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~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Book 1

I’ve been a receptionist at a law firm for over a year now, and it’s just as boring as it sounds. 

It is, however, the best-paying job I’ve ever had in my twenty-seven years. 

So, as a single mom, I have to tough it out for my kids. 

But then, when I least suspect it, things take a surprising turn for me. 

I just don’t know if I want to go down that path again. 

Because I know it all too well. 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Book 2

Now that I’ve revived what I didn’t realize I missed so much, my work life is much less boring. 

And now that I’m dating again, sort of, my love life is more exciting, too. 

But when the managing attorney at the law firm where I work asks to meet with me, 

I have to wonder which of my new activities he wants to discuss. 

Or does he want to discuss something else? 

At long last. 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Book 3

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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The Receptionist - Book 1

1

I’m sitting at my desk in the lobby of my law firm’s office – it’s not my firm, of course, it’s just the firm where I work – ready to begin my day. I’m required to be here fifteen minutes early every morning so I can greet the senior partners, junior partners, associates, paralegals, and personal assistants when they arrive. By name. With a smile.

Which I do.

Every morning.

“Good morning, Mr. So-and-so,” I say without a hint of sarcasm or irony. “Good morning, Mrs. Pain-in-my-ass,” I say as though I really mean it. “Good morning, Ms. My-shit-don’t-stink,” I say through gritted teeth. I have to improve my attitude for My-shit-don’t-stink because sure as I’m sitting here, she’ll report me for being disrespectful. Which I can’t afford. I need this job. It’s the best-paying job I’ve ever had in the 27 years I’ve been alive, even if it is the most boring.

By far.

“Oh, Jessica,” Mrs. Pain says after she’s dropped off her purse and briefcase at her desk so she can harass me with both hands free. “I need you to go to The Ambrosia and pick up our usual order,” she says as if it’s something new – she tells me the same thing every damn morning. And she always says it without making any attempt to ask or anything polite. I’m just the receptionist and who needs to be polite to me? Certainly not my direct supervisor. Just ask her.

“And don’t dawdle,” she adds as she always does. As if I take my sweet time doing whatever she tells me to do as the office manager and resident battle axe for Comptor, Griffin and Associates, Attorneys at Law.

“Yes, ma’am,” I respond immediately as I almost leap out of my chair and grab my purse. I have to fight my way through the straggling employees who always arrive late but at least I don’t have to greet them as now as I’m on a mission and have no time for niceties. If Mrs. P doesn’t have her morning pastry with her first cup of coffee, they’ll be hell to pay and I’ll be the one holding the check.

I dodge the crowd exiting the elevator and grab the door just before it closes because I know it’s quicker to catch the car in front of you than wait for another one to come along at this time of day. The building I work in is not that tall compared to most in the small downtown section of the city but it doesn’t have enough elevators to handle the demand, so I’ve learned in my 15 months on the job to get while the getting is good. With elevators and everything else.

“Hey, Jess,” Stella says as I slip into the car. Stella works on the top floor while I’m a few floors below her, which only seems fitting. She’s an associate attorney while I’m just a lowly receptionist but we hit it off as soon as I started with CG&A as we’re two of the only white girls in the building. For reasons I’ve never been able to understand, never mind explain, this building in downtown Baton Rouge is made up mostly of black-owned professional firms that employ mostly black professionals. This is the first job I’ve ever had where I can call myself such, even though it’s an obvious exaggeration as I just answer the phones, greet clients and employees as they arrive, and sit at my desk staring at my computer screen which rarely says boo to me.

“How’s your weekend shaping up,” Stella asks just before the door opens on her floor and she exits the car. I tell her my weekend is shaping up well like I always do because there’s no time to say any more about it so why bother beginning a conversation I can’t hope to finish? I run into Stella fairly often in the elevator at this time of day as we’re both on a schedule that someone else sets for us, me getting pastries for Mrs. P and Stella arriving at her desk early for another long day as an associate lawyer at a law firm she has no chance of making partner with. Not because she’s white and not because she’s not a good lawyer – although I wouldn’t know about her being a good lawyer one way or the other – just because she’s a woman. A relatively young woman, at that.

“Have a great day, Jess,” she says as she rounds the corner and disappears into the office she spends most of her waking life in. We rarely socialize because she rarely socializes, mostly, but I’ve got other priorities as well and we’re more work friends than real friends but it seems to be enough for us. It’s nice to have at least one person who notices me at work.

“You too, Stel,” I call out as the doors close on me. I wait as the elevator begins its descent to the lobby where I have to move against the flow of bodies all heading to the elevators and their offices and their day. I exit the building and work against the sidewalk traffic which is less intense than the relentless flow of bodies in the lobby but still requires me to pay attention so I don’t get run over. At five foot six and a hundred and twenty pounds, I wouldn’t hold up well against the mostly larger bodies of the people hell-bent on getting to their desks before their managers or clients notice they’re late. Again.

Two long blocks later, I’m at the bakery, the only one Mrs. P will abide, and I wave at the counter girl who recognizes me but we don’t communicate other than a glance and a wave. She knows why I’m here and as the only white face in the crowd it’s pretty easy to tell who I am, so she hands me the premade box of pastries that Mrs. P has on a standing order and billed to the company’s account, relieving me of the drudgery and time-suck of actually paying for the sweet booty. That I won’t get to partake of so much as a cruller or a croissant doesn’t bother me, much, anymore as I’ve been doing this part of my job for 14 months, three weeks, and three days. Mrs. P let me get used to my new situation for all of two days before I was assigned the daily pastry run just as my predecessor was before me.

I rush back to the office as fast as I can but as usual, it’s not fast enough to avoid the daily cutting remark from Mrs. P. I hand her the box and bow my head in a silent apology for once again not being able to pull off the impossible.

“I just don’t understand what takes you so long, Jessica,” she says as she shakes her head, same as always. “What is so hard about getting a box of pastries?”

“Sorry, ma’am,” I say in as self-deprecating a voice as I can manage. “I’ll try to do better.”

“See that you do,” she says as she spins on her heel and walks off. I rush back to my desk to make sure I haven’t missed anything while I was gone, only to find a note from Mr. Griffin, the managing partner and the man who hired me. I’m about to open it when the phone rings on two separate lines simultaneously – it is rare but it happens – and the front door of the office opens and in walks my favorite client, who I think of as Mr. Panty Melt.

“Comptor, Griffin, please hold,” I say quickly as I punch the first button on my console while I hold up one finger to Mr. PM. I punch the other button, tell them the same thing so quickly they can’t object, and slam the hold button, then I look up and smile as demurely as I know how for the man who presses all my buttons. “Good morning, Mr. Evans. Here to see Mr. Holder?” I ask, knowing full well who one of our most important new clients is here to see.

Me.

“If he’s available,” Mr. Evans says with one of the sexiest damn smile I’ve ever seen. My body tingles as I smile and look down so he doesn’t see how big an effect he’s having on me, with his perfect beard that has just the right amount of gray in it to emphasize our age difference, his ebony skin tone which I love beyond all reason and words, and his cool hair – not quite long enough to be considered an afro, but close. I can barely make out the lines of his body beneath his dark, pinstripe suit and it looks just as dreamy as I always imagine it to be when the thought of him keeps me company at night. Every night.

I dial the extension which I know by heart and ask one of the senior partner’s secretaries if he’s available, as he always is for Mr. Evans. I nod and hang up the phone, look up, and smile but Mr. Evans is still staring at me as if I’m about to ignite on fire, which feels like a distinct possibility.

“Go on, back, Mr. E,” I tell him and he nods, tips his imaginary cap – an old-school gesture that I love – and disappears around the corner from my desk. I look after him for a second before the phone rings again and I realize I left two clients on hold for way too long, so I shake my head, put on my big-girl pants, and wonder when in the world Mr. Panty Melt is going to admit why he really comes by the office almost every day to see his attorney when I know for a fact he’s spending an ungodly amount of money just to say hello to me.

A girl can dream, can’t she?

By the end of a long day of fetching coffee, setting up the conference room for a meeting, and bringing clients back to their attorney’s offices when the secretary for said attorney was busy, but mostly just sitting at my desk and staring at my computer screen, I’m more bored than tired but definitely a little bit of both. I’m supposed to take a full hour for lunch but I always eat at my desk to make up for the fact that I’m supposed to stay late to make sure any stragglers are taken care of before I shut down my command station. I wish I was the brains that ran the place but let’s be real – I’m not. I am the lowest totem on the pole and everyone knows it, not that they rub my nose in it, at least not too much. I can’t use the ladies' room right across from my desk – it’s reserved for client use only. And I can’t use the nice bathroom upstairs where most of the employees go. No, I have to use the bathroom downstairs where the janitor goes, one of the other white people employed by the firm. The only other white employee is an IT guy who I rarely see except when something goes wrong with my computer which is seldom. I don’t know where he goes to the bathroom but I have never seen him downstairs.

When it’s finally time for me to leave, I power down my computer, shut off the light on my desk, and head out to pick up my three-year-old at daycare. Jalen has had a slight cold lately and if he gets any worse, I won’t be able to leave him at daycare and I’ll have to take a day off from work. So I don’t want to keep him waiting and risk his cold getting worse. Sometimes I can get my usual babysitter to stay home with him but that’s expensive, and even though my job pays me more than any job I’ve ever had, it’s still not that much.

“Hi, Mommy,” Jalen says when he sees me at the door to his daycare classroom. He runs to me and wraps his arms around my legs and I could just melt. I pick him up and he sniffs, but he doesn’t look any worse than when I dropped him off this morning, thank god. I look at the office to see if they’re going to talk to me about him but I don’t see anyone making a move so I take the opportunity to leave. We’re almost out the door when the head of the center calls out to me.

“Oh, Mrs. Preston,” she yells and I grit my teeth. She knows I’m not married and never have been. We’ve had that conversation more than once.

But now is not the time to have it again, so I turn around, smile as nicely as I know how, and ask what I can do for her.

“It’s just that you’re a little behind on your bill, Jessica,” she says in a not-quite condescending tone. And how quickly I went from Mrs. Preston to Jessica, I note. “I was wondering when you’ll be able to bring it up to date.” She tilts her head and smiles. “We have to pay our bills too, you know.”

I sigh and put Jalen down, and he picks that precise moment to sneeze. Thankfully, he sneezes into his elbow like I’ve taught him to, but his good manners are lost on the woman who I’m almost sure has never had kids of her own and always wondered why someone with no experience would open a daycare center.

“I can write you a check now if you’d like,” I tell her as I reach into my purse for my checkbook.

But she laughs at me. “Oh, who uses checks in this day and age, Jessica? Just Venmo it to us so we can have the funds available immediately, okay?” Without waiting for an answer or saying goodbye, she turns on her designer heels and struts toward the office.

Bitch.

“Mommy, I’m thirsty,” Jalen almost but not quite whines from my knees. “Can I have a juice box?”

I search my purse for the box that I suddenly realize I used and didn’t replace – was that yesterday or the day before? – and pick my son up to soothe him as best I can when I can’t give him what he wants.

“I’ll get you a juice when we get home, baby,” I whisper and he frowns but accepts my limitations as a mother and as a human being. Which makes me feel so good.

Not.

“Come one,” I tell him as we exit the building and I look down the avenue. “Let’s get home.”

“Put me down, Mommy,” he squirms out of my arms and takes my hand to lead the way. “I’m  a big boy.”

Yes he is, I think to myself. Yes, he is.


2

When I get home, my daughter Charlotte is watching TV which she knows she’s not supposed to do until her homework is finished. I’m about to chastise her when she tells me that because of some standardized tests she’ll be taking tomorrow with the rest of her class, she doesn’t have any homework. I believe her because she’s a good kid, by and large, and I don’t have the energy to deal with the school right now. She’s one of the brightest kids in her grade from what the teachers tell me and I choose to believe them. I guess they may give every parent the same story just to make their lives easier but I hope that’s not the case.

I give Jalen his juice box and go to my bedroom to change as Jalen joins his sister on the small couch in our small living room. We live in a two-bedroom apartment that is on the edge of the wrong part of town east of the Mississippi River. A couple of blocks in any direction are the projects but I’m spending half my paycheck on rent for this place and anywhere else it would be way out of my price range. The neighbors are nice, though, and they don’t seem to mind that I live in the building. Even better, they don’t seem to mind that I’m a white woman with two black kids from different fathers.

Unlike my family.

“Mommy, what’s for dinner, I’m hungry,” Jalen calls out from the living room as I’m hanging one of the three dresses I own on a hanger.

“I’ll be right there, baby,” I call back to him as I pull on my jeans and a tee shirt. I’m required to wear either a dress or a skirt at work and I only have enough outfits to make it through the week. Money isn’t exactly tight but it’s not plentiful, either, something I wish I could do something about but I don’t know how. I had to drop out of college when I got pregnant with Charlotte and I’m not qualified for any of the other jobs at the law firm or anywhere else that I can think of, so I jumped at the chance to be their receptionist when I got the call.

“What do you guys think about mac and cheese with hotdogs for dinner?” I ask as I come into the living room. “Does that sound good?”

“Yeah!” Jalen yells and Charlotte doesn’t shoot me down so I quickly go to the kitchen to put the water on before she can change her mind. She’s not a picky eater but with my budget, even I have to admit the variety of our meals is less than I’d like it to be.

As I’m fixing dinner, I check my phone but I’m not surprised to find no messages, texts, or emails since the last time I checked when I left the office. After 15 months in Baton Rouge, I’ve yet to make many friends, not that I had a ton of friends in New Orleans but at least I had a few. Even so, I rarely hear from them anymore, so I guess they were acquaintances more than friends but I don’t even have that many of those here, either. With a full-time job and two kids, it’s tough to get out and be social.

Mostly.

“Dinner’s ready,” I call out and neither of them budge, as they are held transfixed by Peppa Pig. I’m a little surprised that Charlotte is still interested in that show as it seems more targeted at Jalen’s age group than hers, but she rarely gets to watch TV this early in the day so that might have something to do with it. Or, she’s just watching it because it’s her little brother’s favorite show – other than Octonauts, perhaps, or maybe Bluey – and she just adores Jalen.

I have always insisted we turn the TV off during dinner but I still get an argument from Jalen until Charlotte shushes him and takes his hand to lead him to the table. It is so wonderful the way she looks after her little brother, I don’t know what I did to deserve such a mature eight-year-old. Lord knows I’ve been a less-than-stellar role model for her.

“So, how was your day?” I ask Charlotte after we sit down to dinner. She tells me about the boy who was mean to her during lunch and the teacher who praised her for her reading out loud in class. Each story makes me feel like against all odds, I’m actually doing a good job of raising her even though in my heart of hearts, I know that’s not true. I ran off her father before she was born and we’ve always struggled to make ends meet and then I went and got pregnant again even though I was extra careful and…

Who am I kidding? I’m a terrible mother.

I’m just better than my own mother, so there’s that.

“And what about you, Jalen?” I ask as he plays with his dinner. “What did you do at your school today?” He goes on about the same things he always tells us about his daycare – I always call it a school, never daycare – and I smile and encourage him, as does Charlotte, bless her heart. I don’t know where she gets that kind of patience from. Certainly not her mother.

