I don’t recognize storms in.



“What the fuck do y’all think you’re doing here?” he yells.



“Hello, Maurice,” Carl says in a too-calm voice.



“Carl?” the man asks. “What the fuck you doing with my whore?”



“Let’s talk.”
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“You two know each other?” I ask, stunned and confused. I know the name, of course. Jessica mentioned Maurice several times in our chats as the pimp that runs Patty and several of the black girls who dance at the Top Hat Club. She also mentioned that he’s very controlling –he holds Patty’s phone when she’s not strolling, cutting her off from the rest of the world. But Patty has been a streetwalking whore for all her adult life and is used to being ‘owned’ by her pimp, of which Maurice is only the latest in a long string. I assumed Maurice seized control of Jessica when she disappeared, so I’m not surprised that he showed up tonight. We need to hash things out, and he might as well hear what I have to say on Jessica’s behalf.



What I didn’t expect was for Carl to know Maurice. Or to know
 of
 Maurice, even.



“Yeah, we know each other real well,” Maurice growls without taking his eyes off of Carl. “What the fuck, nigger? Why you fucking here, talking to my new bitch?”



Carl stares Maurice down with impressive intensity, but I’m still so confused. The silent standoff lasts for a few more incredibly uncomfortable moments before Maurice turns to me.



“And who the fuck are you?” he asks in a menacing tone. Then he gives me a predatory smile that makes my blood run cold. “Amateur Night is every other Wednesday if you want to try out.”



“I’m a friend of Jessica’s,” I manage to respond, but he just sneers at me.



“I decide who’s friends with my whores, understand?” He stares at me so hard I feel myself wilting. He’s not physically imposing, but his force of personality is off the charts, just as Jessica described him. I can see how she feels helpless around him, if that’s what happened.



But I need to change that.



“I’m here to get her away from you, Maurice,” I manage in a too-timid voice which elicits a laugh from him, high and almost unhinged.



“You fucking kidding me, bitch? Who the fuck you think you are?”



“She’s with me, Maurice,” Carl says in a low voice as he steps forward.



The pimp side-eyes him. “Just because you own this place,
 Carl
 , don’t mean you get to tell me how to run my business.”



“You own the club?” I ask Carl, astounded.



“I do,” he admits without taking his eyes off of Maurice. “And if you want to keep bringing your girls here, Maurice, you’ll back the fuck off.” He steps toward the pimp and goes eyeball to eyeball with him like something out of an old blaxploitation movie from decades ago, but Maurice seems to be caving under the pressure. He steps back before he turns and glares at me, then he turns to Jessica, the reason we’re all here. Without looking up, she cowers under his gaze.



“Y’all got five minutes,” he says to no one in particular before he storms out of the office and slams the door. Jessica shudders at the bang of the door against the frame as tears stream down her face.



I’m at a loss for where to begin. But my most immediate concern is for my friend.



“You don’t need to do this, Jess,” I tell her. I touch her arm, but she flinches, as if she’s scared of me, which is insane. I search her for signs of abuse but see nothing –no bruises, no marks of any kind. But abuse comes in many forms. Jessica is clearly a battered woman, if only psychologically. “I –we –can get you out of here.” I glance at Carl, wanting to scream at him for misleading me about his knowledge of the club –he fucking
 owns
 it! What the
 fuck?
 I want to scream at him, but I don’t. “Just say the word and we’ll get you out.”



After an excruciating, silent pause, Jessica looks at me through mostly downcast eyes. Her tears continue to stream down her cheeks, but her eyes are on mine, at last.



“I don’t want to get out, Stella,” she whispers. “This is what I want. This is all I ever wanted.”



I’m dumbfounded. I knew she
 thought
 she wanted this, but I also thought the harsh reality of life as a pimp’s prostitute would be too much for her. That she would wake up to the insanity of a life that held no agency and no future, for her or her kids.



“What about Charlotte and Jalen, Jess? Is this the life you want for them?”



She glares at me suddenly. “What kind of life did I provide for them before, Stella?”



I’m stunned. “You’re a loving mother who is doing the best she can, Jess.”



“I was a terrible mother,” she says without looking at me. “I never should have had kids. They’re my world, and I love them but I’m not a good mother, Stella. You know it and I know it, so who are we trying to kid?”



“Is Maurice going to do a better job raising them?” I ask and she flinches. I don’t want to hurt her but the path she’s chosen is nuts. She has to see that.



I turn to Carl. “You agree with me, don’t you?” He’s been silent so far but I don’t know if I know who he is now. He owns this club? How in the world…?



“It’s Jessica’s call, Stella. She’s their mother.” He raises an eyebrow. “Unless you want to get Child Protective Services involved.”



“Nooo,” Jessica moans, and it breaks my heart to hear her like this. “Don’t take my kids away from me, Stella. Please!”



“I won’t call CPS, Jessica. I would never do that to you.”



She looks at me fully. “I can’t go back to my old life, Stella. I gave up my job and my apartment.”



“Did you move in with Maurice?”



“I moved in with Patty and her kids.” She’s bawling, but she’s not budging. I can’t believe it.



“But you said that Maurice controls Patty. Keeps her phone except when she’s strolling for him, right?”



“Yes.”



“So, does he keep your phone now?” I was almost certain this is the case – it’s the only thing that would explain why I haven’t heard from her for days. It’s why I’m here.



“He does,” she sniffs. “I don’t mind, though.”



I’m devastated. “How can you say that, Jess? You never want to hear from me anymore? Is that what you’re saying?”



She doesn’t say anything. She just stands there, naked but for her shoes and collar, her hand clasped at her pussy, as if she’s ashamed of her nakedness. Which is ridiculous. The girl I know has no shame about being naked. She’s proven that much to me.



“Stella,” Carl says in a low voice. “Maybe we should listen to her.”



I whirl to face him. “What the fuck, Carl? You own this place? You told me you didn’t know where it was and now I find out that you
 own it?”



He stares at me but doesn’t respond. I feel like I could throttle him.



Suddenly, I’m aware of Lewis standing behind Carl. I crane my neck and scream, “And what about you, Lewis? You brought Jessica to Baton Rouge in the first place. Are you okay with all this?”



He shrugs. “The day I met Jessica she was a stripper who sucked my dick for fifty bucks. What’s changed?”



I want to kill the man. Pure and simple. I want to kill him. But I ignore him. He’ll be no help in this – that much is clear to me.



“Is that how you feel, Carl?” I ask, seething.



“No, it’s not,” he says quietly. “I doubt you’ll believe me, Stella, but I had no idea that Jessica was working here until you called me. That’s when I put it all together.”



“Okay, let’s say that’s true,” I say to Carl. “Now that you know what’s going on, are you okay with it?”



He stares at me for a long moment before he glances at Jessica. I try to read what he’s thinking by the way he looks at her but I can’t. I have no idea what he’s thinking. So I wait.



“Is this really what you want, Jessica?” he asks her. She keeps her eyes downcast. We all wait for her to find her voice. Hopefully, before Maurice comes back.



“I told you, Stella,” she says at last. “I never thought of myself as a wife. I always thought of myself as white trash, a stripper who had two kids with two different men. What did you think would happen to me?”



I almost lose it. “It doesn’t have to be like this, Jessica. You can change. I’ll help you.”



She looks at me with sad eyes. “Talking with you convinced me that this is what I really wanted all along, Stella.”



Fucking hell.
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“She’s okay,” Carl tells me over the phone.



“Just okay?” I’m back in Chicago. Against my better judgment, I left Jessica in Baton Rouge to live out her ‘dream’, such as it is. I didn’t want to but she would not listen to reason.



Or maybe I wouldn’t listen to her reasons.



“No, she’s better than okay, Stella,” he says. “She’s good.”



“How can that possibly be true, Carl? I ask you.”



“She came over to my house yesterday, Stella. Brought the kids. Spent the day. I made it clear to Maurice that I need her to come to me, no strings attached, once a month or he and all his girls are banned from the club, so he allowed it.”



“Would you have followed through on your threat if he’d said no?”