“I have to go see Mrs. Russell about the weekend,” I tell Charlotte when we’re finished and she’s carrying the dishes to the sink. “Can you clean up?”

“Sure, Mom,” she says without a hint of attitude. I wonder how much longer that’s going to last.

I slip out of the apartment and walk down the hall to my babysitter's place, which is super convenient. Georgia Russell is a 44-year-old grandmother who is wonderful with the kids when I ask her to look after them, usually on weekends. I’m her only client as far as I know because I have a standing agreement for her to watch them every Friday and Saturday night, while I go out.

I walk quickly down the hall – Charlotte is great with Jalen but I can’t leave her on her own with him for long – and knock on her door. She answers quickly because even though she’s got two grandkids of her own, she’s a ball of energy. Jalen doesn’t get away with anything when she comes over, much as he tries.

“Jessica, how are you?” she asks when she opens the door, as if we haven’t seen each other in months. “What’s up?”

“Hey, Mrs. R,” I greet her. She steps back to let me into her apartment but I wave my hand. “I can’t stay, but I was wondering if you could come by a little early on Friday? I’ve got something I need to get done before I go to the club.”

“Why, of course, child. No problem at all,” she says with a broad, heartfelt smile. I’m the only white in the building, a fact that doesn’t sit well with some of the other tenants, but Mrs. R has been nothing but kind to me and she is always available to watch the kids. Which is perfect for me because I get a little antsy if I don’t get out at least once a week or so.

“I won’t be out too late, Mrs. R,” I tell her with the most serious look I can manage, even though we both know it’s a lie. “I promise.”

“Don’t you worry your pretty little head about it, Jessica,” she laughs. “I got nowhere else to be.” I’m about to say goodbye when she gives me a startled look. “Oh, I almost forgot, Jess. That club I told you about, the Top Hat? I heard they’re starting up Amateur Night again, beginning next Monday night. You want me to sit with Charlotte and Jalen while you check it out?”

I’m stunned into silence. I’ve told Mrs. R about my early days in New Orleans when I danced. She was a working girl herself back in the day, she had shared with me, so for once I felt relatively safe in telling someone about my past. She told me about a club not far from our apartment building, a black club that would occasionally run an Amateur Night. I knew from experience that it was easier to get an offer from the manager to dance regularly if you made a good impression on a real audience instead of auditioning just for him in a deserted club.

But I hadn’t made a firm decision to start dancing again. It had been years since I quit in New Orleans, not long after I had Charlotte. And back then, I didn’t have a full-time job at a very respectable law firm to worry about losing if the wrong person saw me dancing. Which is pretty ironic because the right person saw me dancing back then and a lot more. Regularly. Which is how I got this receptionist job in the first place.

Confused. Heck, I’m just getting warmed up.

“But you can watch the kids this Friday night, right?” I ask Mrs. Russell. She laughs gently.

“Of course, baby. You go have fun, you hear me?”

Oh, I hear you, Mrs. R. I hear you loud and clear.
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Friday can’t come soon enough for me but eventually, it arrives. I’m excited to have something to look forward to all week but the days just drag by until I shut down my computer, shut off the lights in the lobby, and head out to pick up Jalen and get ready for a night out. I feed the kids, and myself almost as an afterthought, before I drop them off with Mrs. R and return to the apartment to get ready for real. I put on my shortest skirt and lowest-cut top, paint my lips, and overdo my eyes. After one last check in the mirror, I pronounce myself as ready as I’ll ever be.

In my four-inch stilettos and thigh-high stockings, I walk slowly down the apartment's stairs and out onto the street. My go-to club is just a block away and I like having the option of bringing someone back to my place or going to his. Or theirs.

The club is crowded and noisy when I arrive, just as I like it. I find an open spot at the bar and look around. It’s not long before I see a middle-aged black man eyeing me from a distance, so I hold up my drink – the only one I’ll likely have to pay for all evening – and he takes the hint. He makes a beeline for me and introduces himself, first name only and I do the same. He’s in town on business for a week so he’ll be staying through the weekend and from the looks of him, he might be worth taking home with me. He’s a little overweight but not obnoxiously obese and has a handsome, trimmed beard with a little gray, something I just can’t get enough of. He buys me a drink and we talk over the music just long enough for us both to decide that this is going to work. For each of us.

“I’ve got a room at the Marriott on Hilton,” Gary tells me and I smile and frown simultaneously. “What?” he asks.

“That’s too far,” I stage-whisper in his ear. “My place is just a block from here.”

He raises an eyebrow. “I’ve got a car.”

“And you’ll be able to park it on the street, don’t worry.” I slip my finger inside his belt and pull him to me. “I can’t wait to get you out of these clothes.”

“Lead the way, Jessica,” he says with the biggest smile on his handsome face.

By the time we get to my apartment, we’re practically tearing each other’s clothes off before I lead him to my bedroom. He is almost as good-looking out of his clothes as he was in them, which is not always the case, I’ve found over the years. And he is surprisingly take-charge, which can also be rare in a man his age but when I find it, I love it.

His cock is not long but really thick and I struggle to get it into my mouth. He’s assertive but he doesn’t push me too hard even though I wouldn’t mind if he did. Once he’s good and hard, I push him on his back and ride him. We come to a mutual orgasm before I climb off him, clean his cock with my mouth and we go to sleep.

He wakes me up twice in the night to fuck me and it’s lovely. He takes me from behind while spooning me the first time and then he eases me onto my back and slides between my thighs. I’m in heaven as he makes me cum each time he fucks me, which happens fairly often but is not a sure thing. Having a cock as thick as Gary’s helps his cause, and mine. 

The next morning, I introduce Gary to my kids. It’s not the first time they’ve had breakfast with someone I met and I’m sure it won’t be the last time, either. We all get along fine and I quiz Gary about his situation. He’s from Galveston, is married with three kids, and the oldest is just a year younger than I am which makes me want to drag Gary back to bed and fuck him. I don’t know what it is about a big age gap but it just makes me feel submissive and subservient, which I can’t get enough of.

We spend the day together and take the kids out for lunch and to the park. I wind up cooking dinner in the apartment, which means I don’t get to enjoy it as much but we get to go to bed earlier so, win-win. The kids are worn out from the sunshine and running around in the park so as soon as they fall asleep, I take Gary to my bedroom and he takes it from there.

As I hoped he would, he is even more assertive the second night – familiarity breeds…something, but it sure isn’t contempt. The first thing he does is hold my hands behind my back and beat my ass with his belt after he stuffed my panties in my mouth, as he put it, “So we don’t bother the kids.” I would beg him for mercy if I could have but the truth was, I love it. And I’m not concerned about waking the kids – once they’re asleep it would take an act of God to rouse them.

After he beat my ass just enough, he loops the belt around my neck and used it like a leash to make sure I’m a good girl while he fucks me from behind, and gawd, it is lovely.

I am, in his words, a very good girl.

~ ~ ~

I grew up in a very small town in Alabama that was mostly white, very conservative, and so boring I could hardly stand it. I went to church every Sunday because that’s what you did and I even believed in God – still do, mostly – but church-going was as much to please my parents as anything. I went to Sunday school and learned all the parables and lessons but they never had much of an impact on me.

I attended a fairly big regional high school that bussed in kids from all over the county, but even so, the student body was mostly white. We had a few black kids but they stuck to themselves and I just watched them from afar. I thought they were cool as hell but I never got to know them.

Not that it would have mattered in high school under my mother’s watchful eye. I wasn’t even allowed to date until my senior year. I was never a raving beauty – I think of myself as cute but not pretty, with dark hair, a round face, and nice eyes, but my nose is a little big for my face and my chin is a little weak and…I could go on and on but you get the picture.

What I did have was a nice body because I was a gymnast. I wasn’t good enough to get recruited to the big schools or pre-Olympic programs. But my focus on gymnastics did do two things that I thought at the time would help me in the long run. One, it gave me a good figure – tight and lean, lithe is the word my aunt used – and whatever confidence I had came from the way I looked and how well I did in competitions.

The other thing gymnastics did was earn me a full-ride scholarship to a small school in New Orleans that had a decent gymnastics program, the only way I was ever going to go to college. I was the first of my family to go and I thought it was my ticket out of that backwoods, boring existence. For a while, it was.

The thing is, the school that recruited me – that’s right, they recruited me – was an HBCU, or Historically Black Colleges and Universities. I went from being in the majority in high school to being one of a very small minority overnight. It was such a shock to the system but I was away from home and getting an education which was all that mattered to me.

At first, I was laser-focused on going to classes, going to practices, and keeping to myself. But being surrounded by black kids, especially black boys, was distracting. Not at first, but more and more over my freshman year. Plus, with my white skin and tight body, I was a target, I found out later, for the black boys who wanted to take a walk on what was for them, the wild side. By the time I left school for the summer, I’d lost my virginity, my innocence, and my laser focus.

Truth be told, I turned into a bit of a slut.

But I’m getting ahead of myself.

The first boy I dated during the spring semester – a black boy, of course – lived in my dorm. I was shocked when I arrived at school to find I was living in a coed dorm but I was. I kept my head down during the fall semester but after gymnastics season ended, Philip asked me out and I said yes. I went back to his room with him after one of our dates and while we were hanging out in his room, he kissed me. When I kissed him back – I’m not really sure how it happened – but the next thing I knew we were naked on his bed. It felt so good to be touched. He kept kissing me and wound up on top of me and then he penetrated me. I didn’t even think to ask about a condom, I was so naive. It wasn’t violent but it wasn’t tender, either. I just remember his chain kept hitting me in the face.

After he came, I was surprised at how much blood there was, but looking back I guess a lot of that was his semen. I was so embarrassed but he just laughed and said, “Well, I guess you’re open for business now.” We went out a few more times but my dance card filled up pretty quickly. I probably slept with 20 or so boys before the end of the semester.

Over the summer, I was a good girl while I was home and didn’t sleep with anyone. When I got back to school, I met Terrance at a party and it was love at first sight. I don’t fetishize black men, I just love the way they look and Terrance looked so good with his broad shoulders, beautiful eyes, and strong jaw. I was in awe of him.

We dated for almost a month before I found out I was pregnant.

Despite my insistence that we use condoms.

Lucky me.
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After spending Sunday with my kids, I’m back at work on Monday, not looking forward to a long week of boredom. Don’t get me wrong, I’m so grateful to have my job. As I said, it’s the best-paying job I’ve ever had, which says more about me than I’d care to admit. But it comes with benefits, like healthcare, sick days, and vacation, although I can’t afford an actual vacation. When the kids get sick I can stay home with them, however, which is such a luxury.

As one of three white employees at a black-owned firm, I’m used to being ignored by almost everyone. I imagine they either know my history or don’t have time to be bothered getting to know someone who can’t help them further their career or give them any useful gossip. I’m so isolated in the office lobby that I’m the last person to know who’s getting fired or hired or anything else. So I get it. I don’t particularly like it, but I get it.

But this morning, Christine, one of the newish personal assistants to one of the senior partners makes a point of stopping by my desk and inviting me to lunch, the first lunch invitation I’ve received from anyone at the firm. She’s black, of course, but that’s fine. I live in a black apartment building in a black neighborhood and my children go to a predominantly black school so I’m the last person on earth to be concerned with the color of the woman who invited me to lunch. I’m tickled she did.

The morning drags by as usual. Once I’ve fulfilled my sacred duty of greeting all of the employees by name as they arrive for work and making the pastry run, I’ve got nothing to do but answer the few calls that ring on the main number and transfer them to the appropriate extension, greet the few prospects or clients that stop by the office instead of phoning or video conferencing their attorney, and setting up the conference room for various meetings that come up now and then. It’s undoubtedly the only job I’m qualified to do, other than janitorial – which I’ve done before, by the way – so I’ve got no cause for complaint. And I’m not complaining, just stating a fact. A fact that I wish wasn’t true but it is so what’s a girl to do?

I count down the minutes until noon arrives and she’s a few minutes late, of course, because I’m sure she’s not looking forward to this nearly as much as I am. For her, it’s just lunch with someone new. For me, it’s a social lifeline.

After what seems like an eternity, noon finally arrives and Chris comes by my desk to pick me up. I normally eat at my desk, both to save money by packing lunch and also because eating alone at a restaurant is just too depressing, so going out to lunch with someone is a treat of unheard-of proportions. I remind myself not to be too enthusiastic so I don’t put her off.

“Hey, Jessica,” she says when she rounds the corner. “Ready to go?”

“I’m so ready,” I say honestly and she gives me a little look like maybe this was a bad idea after all but I just laugh and wave my hand. “I skipped breakfast this morning,” I say by way of explanation, and from the look of relief she gives me, she bought it.

We decide where to go and she leads the way, talking about herself as we dodge the lunchtime foot traffic and arrive at a small cafe that looks nice but also a little pricey. I’m going to have to be careful what I order because I don’t have much flexibility with my budget.

“So, tell me about yourself,” Chris says after we order, a cobb salad for her and a cup of soup for me. “Where are you from, originally?”

We exchange origin stories and current situations – we’re both single moms but her kids are teens while mine are ten years younger than hers. The waitress arrives with our orders as we’re talking and lunch flies by way too quickly.

On the way back to the office, Christine absolutely makes my day by saying we should do this more often and I try not to jump on the first glimmer of friendship I’ve seen from anyone at the firm since I arrived. I calmly tell her I’m free anytime and she gives me a quick shoulder hug as I stop at my desk while she goes into the office and up the stairs to the executive floor. I can see why she was hired to work with the poobahs because she’s very professional and really put together. I felt like I wasn’t really fit to eat with her but I’ve had self-esteem problems my whole life and my current situation doesn’t do anything to ease my anxiety.

I’m almost settled at my desk when my phone rings, not the main line to the office I usually answer, but the line that just goes to my desk. I have no friends in Baton Rouge so I’m suddenly curious and a bit nervous about who might be calling me. I pick up the receiver as if it might burn my hand and ear and squeak, “Hello?”

“Jessica? This is Stella Morris from upstairs at DeWitt, Norwood. Do you have a moment to talk?”

“Oh, hi Stella. Yes, I have a moment.” I have no idea what she could want but I’m happy to talk - I’ve got nothing but time on my hands most days.

“I know we haven’t exactly been close but I didn’t know who else to call,” she says, almost breaking down. “I just got out of my partner review and they told me that not only am I not making partner, but I should consider looking elsewhere for my future employment.”

I’m stunned. I know from the few times we’ve grabbed coffee together that Stella put in so many hours at her desk to make partner. That they turned her down comes as no surprise to me – she’s admitted that the firm has never had a female partner in their decades-long history. But to practically fire her seems like cruel and unusual punishment just for not having the right anatomical equipment to satisfy their depraved idea of what a good lawyer should be.

“Oh, Stella. I’m so sorry,” I tell her as empathetically as I can. “Is there anything I can do?”

“Can you meet me for a drink after work? Which for me can begin right now, by the way.” I look at the clock on the lobby wall and wince. I’ve got another four hours before I can leave.

“Stella, I’m sorry. I can’t leave until five.”