“Absolutely. Although, I’m not sure it would have been better for Jessica in the long run. I like having her at the club every night, so that Rashad can keep an eye on her as well.”



“Is Rashad trustworthy, Carl?”



He hesitates. “Well, you tell me, Stella. He’s been running the club for me for five years and I’ve never had an issue with him.”



“That you know of.” I’m not in a trusting mood these days, with Carl or Rashad or any man, for that matter. They’re all pigs, as far as I’m concerned.



“I’d know if he was fucking with me, Stella.”



“But we already know he’s fucking Jessica, Carl. What about that?”



He sighs. I want to reach through the phone line and choke him, but I say nothing. Jessica hasn’t called me, not once, in the weeks since the night we surprised her at the club. I’m not sure if that’s her choice or Maurice limiting her access to her phone, but it really doesn’t matter. Either way, I’m dependant on Carl for information about her, so I keep my mouth shut.



“She’s fucking untold men each night, Stella. What’s one more?”



He’s got a point, much as I hate to admit it. I never would have believed a woman could fuck as many men as Jessica does without a break before she convinced me otherwise. Even before I went to the club and saw it with my own eyes I had my doubts, but everything she told me seemed to be on the up and up, so I just have to adjust my sense of what women can handle. What
 some
 women can handle. I know I never could. Not even close.



“Tell me how she looked, Carl. And how are her kids?”



“They seem fine, Stella. I didn’t get much from Jalen, but Charlotte was really talkative, and she said everything is good.”



“She’s eight, Carl. What does she know?”



He sighs again. “Well, she didn’t complain, and I took her aside when Jessica had to console Jalen about some mishap he suffered…”



“What happened to him, Carl?” I didn’t need to hear that. The thought of Jalen getting hurt hit me hard. I feel bad enough that I was in any way responsible for the upending of his life as it was –I don’t know what I would do if things got worse for him than living under Maurice’s thumb.



“Nothing serious, just a knee scrape or some such thing, Stella. He was fine. He just needed his mother’s undivided attention for a few minutes, she told me after.”



“But you got to talk to Charlotte? Really talk to her?”



“I did. She’s not happy about changing schools, but she might be better off in the long run. She’s not as much of a minority in the new place.”



“Oh, right.” I forget that Charlotte – and Jalen, for that matter – are black. “Their first school was mostly white?”



“Charlotte’s in school. Jalen was in pre-school, which he’s not anymore. He gets to stay home with his mom and their roommates now.”



I frown. “Yeah, but doesn’t Jessica sleep all day?” I heard from Carl that after the club closes at midnight, Jessica dances every night now – she’s on the streets, strolling, as she put it. Most nights, she doesn’t get home until almost dawn.



“Still, he’s home, which Jessica sees as a plus. It’s why she wanted to quit the job with Lewis’s law firm, so he wouldn’t have to go to preschool.”



“So, who watches him?”



“I don’t know, Stella. I’m just telling you what I heard from Charlotte and Jessica.”



“But Charlotte’s okay? She told you that?”



“She did. She likes the new place. Apparently, it’s roomier than their old place even if more people are living there. I haven’t seen it so I don’t know for sure, but her old place was kind of a dump.”



“Yeah, I know,” I allow. “I was only there once, but I hear you.” I’m still not convinced Jessica or her kids are better off living under Maurice’s thumb, no matter how they see it. Not that I can do anything about it. That’s the part that kills me. I’m as helpless as Jessica is these days.



Lack of agency sucks, pure and simple.



“What’s your endgame, Stella?” he asks me out of the blue. I’m so caught off guard that I don’t answer for several seconds. “Are you still there?” he asks, eventually.



“Yeah, I’m here, Carl.” I look at my coffee sitting on my desk at my new job. I’m happy I moved to Chicago but I still feel like I abandoned Jessica, so it’s a mixed bag for me. But I had to move on with my life. “I don’t know,” I tell him at last. “You?”



“The same, I guess. I’m still rather taken with her and her kids, which is new for me. I thought I was content to be alone but there’s something about that girl that is so hard to put aside.”



“Yeah, I hear you. I just wish I didn’t feel so guilty about what’s become of her, you know?”



“Stella, you can’t blame yourself for the choices another adult human being makes.” I nod, absentmindedly. “She’s responsible for her situation, not you.”



“I could have talked her out of it, or at least not encouraged her the way I did.” I shake my head. “I never thought she was serious, to be honest. I went back and reread the transcript of our chats a dozen times and it’s all right there. If I’d only believed what she was telling me.”



He sighs. “Are you going to beat yourself up forever, Stella?”



“Probably. It’s so preposterous, when you think about it.”



“But it’s also exactly what she wanted.”



“Yeah, it is. But it’s not good for her.”



“I talked to Rashad about Maurice, Stella. He said that as far as pimps go, Maurice is the best Jessica could have hoped for. He doesn’t deal or get his girls hooked on drugs, he doesn’t beat them up, he takes good care of their kids. Patty’s been with him for over five years.”



“I suppose you’re right, Carl. I have to let this go. I’m just depressed about it. If things go the way you expect, I’ll never talk to Jessica again.”



“I’ve made it clear to Maurice that I need to see her once a month, Stella. Come down for her next visit and you can see her then. I’m sure I can give you enough notice to get here.”



I hesitate, then add, “I’m not sure if that might be worse, Carl.”



He’s silent for a few seconds. “Yeah, I get that. Well, let me know what you decide, Stella.”



“I will, Carl. And thanks. For everything.”









 Epilogue







One year later







“Hi, Jessica,” I whisper as she comes through Carl’s front door. I asked him not to tell her I would be here for her monthly visit with him, and from the look on her face, he didn’t.



She looks shocked.



But at least she’s not running away, either.



“Mommy?” Jalen asks. “Who’s that?” He’s older than I remember, obviously, and growing like a weed.



“A friend, baby,” Jessica says without taking her eyes from mine. “Charlotte, take Jalen out back for me, okay?” she tells her daughter, who saw me but didn’t react. She also looks older than I remember, but my memory of both of Jessica’s kids is pretty hazy. I only met them once and didn’t spend any quality time getting to know them. Which was probably for the best.



“How are you, Jessica?” I ask in a warm tone.



“I’m okay,” she says cautiously. “You?”



“Also good.”



“Did you move back to Baton Rouge?”



“No, I just flew down for the day, Jess.”



“Just to see me?”



“That’s right.”



Tears begin to stream down her cheeks. I go to her and we hug as she sobs into my shoulder. This isn’t what I expected – I don’t know what I expected – but it feels good just the same. I don’t know what I would have done if she refused to see me.



“I’m so sorry, Stella,” she whispers into my neck as she sobs. “I’m just so sorry.”



“For what, Jess?”



“For disappointing you. For not telling you what happened. For everything.”



I just hold her and stroke her back. She feels good, thank god. Not too skinny, which I worried about for some reason, like I expected Maurice to starve her or something.



“So, what’s it like for you?” I ask when she regains her composure. “Is it what you hoped it would be?” I’m not sure I want to know, but I have to ask.



“Does anyone want something to drink?” Carl asks, reminding me with a start that he’s still in the room. In his house. I turn to look at him with a blank expression, my brain overloaded with emotion. “Coffee? Tea? Scotch?”



“Water for me,” I tell him and Jessica nods.



“Tea would be nice,” she adds, and Carl disappears from his living room into the kitchen at the back of the house, leaving me alone with my friend for the first time in over a year.



“Are you okay, really, Jess?” I whisper.



She nods but the tears keep streaming down her beautiful face. If her new life is not what she hoped it would be, it’s not evidenced by her appearance. She looks good. I’m not sure how I feel about that, though.



“I’m good, Stella. I really am.” She keeps her eyes downcast, as if it’s too painful to look at me. “I’m sorry I haven’t called or anything. I really am.”



“I figured Maurice wouldn’t let you.”



She just nods.



“And you’re okay with that?”



She looks up at me and nods again. “Don’t hate me, Stella. I couldn’t take it if you hated me.”