She sighs. “Yeah, I knew that. I just have to vent to someone and all my friends from law school are working their asses off, the same as I was until a few minutes ago.”

I pause and look at the doorway to the office. It’s a habit I’ve developed whenever I have an urge to do something that skirts the firm’s rules. “Stel, do you ever use Reddit?” I ask in a near whisper.

“The app? No, why?”

“Well, they have this chat feature that’s really easy to use. If you go on the website or download the app…” I explain to her what she needs to do to set up an account. I’ve been on Reddit for years as I find it a lot easier to navigate than Facebook and less of a time suck than Instagram. I pull up the website on my laptop and log in.

“Okay, what next?” she asks and I send her a new username and a chat request and before you know it, we’re connected.

“This will be less obvious than if I was on the phone for very long, Stel. They have a camera watching my desk and although I don’t know for a fact that they’re watching me, I don’t want to risk it.”

“Oh, I totally get it, Jess. We’ve got keystroke trackers on the firm’s computers but I’ll just use my phone and who gives a shit now anyway?” She laughs a little maniacally and I wonder if she’s going to have a nervous breakdown or something. I tap a few words into my computer and wait.

“You okay, Stel?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. I’m just so fucking angry, mostly at myself for thinking I could make it at this misogynistic fuckfest of a supposed law firm.”

“You’ll find something better, Stella. You’re a good lawyer and somebody will snap you up before you know it.”

“I appreciate the support, Jess, I really do. But we both know what a crock of shit that is. I’m almost forty years old and the prospect of starting at the bottom again is just too depressing to even think about right now.”

I bite my lip and look at the doorway again. “Can you hang in there until quitting time, Stella? I can go for a drink with you after I pick up my boy at daycare.”

“Oh, shit. I forgot you have kids, Jessica.” She goes quiet for a few long seconds before the indicator that she’s typing pops up on my screen, Reddit’s version of Apple's little dots on the texting app. “I’ll pay for your sitter if you come out with me tonight.”

I love my kids but the prospect of an adult conversation during the work week is just too good to pass up.

“I’ll text you my address, Stella.”

~ ~ ~

Once I found out I was pregnant, I knew my scholarship would go away. They offered to let me finish the semester but I dropped out almost immediately and went home. Which was a huge mistake. As soon as my parents found out I was pregnant, our relationship fell apart. And when they found out the father was black, my mother called me a whore. And I knew she meant it.

I had some savings from working in high school and since I was on a full ride I didn’t spend much of my own money at school during my freshman year. When life at home became intolerable for me, mostly as my belly grew, I decided to move back to school just to get away and rented a small apartment just off campus. But I didn’t let my baby’s father back in my life. Looking back on that time, I can only say that I was really depressed but I was so bad to him and to everyone else. I lost all my friends and was so lonely.

I went back home briefly to have my baby, a girl I named Charlotte, but I moved back to New Orleans a few months after she was born. As bad as my mother was before I gave birth, once she had the visual evidence of my sin against her version of god and humanity, a black baby, she was intolerable. I couldn’t wait to move out permanently even though it took almost four months for me to leave.

It didn’t take me long to run through my savings, though. With money running low in New Orleans, I decided to do the only job I thought I was qualified to do, which was dancing at a strip club in one of the black parishes. Because I could move well with my gymnastics training, and with most of my pregnancy weight lost, I got hired after my first tryout. I was a little surprised to learn that the other dancers were mostly black but there were Asians, Latinas, a few whites, and Middle Easterns. I felt lucky to be hired and I was so desperate for work, I threw myself into my new job. I was so raw, though, that I lost money my first night because there was a fee I had to pay to work there and I had to tip the rest of the staff, so I went home in tears.

I learned pretty quickly that just dancing wouldn’t work. You make tips from dancing but it’s pretty meager compared to the money you could make doing ‘extras’ in the Champagne Room. After my first night, the other girls clued me in that you had to offer blow jobs and sex in the C-Room to survive, but I was stubborn. I refused to believe I had to do that. I didn’t want to prove my mother was right about me.

But the club charged all the dancers a ‘house fee’ of $400 each night and we had to tip out the bouncers, bartenders, and kitchen which could run as much as another $200. So I had to make $600 just to break even and dancing alone wasn’t enough. So, I broke down and did extras in the C-Room.

But before I broke down, I met J, one of the bouncers, and he changed my life.
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After letting the sitter in and making sure my kids were settled, I head out to meet Stella. She’s used to being the only white in the room since she works for an all-black law firm same as I do, so I suggest we go to the bar I frequent to pick up guys on weekends. She looks skeptical but I assure her that I’m a regular and she meets me there.

We grab a booth – I usually sit at the bar or a table for visibility – and she opens up about what a fool she’s been for thinking she could overcome the misogyny and racism at her firm and make partner. I understand the misogyny part but her racism charge surprises me.

“You think they hold it against you because you’re white?” I ask, not trying to hide my astonishment.

“Don’t you get the same kind of treatment?”

“I never thought so.”

She stares at me like I’m an idiot. “Do they ever invite you to lunch, or include you on meetings?”

“No, but I thought…” I hesitate because I don’t know what I thought. It just never occurred to me that racism played a part in how I was treated. I thought my status as a barely-trained receptionist while they were all, or mostly all, lawyers was the issue.

“Didn’t you tell me once that they make you use the janitor’s bathroom, Jess? The white janitor?”

I nod but my head is spinning. “Yeah, but…” But what? I wonder.

“Don’t be naive, Jessica,” she tells me, looking sad for me. I’m sure I’m blushing.

Stella continues on about how naive she’s been but all I can think about is how I’ve misread my situation. She seems to notice that I’m not really paying close attention to her rants so she changes the subject.

“Tell me, Jess. You used to live in New Orleans, right? How did you get hired here in Baton Rouge?”

I blush hard and even in the subdued lighting of the bar, I’m sure she realizes that I’m embarrassed. I stare at her for a long moment before she reaches for my hand on the table.

“Look, Jess. You can tell me just about anything and I will never judge you.” She laughs. “Far be it from me to judge anyone, which is kind of ironic since all I’ve ever wanted is to be an actual fucking judge.”

We laugh together and it feels great - a huge relief. “Really? I had no idea,” I tell her.

“My dad is a judge,” she admits. “I want to follow in his footsteps, is all.” She shrugs but I almost tear up at the notion of being so close to your father.

“Well, I’ll tell you but I’m going to hold you to your promise not to judge me.”

“I promise,” she says as she crosses her heart.

“Back in New Orleans, after I had Charlotte and dropped out of college, I danced for almost a year.”

“Danced?” she asks softly. “You mean, you were a stripper?”

“Yup,” I whisper.

“Okaay,” she says slowly. “How did that lead…?” She blinks. “Oh, really?”

“Yeah,” I admit. “One of the partners was a regular.”

She stares at me and I have a feeling she’s struggling with her promise not to judge me. “A regular? Does that mean what I think it means, Jess?”

I stare back at her for another long moment. “It does, Stella.”

She bursts out laughing. “Oh, my, fucking, gawd, Jessica. Are you telling me that you’ve had your boss's dick in your mouth?”

I shush her as I look around. There’s music playing but it’s not that loud and I don’t need everyone in the bar to know my business. Not this bar, at least. I’ve fucked more than one of the bartenders in the past year.

“Sorry, sorry,” she says in a subdued voice but still laughing. “It’s just too good for words.”

I tilt my head and smile. “I know, right? Who would have thought?”

“But, this partner of yours, he called you from across the state to come work for him?”

I nod. “He did. He was a good regular, Stel.”

She leans close. “And you must be one hell of a cocksucker, Jess.” She smiles but something in her smile tells me that although she’s being borderline disrespectful, she’s not slut-shaming me. And I know slut-shaming when I see it. So I lean in, too.

“Stella, I am a world-class cocksucker.”

~ ~ ~

J was the biggest of our six bouncers at Cleo’s Cabaret in New Orleans. He was tall, muscular, very dark, and very intimidating. I’d seen him from a distance my first night but hadn’t been formally introduced to him when suddenly he appeared in the dressing room. It wasn’t a big deal for the bouncers to wander in and out of the dressing room since all the dancers eventually wound up naked on the stage but I just didn’t expect him to be looming over me suddenly at the beginning of my second day on the job. Even in my four-inch platform stripper heels, he towered over me. As I looked up at him, I was pretty sure my lower lip quivered because he was everything a girl could ask for in a guy, especially a girl who likes black guys.

“I been waiting to meet the new girl,” he said in such a low, intimidating voice I almost shivered. “You know the deal with the bouncers?”

“Yes, sir,” I whispered, never taking my eyes from his stony gaze. I was naked except for the panties I’d worn from home – no shoes, no bra, nothing.

“When’s your first set?” It was a Monday afternoon, the worst shift of the week, I found out later.

“I haven’t checked yet?”

He grabbed my hand and led me out of the dressing room mostly naked to the board outside the manager's office in the hall to look at the day’s schedule. I had about 30 minutes until I was scheduled to dance.

“You want to do it here or in a room?” he asked and I just stared up at him like an idiot. Finally, it dawned on me what he’s asking. I just couldn’t figure out why he said ‘here’. We were in the hallway between the front of the house, the bathrooms, the kitchen, and the dressing room. It was so stupid to focus on the location but my brain just kind of locked up, I was so intimidated.

We stared at each other for a few seconds before he stepped in really close and whispered in my ear for me to kneel. When I hesitated, his hands just appeared on my shoulders and I felt that pressure to get down. I knelt and looked up at him and he just looked at his crotch and nodded his head. I took the hint and started unbuckling him. He didn’t say a word.

I’d given my share of blow jobs but this would be my first one in public. I kept my eyes locked on his but I could feel people walking by every so often – other girls, bouncers, waitresses – and my perceptions were all over the place. The club was dead so there couldn’t possibly have been that much traffic in the hallway, but to me it felt as crowded as a bus station.

I pulled out his cock and even though I’d been with a lot of black guys before, he felt so different. Big, heavy, the head blacker than the shaft. And the smell! A mixture of musk and stale pee that hit me as soon as I got to my knees but was so strong when I got his cock out.

J just kind of moved his hips like a little thrust and I took it in my mouth. I just sucked the head at first and he moved into me and I backed up on my knees and he kept doing it, leading me back with his cock in my mouth until I was pressed against the wall and he just kept pressing, not hard but steady. I put my hands on his thighs but before I pushed he put his hand under my chin and tilted my head up just a bit to look at him and he just shook his head and I put my hands down.

The bastard still hasn't said anything after I knelt at his feet.

I didn't know what to do with my hands so I just held my own thighs. He kept his hand under my chin to keep looking at him and pressed his cock in. I was choking before he was half in but everytime I went to struggle he'd just shake his head and I'd just give up. I was struggling to take him but not putting up a struggle because he kept shaking his head and i just kept obeying but he could see it... how hard it was for me.

After what felt like forever he started pumping, his hands on my head and his cockhead kept hitting the back of my throat and choking me with every thrust. He was pumping and I could feel him tense and he pulled back just enough to cum in my mouth. He told me not to swallow and came in four big spurts and it tasted like heaven.

J pulled out, his cock hanging there in front of me, and I looked up and he had this look that I took to mean ‘put it away’, so I tucked him back, pulled up his pants and buckled him back up.

"So much to learn," he said.

Then he bent down and to tell me to keep his cum in my mouth until I found him again and smacked my ass and to go get ready for my shift. I panicked, thinking I was going to be late for my set but when I looked at the clock, only eight minutes had passed. I thought it had been at least 20 minutes.  I was totally bewildered and went back to finish changing, and I came out looking for him but the bastard was nowhere to be seen. I was starting to panic again, thinking that I had to find him… I couldn't go onstage with cum in my mouth. The club was dead but I wasn’t thinking straight.

Eventually, floor manager told me I was up next and I couldn't say anything because my mouth is still full of cum and now tons of spit as well because I wasn’t swallowing. I got onstage and started dancing and I could feel myself drooling and I knew I must be blushing like crazy. I was dancing and drooling, half panicked, totally humiliated, chin and tits just glistening. Half way through the set, I locked eyes with J standing by the DJ.

The bastard just shook his head.

I barely finished my set, my head spinning, and I came down off the stage and he sat me down in the main floor at the table closest to the stage and said, “At least you can follow orders.”

Then he told me to show him the cum and I opened my mouth and he cupped my chin and stuck his thumb in my mouth making me suck on his thumb with the cum. Then he took his thumb out, booped my nose with it and told me to swallow.

While we were sitting there – after I swallowed his cum and my chin, body and now my nose have spit/cum mixed on them – he started telling me about the club rules. That it's a classy place and I can't be sucking guys out in the open.

I was floored.

But I didn't argue with him or say anything about him making me or ordering me around or that if he knew the rules why did he do it?

I just asked him where I should be doing it.

He told me I could do it in the rooms and booths and how policy was that it was a no-no but everyone did it, blah, blah… Then he ran his finger along my breast – it felt like heaven – and he brought it up my neck to my mouth and again he didn't say anything, I just sucked it. He watched me suck for a bit and then asked, “It's not my finger you want, is it?”

I shook my head and he got up, moved in right beside me and said, “Next time, you'll have to beg,”  and he walked away.
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The next morning, when I logged onto the site, Stella’s username had a new line in the chat window and we began chatting again. The night before, once I’d confessed my past, the conversation had turned back to her disappointment at work, which was a relief – I didn’t want to dig into my sordid history in New Orleans.

But this morning in the chat that’s all she could talk about.

“How did you get started?” she asks about the New Orleans club.

“I just showed up and asked for an audition. They hired me pretty quickly because turnover is high at that club.”

“Why is that?”

“It’s hard to make a decent living with their fees and tip outs. After I paid the sitter, I was barely making enough to live on and I hardly ever saw Charlotte because I was working every shift I could get.”

“How long did you strip?”

I wince at that word, even though it’s accurate. I preferred to think of myself as a dancer. “For about eight months.”

“What did you do after you left?”

“I got a job as a cashier at a local supermarket. I bounced around after that, cleaning houses, and eventually was hired to clean a small roadside motel.”

“What happened that you moved to Baton Rouge?”

I hesitate – I’ve never shared this part of my story with anyone but I already feel as if Stella won’t judge me. “I got a call from the partner here to offer me the job.”

“That’s a long way to go for a receptionist’s job, Jess. Was there another reason you left New Orleans?”

I hesitate again, longer this time. Now we’re getting into the real story and I’m not ready to go there. “I have to go, Stella. I’ll get back to you, okay?”

“Later, alligator,” she types and I close the screen on my laptop.

A moment later, Mr. Panty Melt walks through the front door, making a beeline for my desk. “Hi, Jessica,” he says in a voice so dreamy I feel a twinge between my legs. His warm smile and gorgeous eyes always do a number on me but this is the first time he’s used my name like that.

“Mr. Holder isn’t in yet, Mr. Evans,” I explain, hoping against hope that my voice doesn’t crack under the excitement.

“I’m not here to see Donald, Jessica. I’m here to see you,” he says with a serious face and tone. I almost do a doubletake. “If you’ve got a second.”