I motion for her to sit on the couch and I sit next to her, my arm around her shoulder. I pull her to me and she sobs on my shoulder.



“I could never hate you, Jessica. I worry about you, and I miss you. But I will always love you.”



“Why?” she asks in a voice that breaks my heart. “Why do you think you love me, Stella?”



I stop for a second and think. She’s asked me this before and I want to get it right. I might never see her again. I pull her close and lean down to whisper in her ear.



“I admire you, Jessica. You figured out what you want early on and went for it. It may have taken you a while to find it, but it seems like you have. In a way I can never understand, you seem content with your life. And happier than I’ve ever been.”



After a long silences, she says, “I found nothing, Stella. It found me.”



“No, that’s not true. You found Georgia, who told you about the Top Hat Club and you went for it. You made it known that you wanted to be a whore, knowing that Maurice would take you up on it. And now you are. You’re exactly what you always wanted to be. I don’t know anyone else who flaunted convention so completely to get what you wanted, Jessica.”



“You don’t think I’m worthless? Because I do.”



“Maybe worthless is what you call it, but I call it fulfilled. I can’t think of it any other way, Jess, or it would break my heart. Because I never tried to talk you out of it.”



“I’m glad you didn’t, Stella. Or I’d still be answering the phones at Lewis’s firm and slowly going crazy with regret and boredom.”



“Regret, Jess? About what?”



“That I couldn’t see how much Leon loved me. Or even if I did see it, it wasn’t what I wanted. I couldn’t see that he’d have been good for me. I should have seen that.”



“I think J clouded your judgment about Leon, Jess. You were still under his control, his spell, even. That’s on him, not you.”



“Still, now I’m a streetwalking whore. Is that anything to brag about?”



“It is to me, Jess. I’m amazed by you, even if I couldn’t imagine doing what you do. But it feels right for you.”



“But it’s not right for the kids, is it?” She looks up at me, and my heart wants to break again.



“Let’s talk to Carl about the kids, Jess.” She sits up and looks at me with surprise.



“Carl? What’s he got to…”



I cut her off. “Let’s just talk to him, okay? Don’t shut it down without asking, Jess.”



“I feel…” she starts, and I put a finger to her lips.



“I’ll ask if you’re not comfortable,” I whisper. “Carl?”



“Yes,” he answers, almost immediately. “I was just fixing lunch for the kiddos.”



I wave him over and ask him to sit, in his own house, no less. How presumptuous of me. I’m my father’s daughter, no doubt about it.



“What would you say to having Charlotte and Jalen over more often?” I ask, and I feel Jessica stiffen but, like the good submissive she so clearly is, she says nothing.



“They can come over as often as Jessica wants them to,” he says without hesitation. “They’re great kids, Jess. You’ve done an amazing job with them all on your own.”



“Thanks,” she whispers without looking up.



“Maurice won’t be an issue?” I ask.



He laughs. “No, I’ve got Maurice’s number.” He looks at Jessica, who still has her eyes downcast, then he looks at me and raises his eyebrows. I nod. “Do you know how much he makes off of his girls at the club each month?”



I shake my head. “No, but I can only imagine it’s a lot.”



“It’s obscene,” he says with a sneer before he realizes what he’s said and looks at Jessica again with his eyes full of pain. “Sorry, Jess.”



“No, it’s okay,” she whispers as the tears begin to flow gently. “I know it’s a lot.”



“The club gets 40% of the fees they collect,” he explains. “Now, Maurice doesn’t control all of the girls who work the floor but he’s got a fair number of them. And I hear that Jessica is threatening to displace Aisha as the headliner.”



She looks up and shakes her head emphatically. “No, that’s not true.”



“You’re quite a hit, Jess. Rashad told me that the take went up substantially once you began working every night.”



“That’s another thing, Carl,” I start. “Can you talk to Rashad, or better yet, to Maurice, and see about getting Jessica more time off? She’s doing too much…”



“No,” Jessica says without looking at me. “No, Stella. I don’t want you to intervene.”



“Jess,” I whisper. “It’s too much.”