“Of course, Mr. Evans,” I tell him and he smiles again, a crooked smile that is just too delicious and charming for words.

“Call me Carl, Jess,” he says as he leans in just enough. “You don’t mind if I call you Jess, do you?”

“No, Mr. Ev…Carl,” I stammer. “I’ve got time to talk.” What I don’t say is that I’ve got no idea what he wants to talk about.

“Well, I was wondering if you’re unattached, Jess,” he whispers. I blink. Did I hear him correctly?

“You mean, personally?” I ask, desperate to understand. I’ve never been asked out by a client of the firm – I’m not sure what their policy is on dating clients. It never occurred to me to ask.

“Yes, personally,” he says. “Romantically,” he adds and I can’t help but think I’m dreaming.

“No, I’m not seeing anyone, Carl,” I say in a near-whisper.

He smiles again but quickly turns serious before he asks, “Would you go out with me, then?”

“I’d love to, Carl.”

~ ~ ~

J took an interest in me after the first time I blew him in the hallway but I didn’t think much about it at first. All of the bouncers had their favorites among the dancers and J had more than just me. I wasn’t jealous of his other faves, I just knew I wasn’t the only one he took a shine to. I was just thrilled to be one of them.

But after a month or so, he invited me to his place on Saturday afternoon. I didn’t have a shift until 8 that night so I arranged for the woman in the apartment next to mine to watch Charlotte and took the bus out to his place. I never learned to drive and couldn’t afford a car of my own so I took the bus everywhere, no big deal. I arrived at his place around 1 and he invited me inside but as soon as he closed the door behind me, he made it clear, much as he’d done at the club, that I was to go to my knees and blow him.

Which i did.

He then proceeded to fuck me in every room in his small bungalow.

I was in heaven.

Since he was working that night same as me, he gave me a lift to the club. I called my babysitter to make sure Charlotte was okay – she was, she was such a good kid, even then – and I danced a full shift. By that time, I knew the score on doing ‘extras’ in the Champagne Room so I made enough money that night to pay the sitter and then some. Not much extra but at least I made something.

As I was leaving the club, I ran into J and my heart skipped a beat. I would have been fine if he wanted another blow job but he didn’t. He wanted to invite me over to his place on Sunday. I knew I wasn’t working Sunday night so I had no hope of earning anything to pay the sitter again, but an invitation from J, even at that point, was more of an order than anything, so I asked what time I should come by. He just looked at me.

“What?” I asked not knowing what I’d done wrong.

“Same as yesterday,” he practically sneered.

I was surprised but also thrilled. The sex and the way he dominated me was the best I’d ever had and to have it again was beyond my wildest expectations. I’d figure out how to pay for the babysitter and just nodded. He walked away without another word.

When I arrived at his house the next day, he opened the door but didn’t open the screen door. I looked at him, confused until he said I had to leave my clothes outside. He wanted me naked in the house at all times.

I was confused and hesitated, not because getting undressed in public wasn’t something I had a problem with but I wondered briefly if his neighbors might object. J took my hesitation as something else and just growled, “Do it, or fuck off and don't come back."

I stripped on his porch every time I visited him from that day forward.

Once inside, he had me blow him again, a ritual almost as consistent as always being naked when I came in the door. He fucked me and dominated me again, same as the day before but when it was time to leave, because I wasn’t working that night he told me to take the bus home. And he didn’t let me clean up before I left his house so I had to ride the bus reeking of sex. And since he forbid me to wear panties to his house, I either left a spot on the bus seat or felt his cum running down my legs if I had to stand.

I went to J’s house every weekend from then on, both days, four to eight hours each day.
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“You better be careful,” Christine warns me at lunch that afternoon. “If things don’t go well between you and Carl, Mr. Holder will not be happy.”

“I know, Chris,” I tell her. “But I can’t say no to him now.” I smile my most winning smile as I plead my case but she rolls her eyes and waves me off.

“You should have said no to him right up front,” she huffs. “Something about firm rules which I’m pretty sure is a thing.”

“No doubt,” I agree dejectedly. “And if it was anyone besides Mr. Panty Melt, I would have.”

She almost does a spit take. “Mr. What?” She laughs and rolls her head back. “You did not just say what I think you said, did you, Jess?”

I laugh along with her but I can’t believe I let that slip out. I’m going to have to be extra careful on my date, I realize. But for now, I’m just basking in the glow of a new friendship, my first at the firm in over a year, as Chris has invited me to lunch every day this week. We’ve talked about our kids mostly – she’s got two teenage girls while mine are much younger but we’re both single moms and there’s a bond there no matter how different our circumstances may be.

In fact, we’ve been getting along so well I feel like I can finally explore just how much she knows about my past and how I’m perceived by the other employees. I waited for a lull in the conversation to change the subject.

“Can I ask you a question?” I ask inanely – I just asked her a question but she didn’t call me out on it.

“Sure,” she says a bit warily.

“As you know, you’re the first person at the firm to ask me to lunch,” I begin and she nods but says nothing. I’m trying not to project my discomfort on her but I’m pretty sure we’re both a little uneasy suddenly. “I was just wondering what everyone thinks of me.” I didn’t add the part about being the only white female and one of three whites overall on a staff of over fifty people. I’m pretty sure I don’t have to, that she understands what I’m asking.

“Well, I can’t speak for everyone, Jessica,” she says carefully. “You’re sure you want to know?”

I nod.

“Well, I think most people think of you as bit of an office mascot.” She looks at me but I don’t react. I’m not sure how to take that. “To be honest, I don’t think most people think of you other than a token white girl. Like you’re there to lighten up the lobby.”

“You’re aware of my past, right?” I don’t ask if she knows how my past got me my job – I don’t have the courage to ask that.

“Yeah, but I don’t care about all that,” she says dismissively and I can’t decide if she’s being dismissive about my past or about me. I’ll go with my past for now. “I don’t think anyone cares, to be honest.”

I smile and try not to look like I feel as relieved as I feel. I thought I was being shunned since I was hired but people just didn’t have time for me. It’s a big weight off my shoulders, no question about that.

But then another thought occurs to me and suddenly I’m as nervous as a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocky chairs, as my grandpa used to say. “Do you think Mr. Holder knows?”

She deadpans me, hard. “I think all the senior partners know, Jess.”

Oh, great.

~ ~ ~

At first, trips to J’s house were heavenly. Even though he began to humiliate me from my second visit and every one thereafter by making me strip on his front stoop, I really didn’t mind at all. It took a little getting used to stripping out in public but soon enough I didn’t think twice about it. What I did think about, and found intoxicating, was how thrilled I was to do what he ordered me to do. I’d never been dominated before J and I loved it. I absolutely loved it.

He dominated me in other ways, too. At home, he began tying me up to fuck me, all with my full consent and I always got the sense that if I asked he would have untied me but I never asked. . He had cuffs he used to pin my wrists behind my back and not long after he introduced me to what he called a star restraint – four chains linked cuffs to my wrists and ankles and where they met in the middle was a butt plug he stuffed in my ass. He said my ass was too tight and he switched the plug every so often to a slightly larger one to loosen my sphincter.

J never got violent with me. His usual way of tormenting me, which he did often, was to ignore me. More than once, after I’d disappointed him at the club or if I was late arriving at his house, he left me kneeling naked on his front stoop all afternoon until it was time for me to go home. Being ignored like that was pure agony for me and not just because of the pain I endured by kneeling on the concrete porch for hours without a break. It was so painful for me to be ignored by J.

If I disappointed him at his house after he let me inside, my punishment took place in his backyard. He bought me a collar early on – that trip to PetsMart to buy it was another extremely mortifying experience – and he would put it on me as soon as I arrived at his place. If I did something wrong, or if he was just in one of those moods, he would clip a short chain to the collar and lead me into the back yard. Then he would use a leash anchor he would twist into the ground to keep me there, unable to stand or even sit – all I could do was lie flat or get to all fours. And when he put me in the part of the yard he reserved for me to relieve myself, I knew I’d be out there for the rest of the visit.

Oh, yeah. He never once let me use his bathroom in the six years I visited him at his house. I always had to go in the backyard.
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“So what is it like being the only white person at the firm, Jessica?” Carl asks me after we settle and order dinner at one of his favorite restaurants. From the prices I couldn’t help but notice on the menu, he’s either richer and I realized or he saves this place for special occasions.

I can live with either scenario.

“Well, I’m not the only white person who works there,” I explain with a shy smile. “The IT guy and the janitor are both white.”

He chuckles. “The janitor, eh? I’ll have to give Lewis a hard time about that next time I see him. That is just too on the nose.” He shakes his head and looks for the waiter to refill my water glass. We’re still waiting for our drinks and I’m drinking my water because I’m so nervous – I realized on the way here that I haven’t been on a real date since I met Jalen’s father five years ago.

“You know Mr. Griffin?” I ask, trying desperately not to look as shocked as I am.

“Lewis and I go way back,” he says with another gorgeous smile. I’m already soaking my panties just being out with Mr. Panty Melt and I don’t need to hear that he knows the man who hired me. It’s too embarrassing. “I’ll probably switch my business to him if Don goes anywhere.”

“Why are you working with Mr. Holder in the first place?” I ask, not really wanting to get into the ins and outs of the inner workings of Comptor, Griffin but I’m not ready to field a bunch of questions about my past. I’d love to get one real date under my belt before I have to explain the unexplainable.

But Carl handles me like the pro I’m sure he is, although I have no idea what he does for a living, if anything. I’m not sure he needs to see his lawyer almost every day of the week but he does. How much legal trouble can a man like him be in?

“Let’s leave the shop talk at the office for tonight, shall we?” he asks without really asking. I nod my head and take another sip of water just as our drinks finally arrive. I switch to my dirty martini and let the gin burn my throat as I take a much-needed sip. “Tell my about yourself, Jessica Preston.”

I smile, take a breath, and hope I don’t screw this up. I tell him about my upbringing in Alabama, my time in high school and college as a gymnast and my scholarship. I don’t tell him why I dropped out of college or what I have been doing since then.

“What about you, Carl? What’s your story?” I ask quickly before he notices the big gap in my timeline. He smiles knowingly, but I can’t decide if he figured out my deflection plan or if he’s happy he finally gets to talk about himself. I’ve found that most men are.

“There’s not much to tell, really,” he begins and I know immediately that he’s shining me on. “I grew up poor in Detroit, watched my parents fall apart when the factories shut down, and promised myself I’d never work for someone else and I never have.”

He smiles again as he notices the waiter coming toward us with our meals. I ordered some sort of foreign-sounding chicken thingy while Carl ordered a steak and everything looks and smells amazing. I realize how hungry I am and have to work at restaining myself from wolfing down my food because it’s easily the best thing I’ve tasted in years. We talk about the food and the wine a bit – Carl talks about the wine, I just nod along without a clue what he’s telling me – and I wonder if we’re going to get back to our stories because while I’m sure Carl’s got questions, I do, too.

“So, you went to an HBCU,” he says at last and I nod just as I stuff another forkful of rice in my mouth to buy myself some time to think. Most of the guys I let pick me up at the clubs or the bar never get as far as where I went to college, nevermind knowing it was a mostly black student body, which Carl obviously understands. For the first time since I moved to Baton Rouge, I wonder if my preference for black men is going to spoil my chances with this black man.

But I do have an explanation. “Well, they were the only school that offered me a scholarship, so it wasn’t like I sought them out. They came to me.”

He nods. “That’s fair. But now you work for an almost all-black law firm and from what I’ve heard, your kids are both mixed-race,’ he says quietly without looking directly at me, thankfully, so he doesn’t see my face fall. I never told him I have kids, let alone that their fathers are black.

“I like the way black men look, Carl,” I state as matter-of-factly as I can. I’ve been accused before of having a fetish for black men, even though I don’t see it that way.

“But we’re not a fetish for you?” he asks, point blank.

“I don’t see it that way,” I whisper.

“Well, I wouldn’t be surprised if black men fetishize you, Jessica. It’s something a lot of black men like, you know.”

“White girls?” I ask, point blank.

He smiles. “Pretty white girls.”

I smile shyly. “You think I’m pretty?”

“Of course,” he says like it’s a given. I don’t think of myself as pretty, though. Cute, maybe. But not pretty. “Don’t you?” he asks.

“I don’t,” I tell him. “I don’t see myself as pretty.”

He smiles again. “Well, we’ll just have to see if I can change your mind, Jessica.”

I like the sound of that.

~ ~ ~

I quickly found myself intoxicated by and addicted to J during my early days as a dancer in New Orleans. Each day, I looked for him as soon as I arrived for a shift – which was almost every day as it was so hard to earn a living – and even more so at his house on weekends. He told me early on that he would never think of me as his girlfriend because he only dated black girls, and he never invited me to spend the night, not that I could have with Charlotte and the sitter waiting for me at my apartment. But I never missed a day with him, unless he made it happen by leaving me on the front stoop or chaining me in the back yard.

Before I met J in never thought of myself as being submissive but I quickly realized there was nothing I liked better than pleasing him. It didn’t matter what he wanted from me, I never objected or even hesitated. It never occurred to me to do so. He could fuck me any way he wanted to and I loved it. I always came when he fucked me, just from being penetrated by him. I even came once in a while when I blew him, even though he never let me touch myself. I was just so thrilled to make him happy with my mouth that I came too.

He did make me edge myself, though, to entertain him and to frustrate me. I didn’t find it all that frustrating though, because I knew he would eventually fuck me again and I would cum then, but even on those days when he had me edge myself until it was time for me to leave, I was so pleased that I did what he wanted me to do, I didn’t mind. His smile was all I lived for.

He used me at the club as well, but he never took me in one of the rooms we were supposed to use to do extras for club patrons. His favorite way to take me was in the alley behind the club. There was a dumpster in the alley that the club used to dispose of garbage from the kitchen so it always smelled rank. J would have me get on all fours on a big piece of cardboard – he almost always dragged me from the dressing room naked to fuck me there – and I still remember the smell of that dumpster. I also remember the people in the building across the alley who would watch him fuck me, some of them cat-calling me as he fucked me, degrading me.

I loved it. I have no idea why, but I loved it.

The first time J shared me with another man was in the alley. He was fucking me from behind and another bouncer came out to talk to him. All the bouncers knew that I was one of J’s girls but when he asked to talk, J told him to go ahead and fuck my mouth while J fucked my pussy. It was the first time I’d ever been with two men at once and I was shocked that J would offer me so casually, but as soon as the other bouncer put his cock in my mouth – I could taste another girl’s pussy on it, by the way – I was overwhelmed by all the new sensations I felt as I was spit-roasted for the first time. I didn’t even know that was the term for it, but I knew I loved it. Within days, J shared me like that with all the other bouncers.

It had a huge impact on me... to this day, my favorite sex act is to be spit-roasted.

Not long after J began sharing me at the club, he started sharing me on weekends. The first time it happened, he was fucking me on the couch in his living room when there was a knock on the door. Without breaking his tempo of pounding my pussy, he called out for whoever was at the door to come in. Once again, I was shocked and mortified but I realized later that he’d invited his friend to come over and knew who was at the door, even if I didn’t.