“Patty’s been doing it for years,” she says with a surprisingly forceful tone. “And she’s got four kids and is older than me.”



“This isn’t a competition, Jessica,” Carl says gently.



“And it’s not my place to ask for special treatment,” she says to him before she turns to me. “I told you once that I want to live in the degradation, Stella. And you said you admired me for choosing what I wanted in life. This is what I want. No agency. None.”



I look helplessly at Carl and he shrugs. “She’s got a point.”



“Even after a full year of it, Jess?” I plead.



“Patty’s been doing it for almost twenty years, Stella.” She doesn’t say anything more. She doesn’t have to.



“But getting back to the children, Jessica,” Carl begins. “Would you be okay with them living with me?”



“Full time?” she asks in a near panic. “I’d never see them?”



Carl shakes his head. “You could see them whenever you like. I’ll make sure of that with Maurice.”



Jessica looks at me. “It would be better for them, wouldn’t it?”



I nod. “I think you know it would, Jess.”



She nods. “I’ve worried about Charlotte,” she says softly. “I worry about her getting swept up in the life.” She looks at me. “I don’t know if I ever told you but Aisha is Georgia’s daughter.”



I blink, astonished. “The babysitter? Who used to stroll?” I guess I shouldn’t be surprised, but I am. And pissed, when another thought occurs to me. “She got paid by Maurice for sending you to the Top Hat, didn’t she?”



“I suppose so,” Jessica says without any of my anger. “I haven’t seen her since we moved out of the building.”



“I imagine Frank the super got paid as well,” I say to Carl, who shrugs again.



“Most likely,” he agrees.



“I don’t like Maurice,” I say to no one in particular.



“Don’t say that, Stella,” Jessica pleads. “He takes good care of me, of us.”



“Carl will take better care of you, Jess,” I say as I look at him, and he smiles warmly. “I’m sure of that.”



“Me too, Stella,” Jessica says as she smiles at me for the first time in a while. “Thank you for being my friend.”



“I love you, Jessica,” I whisper.



She smiles. “I love you, too, Stella.”











Click
 
here

 to leave a
 review
 of




The Receptionist (Part 3)



[image: ]







Please leave a
 review
 ! Or even just a
 rating
 !



(They really,
 really
 help a girl out!)



Thank you so much!



Check out my blog at
 
hotwivesandwhores.blogspot.com





Email

 me to sign up for my newsletter and I’ll send you a book of mine, your choice, for free!



(Be sure to let me know which one you want)




lenawhitegirl@gmail.com


















Coming Soon


[image: ]








(Click here to go to my

 
Amazon

 
Author Page)








My Audiobooks


[image: ]




My Titles on Audible














Lena White and Badger Therese


[image: ]




Cruise 1

 ~
 
Cruise 2

 ~
 
Gaia



[image: ]




Secrets

 ~
 
Delusion

 ~
 
Dilemma

 ~
 
Bliss



















[image: ]




Reluctant Cuckold

 ~
 
Country Cuckold

 ~
 
Cuckold Dreams















[image: ]




Another Cuckold Tale

 ~
 
Black Owned Hotwife

 ~
 
First Time Hotwife

















[image: ]




Trophy Hotwife

 ~
 
Unicorn

 ~
 
Socialite Hotwife











[image: ]




Whore

 ~
 
Escort

 ~
 
Hooker

















[image: ]




 
A Cuckold’s Tale

 ~
 
Black Bull Club

 ~
 
The Hotwife Whisperer





















OEBPS/Image00004.jpg





OEBPS/Image00005.jpg
Andrea Martln and Lena White

Hotwife






OEBPS/Image00002.jpg
Slave Ofthe New il An Unconventional pits
Confederacy Reverse Harem Fantasy [\ siice of Life Harem Fantasy






OEBPS/Image00003.jpg
Recently Released Coming Soon






OEBPS/Image00000.jpg
Lena White]






OEBPS/Image00001.jpg
Len White

/ }
f V4 /
N

L #
-—

The Receptionist

Part 2

A Very Dark Men’s Fantasy
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