J finished fucking me before he offered me to his friend, whom I’d never met or even seen before. At the club, I knew who all the bouncers were before they fucked me. At J’s house, that long-ago afternoon, I was given to a complete stranger. It shocked me but I didn’t say a word in protest. As I said, saying no to J never even occurred to me. The guy was black, of course, but that’s where the similarity to J ended. J was a big man but he was strongly built, with muscles on top of muscles, exactly the type of man you would think of as a bouncer at a strip club. Someone who wouldn’t take shit from anyone, which was J to a tee.

But Marlon was not like J at all. He was, to be charitable, out of shape. He was so out of shape, in fact, that I wound up doing most of the work. He waited for me to undress him, then he laid down on the couch and motioned for me to get him hard with my mouth before I rode him. It took him a long time to cum and by the time he did, we were both bathed in sweat. As with J, I was expected to clean his cock with my mouth after he came.

Which they all did, everyone one of the men that J shared me with, after they came in me, I cleaned them with my mouth. Even after they came in my ass. Which many of them did.

More often than not, J and his friends would fuck me in his backyard. I was used to being naked at his house and as a stripper, I was used to being naked in general, but there was something even more degrading about being fucked outdoors, especially if it had recently rained. J’s yard was a combination of patchy, dying grass and plain dirt, and everyone seemed get a kick out of fucking me on my hands and knees before pushing my face down in the mud. I was never allowed to clean up before I took the bus home and it was excruciating being on the bus, especially when I began recognizing people from taking it so often, looking like I did on my trip home.

But I went back to J’s house, week after week, month after month, year after year, until I moved to Baton Rouge.
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“How did your date go?” Chris asks me at lunch on Monday. We’ve fallen into an pattern where she calls me around ten each morning to confirm I’m available, which is absurd because I don’t have anywhere else to be but I know what she’d really saying when she calls is that she’s available. Which is fine by me.

“It was lovely,” I tell her, shading the truth ever so slightly. “Carl took me to Fleming’s for dinner.”

“Oh, that’s a really nice place, from what I’ve heard,” she says brightly. “I’ve never been, of course,” she adds with just a hint of attitude and I wonder if I should have mentioned where we went. So I quickly change the direction of our conversation.

“It was nice but we didn’t go anywhere after dinner, which was a little disappointing.” She gives me a look and I know what she’s thinking – I’ve hinted that my habit on the weekend is to look for a suitable one-night-stand at the clubs and bars I frequent.

“Well, you can’t expect a man like that to just jump into bed with you, right?” she says with a laugh that’s a little forced. Or maybe I’m just being paranoid. As I said, I haven’t dated like this in years.

“I suppose not but…” I hesitate. Do I want to admit how really felt after we left the restaurant? That if he’d invited me to his place I would have jumped his bones? Or if he’d made any sort of play for me when he dropped me off at my apartment building, even after I invited him upstairs for coffee, which he politely declined?

“Did I screw things up?” I ask out of the blue. “I had a good time and we hit it off just fine, but…”

“Well, seeing as I wasn’t there, it’s hard for me to say,” she says, also with a bit more attitude. “But these things take time, Jessica. Maybe he’s old school, given his age and all, and he’s waiting until the third date to make his move.”

“Oh, good lord,” I say with an exaggerated eye roll. “I haven’t been on a second date in years.” She gives me another look and tries to brush my statement off as hyperbole but it’s true. I haven’t been exactly honest with Chris, afraid that she’ll judge me because from what she’s said, she is trying to set an example for her teenage daughters and barely dates at all. In that regard, we couldn’t be more different.

“Is he worth putting some work into?” she asks, no attitude this time. I shrug.

“I guess so. He sure mashes all of my buttons.” We giggle and move on to office gossip but our conversation weighs heavily on my mind for the rest of our lunch hour.

“Hey, Jess,” a message pops up on my Reddit profile after I returned to my desk in the office lobby. I recognize Stella’s username immediately. I didn’t see her in the elevator this morning on my daily pastry run but I wrote that off to her being a lot less motivated now that she’s been told she doesn’t have a future with her firm. “You around?” she adds.

“I’m here,” I message back. “What’s new with you?” I like the immediacy of Reddit way more than email and since it’s easy to open the site in a browser on my laptop, I don’t look as conspicuous about ignoring my work at my desk in favor of my phone. Not that I have a ton of work to do most days.

“I’m in Chicago,” she says, flooring me. “I got a new job over the weekend.”

I blink and my mouth drops open. “What!?!? I didn’t think you’d be gone that fast.” My heart sinks – I felt like we were just getting to know each other.

“I know, right? I called a friend from law school on a whim Friday afternoon and by Sunday, I was packing to check out her situation. She needs someone right away for a big case she just landed and even though I would have to take the Illinois bar exam to be listed on the docs, Evie says we can work around that for now.”

“So, you’re moving to Chicago?” I ask, my head spinning.

“It looks that way. We’re already knee deep in the case and it feels like a great fit, but I won’t make a final decision for a few weeks,” I’m looking around my desk in the lobby to make sure no one is seeing how shocked I am at the sudden loss of what I thought could turn into another friendship. And I’m kicking myself for not reaching out to Stella months ago.

“I’ll miss you, Stella,” I type and send, my eyes tearing up on me. “We just started getting to know each other.”

“Well, that’s kind of why I’m messaging you, Jess.” I wait as the site indicates that she’s typing before anything shows up, like the three bubbles on a text message. “We can stay in touch using this website, if it’s okay with you.”

I smile and wipe my eyes. “Yeah, I’d really like that, Stel.” I start to say that I don’t have a lot of work the way she does but I delete the words before I send them. No need to come across as super-needy, even if I sort of am.

“So, something I wanted to ask you about, Jess, at the bar the other night,” she begins. “And again, I’m not judging you.”

“I believe you, Stel.” For some reason, I feel like she’s not, mostly because I didn’t feel judged at the bar.

“I was curious about your career in New Orleans,” she typed. “I thought you had a baby when you moved there.”

I swallow hard and wonder if she is going to judge me anyway. “I did, but the woman who lived in the apartment next to mine was a grandmother who didn’t see her grandkids often enough and she loved watching Charlotte for me. The few times she wasn’t available, I’d have to pay one of the older teenagers who lived in the building.”

“But I thought you said that it was tough making enough to live on because of the fees and tip-sharing.”

“It was, but I kept thinking things would eventually get better. I left the club after about 8 months when it was clear that they wouldn’t.”

“What did you do at the club to try to get by?”

“You mean, what extras did I do in the Champagne Room?”

“Yeah, that. Was it hard at first?”

“Yes, and I was stubborn. All the girls told me I had to do extras to survive but I tried to just get by on tips at first.”

“For how long?”

“A few days is all. It didn’t take long before I knew I had no choice.”

“Do you remember your first extra?”

I swallowed before I answered. I’m not sure why this is getting me turned on but it is. “A blowjob. And I remember J’s gloating face after.”

“Did you know J but hadn’t fucked him yet?”

“He had already ‘introduced’ himself to me.”

“Did your self-concept change at that moment?”

I pause. “It felt so weird to take money for it.”

“How much did you make?”

“$50.”

“Did the club set the prices for extras?”

“Oh, yes. They didn’t want the girls to out bid each other.”

“What did you charge for sex?”

“$100.”

“Was anal something you would do?”

“Yes, for $120. And uncovered was an extra $25.”

“You would have unprotected sex?”

“Yes. Mostly with guys I knew, my regulars. With new guys, I insisted they use condoms.”

“Didn’t you worry about STDs?”

“The club had us checked every couple of weeks. It wasn’t really a problem.”

She pauses and I shift in my chair at my desk. My panties are soaked from reliving that part of my past. If I’m not careful, I’ll have a wet spot on my dress.

“Did you worry about seeing someone you knew at the club, Jess?”

I swallow again and wonder if I should admit what I’m about to admit. “Yeah, it happened now and then. The worst was when my old gymnastics coach showed up at the club.”

“One of your college coaches?”

“No, one from when I was on a developmental team back home in Alabama.”

“He’d moved to New Orleans?”

“Yes, I found out later that he got a job at another school.”

“Did he remember you?”

“Not at first. I recognized him right away but he didn’t recognize me until my second set onstage. I was looking right at him when he figured out who I was. I almost ran off the stage when he motioned me over for the tip.”

“Were you trying to help him figure it out by looking at him?”

“Gawd no, I was hoping he wouldn’t. I just figured that if I hid it would be more obvious.”

“Was he cool about it? Did you go to him for the tip?”

“I did but I was blushing and he slipped the bill right into my mouth. Even with the dim lighting of the club everyone could tell I was blushing.”

“Was that typical? I heard they usually tuck it in your G-string?”

“Our club was full nude... girls either took them in their hands or mouth, or just let it fall on the stage and picked it up at the end of the set. He let his fingers linger in my mouth, too.”

“Wow, he really rubbed your nose in it, the bastard!”

“Yeah, I was squatting in front of him, spread open with his fingers in my mouth with a dollar bill. It was like he held me there without holding me, you know?”

“Not very nice for someone who knew you.”

“Somebody I idolized growing up.” I hesitate but something about confessing all of this to Stella felt so good for me. I hadn’t thought about those days in years. “He became a regular.”

“Guys just love to humiliate girls, especially strippers and whores, don't they?”

“The club’s managers loved it.”

“So, by regular, you mean you gave him blow jobs in the Champagne Room?”

“Not just blow jobs.”

“Sex?”

“He was one of the few white men to use me. Yes, fuck, bjs, anal, atm.”

“What’s atm?”

“Ass to mouth. I would clean him after he fucked my ass. It’s expected these days.”

“That sounds pretty disgusting, Jess. No judgment, but…”

“Yeah, it’s not so bad if it’s your ass you’re tasting. And I always prepared before a shift at the club with a thorough enema.”

She paused as she digested that piece of information, I assume. “Getting back to the coach, did you see him at the club or outside?”

“All in the club.”

“I thought sex was frowned on at the club.”

“Officially, it was frowned on. That way, if you got caught, like by the vice squad or something, it was all on you.”

“Bastards.” She paused before she wrote, “I have to go now, Jess, but this was…enlightening. Do you mind answering all these questions for me?”

“No, I don’t mind at all, Stella. Anytime you want to, ask away.”

“Thanks. Later.”

I closed the browser and stood up. I was going to have to wait until everyone had left the office so no one would see the big wet spot on my dress.

~ ~ ~

After I’d been working at the club in New Orleans for about 8 months, I decided I couldn’t go on there. I wasn’t making enough money to justify being away from my daughter each night so I got a job as a cashier at a grocery store. I was nervous about telling J but he didn’t react, he just told me he still expected me to visit him at his house each weekend. I said I would let the store know and they were good about setting my schedule accordingly.

Before I left the club, though, J gave me a going away party of sorts. After my last shift, he dragged me out of the dressing room naked into the back alley and had me get on all fours on the cardboard. As he was fucking me, the other bouncers came out and they all took a turn with me. It was my first train and I loved it. It was so visceral, being taken like that in the alley with people watching from the building across the way. By the time they were finished with me, I was dripping their cum from both of my holes and my makeup was ruined. When I went back into the club to get dressed to go home, I didn’t talk to anyone, didn’t say goodbye, I just left. It was quite a sendoff.

After that, J began to share me with other men at his house. One or two would come over while I was there and I was expected to fuck them, either in the living room or in the backyard. I didn’t know them at first and there were a lot of them over the years, but I usually saw just one or two of them during each visit.

That’s when I began to feel like a whore and that J was my pimp. I desperately wanted him to put me out on the street to be a hooker for him but I never asked and he never offered. I just fucked his friends and acquaintances at his house. I’m pretty sure no money changed hands because if he had charged them, he would have bragged about it to humiliate me. Little did he know that was exactly what I wanted.

I never felt like a whore at the club for some reason. I saw myself as an exotic dancer who did extras in the Champagne Room, nothing more. I knew some of the other dancers saw clients outside the club and got paid for it but I never did. And besides, to me a whore was a streetwalker who had a pimp that controlled her. I had J but he didn’t put me on the street, even though I wanted him to.

While I worked at the grocery store, I met Leon. He was a goofy guy, about five years older than me but really sweet and very good-looking. We talked whenever he came in to the store and after a few conversations, he asked me out. I told him I was busy on the weekends but he said that wasn’t a problem and we went out during the week. I fell in love with him and we stayed together for almost four years.

But here’s the thing – he knew about J. I was up front with Leon that I was seeing another guy. He said he didn’t have a problem with it and for a while, he didn’t. I never even told him J’s name because I got the sense he didn’t want to know and he never asked.

After a while, though, he made it clear he wanted more from me but I couldn’t bring myself to stop seeing J. I told Leon so and he accepted it, reluctantly, but he didn’t push me. I loved Leon but not enough to leave J. I loved Leon but I needed J. I know in hind sight it makes no sense but that’s the way it happened.

Then I got pregnant again.

I was on the pill and I made Leon wear condoms whenever we had sex but I still got pregnant. I think I may have missed a day or two with the pill, but I’m not sure. At first, I was scared to death that J might be the father, but when I talked to my doctor to nail down the date I conceived, I realized J couldn’t have been the father. During the time the pill failed me, J was only fucking my ass for reasons I’ll explain later, as were all the men he shared me with. The only guy who was fucking my pussy that month was Leon. Which was a relief because I didn’t want my child to be like J. I couldn’t stop seeing him but he was a bastard and I was scared to death if he was the father, my child might turn out like him.

When I told J that I was pregnant with Leon’s baby, he got angry and punished me by not touching me at all for several weeks. He left me on the front stoop one day and staked me in the backyard the next. I went home in tears both days. He began inviting more men over to fuck me even though he wouldn’t touch me. This went on for a couple of months until I began to show, then J got into fucking me again.

All that time, Leon was pressuring me to give him more of me than I was willing to give. I loved Leon but not in a way that I could commit to him, even when I was pregnant with his child. It killed him when I said I wouldn’t or couldn’t give up J.

But I just could not stop seeing J.

So I kept going to J’s house every Saturday and Sunday all through my pregnancy. And he kept sharing me with his friends the whole time. Right up until the weekend before I delivered.

And the weekend after Jalen was born.
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“Good morning, Jessica,” Carl, aka Mr. Panty Melt, says as he strolls up to my desk on Monday morning. I smile and duck my head to hide that I’m blushing at seeing him.

“Good morning, Mr. Evans,” I croak as I pick up my phone to let his attorney know he’s here. “Is Mr. Holder expecting you?”

“He’s not because I’m not here to see him, Jessica. I’m here to see you. And can we skip the formalities now that we’ve been on a date? Call me Carl.”

I get a twinge in my belly – he didn’t ask, he ordered me to call him by his first name. I know it’s a small distinction but it just does something to me. Of course, I don’t say anything to him.

“Yes, Carl,” I whisper. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”

He doesn’t quite roll his eyes but he comes close. Thankfully, he doesn’t stop smiling the whole time. “Well, I had a marvelous time Saturday night and I was wondering if we might do it again this Saturday.” He’s just standing there, waiting for me to answer but I’m desperately trying to think of a way to tell him that I’d love to go out with him but I don’t want to just go to dinner again. “What is it, Jess?” he asks as his smile fades.

I regroup quickly. “Oh, I’d love to go out with you again, Carl. I was just wondering if we might go to a club or something, where we can dance.”

He brightens immediately but as soon as my words sink in, he does roll his eyes. “I’m no spring chicken, Jessica. A night of dancing is not something I’ve done in some time.”

I give him a coy smile. “Well, we don’t have to just dance all night, Carl.”

“I’ll pick you up at eight, Jess,” he says with a sly smile just before he turns and exits the lobby.

“Jess. Are you there?” Stella’s username appears on my screen. I opened the browser first thing when I arrived for work this morning and have left it open all day. I know she’s busy so I don’t message her but wait for a question, which has arrived just an hour before quitting time. I’m thrilled just the same.

“I’m here, Stel. How are you today?”

“So busy it’s taken me all this time to get back to you, but I’ve got a million questions. Is now a good time?”

“I’m all yours! Lol.”

“So, I was trying to process everything you shared with me the other day and I wondered how you got to Baton Rouge from New Orleans. Did you have your current job lined up before you left?”

I blush hard and look at the door to the office without thinking, as if to check and see if anyone is watching me blush. “I got a call from the managing partner offering me the job.”

“How did he know you?”

I blush even harder. “He was a regular at the club in New Orleans.”

“Oh, my god, that is too funny, Jess. He used to fuck you in the Champagne Room and he called you to offer you a job as his receptionist? That is just too funny.”

“I guess it is.”

“Did he ever indicate he expects more from you than answering phones?”

“We hardly ever talk. I greet him in the morning but I do that with all the employees. I don’t think we’ve ever had a conversation since I started here 15 months ago.”

“You don’t find that odd?”

I hesitate, wondering what she’s getting at. “No, not really. Should I?”

“Do you think it was unrelated that he reached out to you, a whore, when he needed a receptionist?”

I stared at my screen for several seconds. “I never thought of myself as a whore, Stella. I think of myself as a former exotic dancer.”

“Who did ten blowjobs a week and even more sex as part of your job?”

I was feeling embarrassed but also wet – old memories of being humiliated by J, the managment at the club, and even more former gymnastics coach came flooding back to me. Being mortified also excited me. It still does.

“I think of streetwalkers under the full control of a pimp as whores, Stella.”

“There are all kinds of whores, Jess.” She paused but then the site indicated she was typing again. I waited. Finally, “I hope you know I’m not judging you. I think you’re amazing, Jessica.”

I’m stunned. “Really? Why?”

“Because you did what you needed to do and didn’t let society’s antiquated attitudes towards sex workers stop you. I think that’s brave, Jess. I really do.”

I hesitate to tell her what I plan to do this week. “Can I share something with you, Stel?”

“Go on.”

“I’m thinking about going to a club tonight to participate in Amateur Night.”

“As a dancer?”

“Yes.”

“What brought this on?”

“I was talking to my babysitter last weekend and she asked me if I knew about the Top Hat Club. It’s about a 20 minute walk from my apartment.”

“She said it’s a strip club?”

“Yes.”

“And you plan to dance there?”

“Yes.”

“Why, Jess?”

I hesitate again. “It’s been a long time since I danced, almost 7 years and I want to try it again.”

“Are you thinking of quitting your job at the law firm to dance full time, Jess?”

“No, I just want to check it out and see if I still can do it. It’s just an exploratory visit tonight.”

“Well, let me know how it goes in the morning, okay?”

“Will do, Stella.”

~ ~ ~

When I began to show and J started fucking me again, he also brought more men to his house each weekend to fuck me. For some reason, everyone liked to fuck the pregnant white girl even though they all knew J wasn’t the father. He made sure they knew.

As the months went by and I showed more and more, walking from the bus stop to J’s house through his neighborhood was more and more humiliating. Walking back to the bustop after the visit was even worse as I was asked what I charged almost every trip.

During my second trimester, my sex drive went nuts and I couldn’t wait to see how many men J had invited to fuck me. However many he invited, it was never enough, even though they always fucked me more than once while I was there. I was insatiable.

By my third trimester, I was so uncomfortable from the baby pressing down on my bladder that I was miserable. J continued to make me pee in the backyard – I never once used his bathroom in the six years I visited him – and I was only able to ride the guys he invited over to fuck me or to take them doggy-style.

The Sunday before I delivered, J decided to run another train on me. I’d done one before with six guys when I was about five months into my pregnancy, but as my belly grew J got more and more requests from his friends. That last weekend before Jalen was born, I fucked 12 or 15 guys, all in his bedroom over a few hours. I lost track of how many times they fucked me.

When it was just J and a friend he always spit-roasted me which is still my favorite position. When there were two friends over, they always made me airtight which was intense but not as enjoyable for me as being spit-roasted. The night of the train, though, everyone used my pussy and either came in me or on me. By the time I went home, I was a mess and J still made me get dressed, without cleaning up, on his front stoop. It was so hard to dress with no place to sit and nothing to lean on, but I had no choice. J gave me no other options.

Jalen was born on that Tuesday, but J made it clear when I left on Sunday that even after I delivered, he expected me to come to his place on Saturday, so I did. He fucked my raw cunt three times that day. The only concessions he made to my condition was that he didn’t invite any of his friends over and he gave me a ride home. But on the ride home, while I nursed Jalen, he said he expected me to come back the next day.

Which I did.

And every Saturday and Sunday after that, for another year and a half, until I left for Baton Rouge.
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After letting the sitter in to watch Charlotte and Jalen, I leave for the club. I think about taking a cab or an Uber but I like to walk and the weather is good. I’m the only white on the street as I start out but I’ve lived in the neighborhood for over a year and everyone knows me. I do stick out, though, so there’s that.

I find the club and go inside but I’m surprised by what I find. The club in New Orleans was a dump but they aspired to be more upscale than they were, so they didn’t allow sex of any kind in the main room. The Top Hat, the name of the club I was standing in, didn’t have a Champagne Room.

I talk to the manager and he says everyone gets one set which is fine – I’ll only need one set to know if I still have what it takes. I’ve thought about asking the manager if he’s looking to hire but I don’t, not at first. I’ll do my set before I go down that road.

I’m surprised by the club’s clientele, too. At Cleo’s Cabaret in New Orleans, the average client was definitely blue collar but as I mentioned, they aspired to be more than they were, so we got our share of white collar types now and then. The managing partner at my current employer, Lewis Griffin, felt right at home there, enough so that he became one of my regulars which led to him hiring me to be his receptionist.

At the Top Hat, however, the clientele, if you want to call them that, was a notch below blue collar. And they were all black. We would see all races at Cleo’s, including whites, Hispanics, Asians and Middle Eastern men even if the majority of the guys were black. Not so at the Top Hat Club.

All of the dancers, the ones that I saw, were black as well. I was the only white there. I didn’t pay much attention to the other amateurs – none of the regular dancers worked that night from what I was told – as I was lost in my thoughts at dancing again. I waited backstage for my number to begin and when it did, my heart was in my throat, but as soon as I stepped from behind the curtain onto the runway, it all came flooding back to me. I managed to do a decent job of removing my clothes in time to the music and made about thiry dollars in tips, not bad for such a low-level crowd and only one set. When the music died, I collected my money and my discarded costume and exited.

The manager was waiting for me backstage.

“You’ve done this before, haven’t you?” he asks in an even, non-smarmy tone that I appreciate.

“I danced for almost a year a while back in New Orleans,” I tell him.

“I can put you on the schedule this Friday and Saturday to see if you fit in,” he says without looking at me. “It that works out as well as tonight did, I can give you four nights a week.”

I’m shocked. I didn’t even ask for a job. I don’t say anything but just smile and nod.

“Okay, I’ll see you Friday, then.”

When I turn to leave, he stops me. “By the way, we do have something in the basement you might be interested in.”

I turn and look at him. He winks at me.

“What’s that?” I ask, my pussy twinging like mad because I have a sneaking suspicion what he’s going to say.

“A glory hole.”

“You did WHAT?” Stella types into our chat the next day. “A glory hole?!?!”

“I know, right? Not the smartest thing I’ve done.”

“So, after you danced you sucked a few cocks?”

“I worked there from 9:30 to 12:30. I kind of lost track of time.”

She hesitates, in shock, I presume. “So, you enjoyed yourself?”

“I loved it,” I admit.

“Three hours in a glory hole? I didn't know you got paid to do that!”

“I did, but it’s bad.”

“Bad in what way?”

“Like, $5 bad.”

“How much did you make?”

“I got home with $95.”

“So, $65 from the gh?”

“Yeah.”

“So, you did 13 blow jobs?”

“So, 13 bjs over 3 hours?”

“Yeah.”

“Swallow them all?”

“I swallowed 8.”

“The other didn’t cum?”

“They did…they pulled out.”

“So, facials?”

“Yeah.”

“Sounds degrading.”

“I was too impulsive, too. I didn’t think to bring wipes with me from the dressing room.”

“So, you were dripping the whole time?”

“I used the hem of my dress to wipe.”

“Did you enjoy yourself?”

“Too much.”

“So, women don’t work the glory hole for the money, right?’

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Suck any white cocks, or is it predominantly a black club?”

“Well, yeah. It was hard to judge from a Monday but I was the only white there. No. no white cocks.”

“Your kind of place.”

“No clean cocks, either.”

“Smelly?”

“Yeah, most were.”

“Any concerns about STDs?”

“I’m going to get tested after work. There’s a free clinic near my place.”

“Do you think you’ll do the glory hole again?”

“Honestly? Yes.”

“You loved it, didn’t you?”

“Yes, I did. There’s something about sitting there smelling like cum that was heavenly.”

“And the bjs don't last that long, so you had a lot of down time to revel in what a smelly slut you are.”

“Yeah, just a mat to kneel or sit on.”

“Can you go anytime or do you have to be a dancer?”

“if you're a dancer you get paid but anyone can go”

“You don't really care about getting paid, do you?”

“Some, yes. I want to at least pay for the sitter.”

“Oh, that makes sense.”

“The manager said the main room would be busier on the weekend. And the house just takes a percentage so you can’t lose money.”

She pauses, then, “Why did you stay so long in the glory hole?”

“I just kind of lost track of time. I knew it was getting late but I didn’t want to check.”

“Do you ever see who you’re sucking? Do they see you?”

“No, I can't see them but they can see me. The top part of the booths is one way glass.”

“Also degrading. You love everything about that, don't you?”

I smile. “Oh, you know me, Stella.”

“Why did it take you so long to go there?”

“I don't know... I had feelings pretty bottled up for the last year or so.”

“Well, you sure uncorked them last night! Lol”

“lol last night is nothing.”

“What do you mean?”

I hesitate but now I’m committed to confess everything, for better or worse. “Friday I'm doing a whole shift upstairs.”

“How long is a full shift?”

“Six hours. 6 to 12 pm.”

“Are you dancing for the money or for the fun of it?”

“Well, both.”

“With no Champagne Room, how will you make enough money?”

“I got the feeling stuff still happens... you just don't get the privacy of a separate room.”

“So, bjs in the booths?”

“Or more is what I’m thinking. I’ll find out Friday.”

“Wow, that’s surprising to me.”

I smile again. “Hon, this place is a hole-in-the-wall kind of club. I doubt they have any licenses to lose.”

“One last question then I have to go. Did you get back to your apartment reeking of cum? Or were you able to clean up before you left the club?”

“I got to clean up some but I'd using my dress to wipe for hours... there was only so much I could do.”

“Did you get any judgment from the sitter?”

“lol no she used to be a working girl.”

“Oh, right. Did she know where you'd been all night?”

I smile one more time. “Sweety, I didn't find that place on my own.”

She hesitates, and I wonder if she’s going to try to talk me out of the whole thing. I bite my lip, but after what seems like forever, I see the signal from the site that she’s typing again.

“So, you’ll give me a full report after your first shift, right Jess?”

I laugh with relief. “You can count on it, Stella.”
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“Ready for lunch, Jessica?” Christine Washburn asks me after she rounds the corner by my desk. I’m the receptionist for Comptor, Griffin, and Assoc, a black-owned law firm in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and one of only three whites who work for the firm. Christine is one of the newish executive secretaries who work upstairs where the senior partners have their offices, but she’s the first employee who invited me to lunch in the 15 months I’ve worked here. Before she asked, I always ate at the front desk, so having someone to talk to is wonderful.

“Just let me flip the phones and I’ll be right with you, Chris,” I tell her as I stand up and grab my purse. I call the girl who will answer the main line in my absence and press the button on the old-timey console that sends those calls to her desk, then I push my chair under the counter to make it clear to any visitors that I’m out, and we head for the elevators.

“Are you seeing Carl again this weekend?” she asks as we wait for a car to arrive. I nod and look at her but then I suck in a breath and put my hand over my mouth. “What’s wrong?” she asks.

“I totally forgot that Carl invited me out on Saturday,” I whisper to her as the elevator dings and the doors open. We’re the only people in the car when the doors close, so I don’t have to whisper. Not that I did before, but it seemed prudent to do so in the shadow of the office. Carl is one of the firm’s best clients.

“How could you forget something like that?” she asks with an edge in her tone. I can’t blame her – I screwed up, no doubt about it. But even so, she doesn’t have to rub my nose in it. I already feel bad enough.

“It just slipped my mind,” I tell her honestly. She gives me a skeptical look, and I roll my eyes. “Come on, Chris,” I whine. “Don’t be like that, okay?”

“Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you,” she sniffs. We arrive at the ground floor quickly, an unusual occurrence for this time of day, it being lunch hour and all. We stride through the crowd waiting to enter the elevator, and I try not to feel like the fool I am. This is going to be bad.

“I know, I know. I’m an idiot.” I can’t believe I screwed up so badly. And that I can’t tell Chris why and how.

“Well, just because it slipped your mind doesn’t mean you’re going to break the date with him, does it?” she asks as we exit the building and walk toward our favorite lunch spot, a small cafe that has good salads at reasonable prices, a must for me.

I give her a look and she comes to a dead stop right on the sidewalk.

“You are?” she almost screams at me. I just shake my head. “Oh, Jess, come on. Mr. Holder will be livid.”

“I know, I’ll call him, Chris. I promise. As soon as I get back to the office.”

She reluctantly starts walking again, but at a snail's pace as if to rub my nose in my own stupidity. I can’t say I blame her. This is really bad. Carl is one of Donald Holder’s best clients and if I do anything to upset their professional relationship, I’ll lose my job. Worse yet, Carl is a close friend of Lewis Griffin, the man who hired me and the managing partner at Comptor, Griffin, and Assoc. If I screw up my relationship with Carl – such as it is after only one date – I’ll feel like I let Mr. Griffin down, the last thing I want to do. I may be just a lowly receptionist, but this is the best-paying job I’ve ever had and I’ve got two kids to support. On my own.

“Why do you have to break the date with Carl?” Chris asks after we order and take our seats at a table by the window. The sun is shining in on us through the large pane of glass but I’m suddenly chilled by my realization that I screwed up. Worse, I can’t tell Chris the truth. She wouldn’t understand.

“I just have another commitment, is all,” I say in a weaselly tone that even I can’t ignore.

“What kind of commitment?” she persists. I don’t blame her but I wish like crazy that she’d just drop it. I feel bad enough but I can’t say anything as she’s the only real friend I have at the firm after over a year of being, as she informed me last week, the firm mascot. The token white girl hired to lighten up the lobby.

Did I mention that Chris and every other woman who works at Comptor, Griffin is black? The only other white employees at the fifty-lawyer firm are the IT guy and the janitor, a fact that Carl found funny as hell.

Carl is black, too.

“Something I can’t get out of, Chris,” I tell her as earnestly as I can, hoping against hope that she’ll just take my word for it and drop the subject.

She doesn’t, of course.

“I told you when he asked you out, you should have said no, Jessica,” she says with a certainty that grates on me, but that also signals this might be her last words on the subject. I can only hope. “Can’t you cancel whatever it is you’re doing on Saturday?”

I shake my head as I wait to eat a bite of salad. “No, I can’t, Chris. It’s a job interview of sorts and I can’t get out of it.”

“What kind of job holds interviews on a Saturday night?” she asks before a shadow of recognition crosses her face. “Oh, no, Jessica. Don’t tell me…”

I nod and look down at my salad. Suddenly, I’ve lost my appetite.

“Where?” she asks.

“A club near my building.”

“Which one?”

I look at her. Is she saying she knows the strip clubs in Baton Rouge? I thought Chris was as straight-laced as they come, even if she didn’t give me a hard time about my past. In addition to telling me that I’m thought of as the firm mascot, the token white, she also let me know that everyone knows I was a stripper a million years ago when I was still a teenager. She told me no one at the firm cared, but now I have my doubts.

“The Top Hat,” I whisper.

She eyes me but doesn’t launch into a tirade about what a hole-in-the-wall it is. I have to assume she doesn’t know, which makes sense. How would she? She’s a single mom of two teenage daughters, and I get a strong sense that she bends over backwards to set a good example for them. Not that Chris is the type of woman who would frequent, or worse, perform at a strip club.

Unlike me.

“Are you going to tell Mr. Griffin that you’re moonlighting?” she asks pointedly. Lewis Griffin is the managing attorney at Comptor, Griffin, and Associates and the man who hired me to be the firm’s receptionist over a year ago.

What Chris doesn’t know – at least I think she doesn’t know – is that Lewis Griffin used to be a regular of mine at the strip club I danced at in New Orleans back in the day. Which is why he called me out of the blue to offer me the job.

I think.

“Do you think I should tell him?” I ask softly. I didn’t consider telling him before now.

“Well, what if he finds out from someone else? How do you think that would look, Jessica?”

“Not good, I imagine.”

She raises an eyebrow. “No, not good. Not good at all.”

“So you think I should tell him?” I don’t know if I should. As low-class as the New Orleans club was, the Top Hat is even worse. What are the odds, I wonder, that a man like Lewis Griffin would be caught dead in a place like that? Of course, he did frequent the club in New Orleans whenever he was in town on business. I can attest to that, personally.

“If you don’t, and someone sees you there and recognizes you…” She doesn’t finish her thought. She doesn’t have to.

Suddenly, her eyes go wide. “Oh my, Jessica. What if Carl sees you there?”

I roll my eyes. “Carl is definitely not the Top Hat Club type, Chris.”

Is he?

I’m almost done for the day, but I’ve got to call Carl before I leave. It’s really late notice, but I completely forgot that he asked me out again. I’ve been so wrapped up in my audition at the Top Hat Club. I was surprised at how easy it was for me to get back into the swing of dancing and for the last few days since my set during Amateur Night, it’s almost all I can think about.

But more than that, I don’t see myself dating Carl in a serious way. I’d love to jump his bones as he mashes all of my buttons – black, older, handsome, and fit – but I’ve never seen myself as girlfriend material. And don’t get me started about marriage. It’s just not for me. Not that I should be so bold as to suggest that Carl might want to marry me after one date. But dating is about relationships and I’ve avoided even the hint of a relationship since I moved to Baton Rouge. The way things went in the two relationships I had during my six years in New Orleans has cured me of ever wanting another one.

Or so I thought.

I pick up the old-timey phone handset with the cord attached to the ancient console that sits on my desk and dial Carl’s number. I could call him on my cell – he made sure I got his number even when I told him it wasn’t necessary – and I listen to it ringing. My heart is racing for some reason. For someone who doesn’t want a relationship with the man, I sure seem to be invested in what he thinks of me. Or maybe I’m just worried that he’ll complain about my rude behavior to management and I’ll lose my job, which would be a disaster.

Or would it?

“Hello?” comes his voice after he answers the call. “This is Carl Evans.”

“Hi, Carl. It’s Jessica.” I wait, my heart in my mouth.

“Jessica, how are you? Why are you calling me on the office line? Are you still at work?”

I look involuntarily at the clock on the wall, which reads 4:05 on an old-fashioned dial. “I am, Carl. I don’t clock out for another hour or so.”

“Even on a Friday?” he asks. “That seems barbaric.”

“I guess so, but you know how it is. I don’t make the rules.”

“Yes, and we should do something about that, Jessica.”

I don’t know what he means but I’m too nervous to ask. “Listen, Carl. I’m really sorry to do this last minute and all, but I can’t go out with you tomorrow night. I have something else I have to take care of.”

The silence on the line is deafening.

“I’m sorry to hear that, Jessica,” he says quietly. I can’t tell if he’s just disappointed or if he’s pissed. “Do you really have somewhere else you need to be, or is this a brushoff?”

He’s straightforward, I’ll give him that. I like that about him. I like it a lot.

“No, not at all, Carl. I just have something I can’t get out of, is all.”

“Well, are you free tonight?”

“No, I can’t do it tonight, either.” I hesitate and then go for it. “I’m free Sunday night, though. I just can’t stay out too late on a school night.”

“Oh, I understand completely, Jessica. We don’t have to make a late night of it, if you’re available.”

I think about it. My goal was to get Carl to fuck me and that’s now unlikely to happen so what am I doing? But I don’t want to spoil the moment or risk disappointing him again and jeopardizing my job, so I nod my head even though he obviously can’t see me.

“Yes, Sunday works for me, Carl,” I say with a genuine smile, putting aside my concerns. I do enjoy his company. And dinner was fantastic last weekend.

“That’s wonderful, Jessica. I’ll pick you up around seven.”

“Sounds good, Carl. I’ll see you then.”
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“Hi, Georgia,” I said to the babysitter when I let her into my apartment. Georgia Russell lives down the hall from me and she’s my go-to for watching my eight-year-old Charlotte and three-year-old Jalen when I go out for the evening. Up until recently, she would sit for me when I went out to have some fun at the bar down the block or one of the dance clubs I frequent but tonight is different. “Thanks again for everything,” I tell her as I touch her arm.

“Oh, go on, Jessica,” she chides me with a warm smile. “I didn’t do nothing.” She walks into my small living room and Jalen bounds off the couch to hug her. Georgia is a young grandmother who used to stroll the neighborhood back in her younger days. She told me about the Top Hat Club a few weeks ago and on her recommendation, I tried dancing again during Amateur Night, where I impressed the manager enough to get a trial run for a regular shift. Which is what I’m doing tonight.

“I never would have known about this if you hadn’t told me.” She smiles and sits next to Charlotte who is engrossed in some television show. I walk to my bedroom to finish putting on my makeup for my big night. For what I hope is my big night. I think.

“You’ll do fine, girl,” Georgia calls out from the other room. “I know you will.”

I want to press her for details but I already decided the less I know about how things work, the better. I’m nervous enough about how things will go tonight and not knowing, oddly enough, is the best way for me to get through it. I got a good look at the club two nights ago when I danced one set and saw their layout. I was surprised that they don’t have a VIP room – there’s a small stage in the main room but other than that, it’s set up more like a lounge than a strip club, with small four-top tables in the middle of the room and booths along three of the walls with a bar and a small kitchen that serves food.

The manager was impressed by my performance on Wednesday night and offered me a tryout without my asking for one. I imagine the fact that I’m white played as big a part in his decision as my dancing and stripping abilities, as all the other dancers that night – as well as all the patrons – were black. I live in a black neighborhood and the club is just a twenty-minute walk from my apartment so I wasn’t surprised or uncomfortable being the only white. I prefer it, in fact.

“I’ll be home around 12:30 or so,” I tell Georgia as I go to kiss my kids goodnight. They are good about me going out and I just get a little whining from Jalen but he’s easily reassured by Georgia that they’ll have a good time in my absence, which I’m sure they will. I’ve been going out almost every weekend since we moved to Baton Rouge so it’s nothing he’s not used to. I do feel a little twinge of guilt but at least I’m going to be earning money tonight instead of just spending it.

I leave my building and head out into what’s left of daylight as the sun isn’t down yet for the walk to the club. I’ll walk as long as the weather’s good and take the bus if it’s raining. I never learned how to drive and can’t afford to own a car in any event, so I’m used to taking public transportation or walking. I’ve got my heels in my bag and a light coat around my outfit. The manager told me they have costumes I can wear during my sets so I’m just wearing a plain dress that’s not nice enough to wear to work at my real job at the law firm. I was told everyone gets three sets during the shift, which lasts from 6 to midnight, and this being Friday, I expect a good crowd. I’ll need one to earn enough to pay Georgia $120 for babysitting, which is my main goal tonight.

“Hi, Jessica,” someone says as I pass them on the sidewalk and I smile, wave, and nod but I’m not sure I know their name so I don’t respond in kind. After 15 months of living in the neighborhood and sticking out the way I do – I’m the only white I see on the street at the moment – I’m fairly well known and don’t feel like I’m at any risk walking alone at night. I’ll see if I feel the same after my shift but I know the bus routes like the back of my hand so if I don’t feel safe, I’ll take the bus home.

When I arrive at the club, I’m practically vibrating with excitement about what’s to come. I haven’t danced other than Amateur Night in almost seven years and although three sets doesn’t sound like much, it’s such a strenuous activity that I’m not sure I’m up to it. I’m only 27 but I was just 20 when I quit dancing in New Orleans, so there’s that. And I have no idea how ‘extras’ work at this club, although I was relieved to find out that they don’t charge a fee to dance, they just take 40% of what I earn in tips so I can’t lose money, something that was a real problem at the club in New Orleans. On slow nights back then, I wouldn’t make enough to cover my expenses and would wind up owing the club money. When dancing was my only source of income, it made my life difficult. That this club is my second source of income and I can’t lose money makes it a lot better.

“Hey, Jessica,” the manager, Rashad, says as soon as I come through the door. I’m impressed that he remembered my name but once again, I don’t see any other white faces so I guess it’s not that big a deal. “Come with me and I’ll introduce you around.” He walks me to the changing room and the other dancers – six of them, all of them black – are getting ready for the shift. Rashad introduces me to all of them but I don’t remember anyone’s name except Aisha, whom he introduced as the headliner and I can see why she is. She’s young, maybe 19 or 20, really pretty, and thin but busty. It’s no surprise that she’s the top dancer at the Top Hat Club.

What does surprise me is that only Aisha is putting on a costume. All the other dancers are naked in stripper heels of one sort or another but that’s it. At the club I danced at in New Orleans, you were only allowed to be naked on stage or in the Champagne Room, never on the main floor.

“You’ve got shoes in your bag, right?” Rashad asks and I pull out my 4-inch platforms that I kept all these years. I guess I never gave up on the idea I’d dance again. He smiles and nods. “You’ll go on after Aisha but I want you to do a turn on the floor first so everyone gets a good look at you. Oh, and we require everyone to wear these and use their real names,” he says as he holds up a paper name tag that has ‘My Name Is:’ printed on it. He writes ‘Jessica’ with a Sharpie then removes the backing and sticks it to my chest just an inch above my left nipple. Everyone else is putting their name tags on as well so I don’t feel out of place but using my real name seems to leave me even more exposed, more naked. More degraded, too.

I’m shocked but I don’t say anything; I just nod my understanding, the butterflies in my stomach in full flight. I want to ask the other dancers what’s expected of me on the floor but Rashad senses my apprehension and goes on without prompting.

“We charge $20 for a blow job, $50 for pussy, and $60 for anal. After you finish with someone, bring the money to me and I’ll take care of it for you. You don’t have a problem with anal, do you?” I shake my head. “Good. It’s not all that popular but you will get some who want it. Did you prep?” I nod - I learned at my old club to give myself an enema and shove as much lube into my rectum as I can.

Rashad nods. “Good girl. You’ll fit right in, Jessica.” He walks away before I can ask anything else.

I’m surprised at the prices. At my old club, we charged $50 for a bj, $100 for pussy and $120 for anal. Of course, that club charged each dancer a $400 fee just to work a shift and we had to share our tips with the waitstaff, bouncers, and cooks, so I was usually in the hole about $600 or $700 before I made anything at all. At least with this arrangement, I won’t lose money. But it’s obvious that to make enough to pay the babysitter at $20 an hour, I’ll need to have as much sex in one shift as I usually had in a week at my old club.

That realization makes me wet as hell.

“Oh, and this is Patty,” Rashad says when he walks back into the changing room with another dancer. A white dancer. Patty looks tired and much older than me. I guess her to be about 40, maybe 45, but I don’t get a chance to talk to her because Rashad hustles us all out of the changing room as the club is now open and Aisha is due to begin dancing. As the headliner, she starts the shift onstage in a schoolgirl costume while the rest of us file into the main room in nothing but our stripper heels and name tags.

The sign above the entrance said the club’s maximum capacity was 85 and it looks like we’re almost full when I come through the door. Every patron I see is black, male, and definitely lower class. Not in a bad way but I didn’t have any sense that someone like my boss at the law firm would be a patron in a club like this. The men are dressed in jeans and tees or tank tops, overalls that look greased up from working at an auto repair shop, and other types of clothing that just scream poverty. I realize that the prices for our services are set so low because that’s all this crew could afford.

The music blares over the sound system as Aisha appears at the far end of the short runway-slash-stage and begins to gyrate as the rest of us fan out across the room. I can’t tell if I’m exaggerating but it feels like all eyes are on me, the only white in the room, since Patty was still getting undressed when Rashad shooed us out of the changing room. It’s not long before one of the men sitting at a table with two others waves me over. He doesn’t say a word to me – he just holds up a twenty-dollar bill and stands up. I look at him for a second before he looks down at his trousers and I realize he expects me to unbutton him and pull out his cock. I take the twenty, lay it on the table, and reach for his belt.

“Don’t get on your knees,” he tells me as I’m working to free him. “I want to see you spread that white pussy while you blow me, darlin’,” he shouts in my ear over the music. I blush hard and squat once I’ve freed his cock, a nice one, not too large but quite hard which I hoped would be the case. I’m naked, after all, and what would that say about me if he wasn’t hard? I squat down and take his uncircumcised cock in my mouth to begin my shift.

It promises to be an interesting night.

“Jessica, are you there?” my friend Stella texts me first thing Saturday morning on Reddit.

“I’m here, Stella,” I type quickly. I’ve had the app open on my phone first thing this morning waiting for Stella to message me. I’ve already fed the kids breakfast and they’re watching Saturday morning TV so I can concentrate on talking with Stella if she’s around.

“How did your evening go?” she types back almost immediately.

I smile to myself. She’s as anxious to know as I am to tell her.

“it was interesting”

“Come on, girl. Spill some tea.”

“what do you want to know?”

“Everything! What was it like?”

	Me: it was so different than the old club
	Stella: How?
	Me: it's like they crossed a strip club with more of a lounge
	Stella: A lounge?
	Me: like it's all open and relaxed and it felt like there weren't many rules
	Stella: So, how much did you make?
	Me: $240
	Stella: Take home?
	Me: yes that's what i brought home
	Stella: Is that good for a Friday night?
	Me: the other girls said it was really good for a first shift
	Stella: Were you the only white girl there?
	Me: no there was one other white girl there
	Me: out of 8 dancers
	Stella: How was she? Skanky?
	Me: kind of... more tired than skanky
	Me: like she looked older than her age
	Stella: Did you make most of your money with lap dances, blow jobs or sex?
	Me: blow jobs by a good margin
	Stella: How many and what did you charge?
	Me: they set the rate for all the girls
	Stella: So, nothing was discouraged, everything was on the 'menu'?
	Me: yeah and it was so weird with it just being on the main floor like that
	Stella: How many did you do, Jess?
	Me: 28 bjs 4 sex 1 anal
	Stella: Wow! Did you enjoy yourself?
	Me: yes i kind of lost myself in it all
	Stella: What does the club allow you to charge for bj, vaginal, and ass-fucking?
	Me: 20, 50 and 60
	Stella: Are those fair prices to you?
	Me: it's low from what i'm used to
	Stella: And tell me about it being out in the open
	Me: everyone watches and just calls you over when you're done... it's so odd
	Me: it's like 8 little sex shows at the same time
	Stella: Calls you over? Like, the next guy who wants you?
	Me: yeah
	Stella: Does anyone dance?
	Me: and all the girls wear name tags
	Me: yeah there is a set every 15 minutes
	Stella: So, not much dancing, lots of sex going on
	Stella: Did you ever get a break?
	Me: yes i got a half hour break around 10:30 but all i got to do was clean up a bit
	Stella: Did you get to talk to the other girls at all?
	Me: a little bit yeah
	Stella: What did they say?
	Me: mostly we just introduced ourselves
	Stella: What did the manager say?
	Me: he was happy... he liked my dancing and said i was a hustler and got into it quickly
	Stella: Is he going to put you on the schedule?
	Me: yes he already did
	Stella: Are you on tonight?
	Me: yes... on i'll be on every other night during the week
	Stella: So, you're doing this?
	Me: are you mad?
	Stella: No, not at all. You do you, I only want you to be happy, Jess
	Stella: Will you quit your job?
	Me: i don't know yet... i want to make sure i earn enough
	Me: but there are cheaper places to live closer to the club too
	Stella: That's smart
	Stella: Weekdays will be slower, right?
	Me: at normal clubs they are
	Stella: What time did you get home?
	Me: i was in bed by 1:00
	Stella: You'll see less of your kids. Are you okay with that?
	Me: i'd see more of them if quit being a receptionist
	Stella: How long can you do both?
	Me: i'm not sure... i'll find out i guess
	Stella: Are you thinking about doing both as long as you can?
	Me: just until i get a better idea if i can survive on this
	Stella: Yeah, that's what I was thinking.
	Stella: So, did you swallow every load?
	Me: yeah i did... eagerly
	Stella: Sounds dreamy! All black guys, I'm sure. How many were there in the club at one time, approximately?
	Me: the occupancy sign said max was 85 and it looked pretty full
	Stella: Tell me about the sex. Did that seem worse than the bjs, more intimate and exposed?
	Me: it was very exposed... having to straddle guys right there in the open was a bit unnerving but so good too
	Stella: And the one guy who wanted to fuck your ass? Did he announce it so everyone knew what was happening around him?
	Me: no he just did a little twirl thing with his finger when i straddled him and said ass
	Stella: Did you clean the guys who fucked your pussy? Part of the service, so to speak?
	Me: yes i did pretty much without thinking just habit from my time with J
	Stella: Were they impressed?
	Me: :) yes
	Stella: Was Mr. ATM impressed?
	Me: yes he loved it
	Stella: I'm surprised you didn't get more takers once that happened! lol
	Me: i didn't really have time... i was already going from guy to guy
	Stella: Needless to say, you didn't go down to the glory hole, right?
	Me: no i was exhausted by the end of the night
	Stella: 33 sex acts in six hours is a lot. Were you just going from dick to dick for most of the night?
	Me: yeah i was.... can i confess something to you?
	Stella: You need to ask?
	Me: i haven't brushed my teeth yet
	Stella: Ooo, nasty! Why not? Reliving it?
	Me: relishing i guess
	Stella: Yeah that's a better word
	Stella: Have you ever swallowed so much cum in one evening?
	Me: no never this mch
	much
	Stella: And you'll do it again tonight, right?
	Me: yes i'm excited to
	Stella: Off the wall question - do you plan to eat dinner before you go tonight?
	Me: lol i know what you're getting at
	Stella: : )
	Me: yes it helps keep my tummy settled
	Stella: All black cock, right?
	Me: no there were a few latinos there last night
	Stella: Oh, okay
	Stella: Think you can keep up that pace if you do it full time?
	Me: i really don't know... the other white girl has been working there since before covid
	Me: i'm sure i can keep up with her
	Stella: You are such a good whore
	Me: :)
	Me: brb
	Me: it's crazy that most girls would be offended by that
	Me: i love it
	Stella: And now you see that you really are a whore, right?
	Me: yes thanks to you
	Stella: Now that you explained it, I get the 3 sets in 6 hours thing for dancing.
	Stella: The dancing isn't the point there
	Me: no it isn't
	i mean it's way more obvious at this place
	Stella: It's basically an open-air whorehouse
	Me: lol is there such a thing?
	Stella: I had no idea but you spent the night there so, yeah. There is such a thing.
	Me: good point
	Stella: I'm blown away
	Stella: I don't understand how the cops let that exist
	Me: apparently they've never been raided
	Stella: There are laws against prostitution in Baton Rouge and Lousianna!
	Me: yeah it's totally illegal
	Stella: I know! Astounding! lol
	Stella: Any other memorable sex acts you can tell me about from last night?
	Me: yeah either cops just don't care or someone is paying someone
	Stella: Or both
	Me: yeah or both
	Stella: Any huge cocks or tiny ones?
	Me: the sex itself was pretty basic
	Me: most were average 6is"
	ish
	Me: i swallowed on that must've been closer to 8
	one
	Me: none that were tiny though
	Stella: You got to work on your gag reflex
	Stella: Was he impressed?
	Me: yeah... after wednesday i got enough practice to mostly suppress it again
	Me: he loved it
	Me: he wasn't a heavy cummer but it was delicious
	Stella: After Wed?
	Stella: Did you give some bjs that night?
	Me: at the glory hole
	Stella: Oh, right! Duh! I have to run now, Jess. Talk tomorrow?


And just like that, she was gone.
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I spent the rest of Saturday running errands and playing with Charlotte and Jalen before it was time to go back to the club. I fed them an early dinner, let Georgia in to watch them and head out. I had no trouble walking home last night so my plan is to do the same thing this evening.

I’m still amazed at how the Top Hat Club operates. They seem to flaunt every rule in the book and only have one bouncer on duty to handle almost 80 guys, but if last night was any indication, they know what they’re doing.

I’m at the back entrance almost before I know it and go inside. I’m early but three of the other dancers are already getting dressed, or undressed, I should say, even though we have fifteen minutes until the doors open. I’m surprised to see Patty, the other white girl, so I take the spot next to hers as she’s putting on her makeup. I peel off my top and catch her eye in the mirror.

“Do you live nearby?” I ask to get the conversation started. She gives me a look – she always looks tired, I’ve noticed – but she’s nice enough when she answers me.

“I live with Tasha and Blair about a block from here,” she tells me as she indicates the black girls getting ready next to her. “We all stroll for Maurice.”

“Is he your pimp?” I ask, suddenly excited. I’ve always wanted a pimp. I have no idea why strolling appeals to me, it just does.

“Yeah,” she says as she puts on her eyelashes. “I’ve been in the life since I was 15.”

“How old are you now?” I ask impertinently. She doesn’t take offense, though.

“I’m 31.”

“Do you have kids?”

“Four,” she says without a hint of pride. “Tasha has one and Blair has two.”

“They all live with you at the apartment?”

“Yeah.” She looks at me. “Maurice takes good care of us. I’ve had a fair number of pimps over the years and he’s the best I’ve ever had.”

“When do you stroll?” I want to stroll so badly but I don’t tell her that. To me, it’s only the women who stroll for a pimp who controls them that are true whores. Which is what I want to be. I have no idea why, though. I just do.

“After the club closes or all night if I don’t work here, which isn’t too often. Mostly just Wednesdays when they have Amateur Night.”

“I did that last Wednesday,” I offer and she nods.

“Yeah, Rashad said you did really well and that he was going to give you a tryout this weekend.”

“Last night he said he’d give me four nights.” I was thrilled when he offered me a spot in the regular rotation. I didn’t realize that Patty works almost every night until just now. We focus on our makeup for a few minutes before the club is due to open.

“Can I get your cell number?” I ask as we’re joined by the other dancers in the changing room.

“Maurice keeps my phone unless I’m strolling so there’s no point.” She looks at me and I realize she doesn’t just work for Maurice – he controls her. I guess that’s the way things work in the life.

“Let’s go, ladies,” Rashad says from the doorway. “Doors open in five minutes.”

Aisha, the young headliner, follows him into the room and she’s already dressed in her schoolgirl outfit that the club provides all of us to strip out of. She must have put her makeup on before she arrived or she has her own dressing room. I feel a twinge of jealousy but I know I’ll never be a headliner – I’m too old and I’m white.

As happened last night, we all file out of the dressing room and enter the main room ahead of Aisha, who goes up the short staircase to the stage as the music blasts over the sound system. All of us are naked, something I wonder if I’ll ever get used to, other than Aisha. One of the men sitting at a small table in the middle of the room waves me over and I recognize him from last night. Like most of my Friday night customers, he got a blow job from me but tonight he’s waving a fifty at me. I’m determined to upsell my pussy tonight to increase my take home. I’m thrilled that my first taker won’t need any upselling.

“Hey there, Jessica,” the man says, a black man in his mid-forties if I had to guess. He’s dressed in what looks like a janitorial uniform – gray shirt and matching pants with ‘Martin’ sewn on the shirt pocket – and I greet him by name as I approach.

“Hi, Martin,” I coo with a shy smile. “You’re ready for me?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be, darlin’,” he says with a big grin. “No need to warm me up.” It’s not a given, but some men, especially the older ones, need a little oral stimulation before sex. I don’t mind helping them out, especially since sex pays more than double a blow job. I’m still getting used to these prices.

I reach for Martin’s trousers and he lifts his hip to allow me to shift his pants down and expose his rigid black penis. I step over his leg with one foot but before I can straddle him, he grabs my nipple and twists it hard enough to make me yelp. I don’t enjoy pain but I don’t mind enduring it if it makes him happy. I’m a pleaser above everything.

When I’m in position, I aim his erection at my pussy which is already wet in anticipation of what amounts to a six-hour orgy for me. I ease down on him and he smiles and closes his eyes. As expected, I have to do all the work so I bounce up and down on him until I feel him swell inside me and he cums deep in my vagina. I’ve yet to see anyone use a condom since I started so I hope the club brings in a clinician to check us regularly.

“That was great, Jess,” he says as I climb off his lap. The mixture of my wetness and his semen spills down my thighs, leaving what we used to call the ‘slime trail’ at my old club and I do a whore’s walk – feet as far apart as I can manage in 4-inch heels – so I don’t drip cum on my shoes and ruin them. I go to Rashad and hand him the fifty I got from Martin.

I’m amazed at how quickly it all comes back to me.

When I turn toward the stage, I’m surprised to see Aisha leading Patty around on a leash attached to a collar around her neck. I only watch for a few seconds when I hear someone call out my name. I turn to see another black man – they’re all black tonight – wave a twenty at me.

When I get to him, I smile demurely as I kneel to undo his trousers but as I reach for him, I give him a look.

“I love the feel of a black cock inside of me,” I tell him and he gives me a look right back, but he digs into his pocket for more money and pulls out two more twenties. “Anal,” he says and I blush but continue to liberate his cock. I prepared as always before I left my apartment with an enema and lube but his cock is thick and after I turn to offer him my ass, I struggle to get him past my sphincter. But it’s not long before I’m bouncing on him that he cums inside me. I smile because now that I’ve got one load in my rectum, everyone else who uses my dark passage should be easier to accommodate.

When I rise from him and turn to clean his dick, he gives me a look. I’m well trained from my time with J that every cock that fucks me, fore or aft, gets a thorough cleaning afterward. The guy sitting next to him notices my willingness to do ass-to-mouth without being asked.

“She really is a filthy whore, isn’t she?” he says loud enough for me to hear it over the music. But when he pulls out his wallet, I smile at him. And shiver with excitement. I love being embarrassed and degraded. I have no idea why, I just do.

“I’ll be right back,” I tell my new admirer after I get my fee from the old one and take it to Rashad to hold for me. He’s all smiles.

“Good job, Jess,” he tells me but I look at Aisha who is still leading Patty around by her leash onstage.

“I’d love to try that,” I tell him and he gives me a knowing smile.

“Good to know, Jessica. Good to know.”

Sunday night, I’m waiting outside my apartment building for Carl to pick me up. His car pulls up to the curb and he parks, then exits from the driver’s side to open my door for me. I’m so impressed with his old-school manners and upscale circumstances. He’s wearing a nice suit and his car is a late-model BMW that I’m sure would be a target for car thieves if he left it on the street in my neighborhood. I’m sure he wouldn’t want to bring me to my apartment with my kids and all so if I’m ever going to sleep with him, it’ll be at his place or a neutral location. Either way, I can’t wait.

“You look lovely tonight, Jessica,” he tells me as he opens my door and holds it as I climb into the plush seat. I’ve never been in such an expensive car in my life and it’s all I can do not to fawn over it which I know would be a big mistake for a man like Carl. I’m still surprised he’s willing to slum it by dating his lawyer’s receptionist but I’m not going to look good fortune in the mouth, or something like that. He’s got my number and, apparently, I’ve got his, as well.

“I thought we’s go to a place that has a little music for a change of pace, if that’s alright with you, Jessica,” he says as he pulls away from the curb. The engine is so quiet I wonder if this is an electric car and a glance at the wide video display on the dashboard tells me it must be but I’m dying to ask to confirm.

“Whatever you like is fine with me, Carl,” I tell him and he gives me a quick smile.

“Great. Something tells me you’re a wonderful dancer, Jessica.”

I just love the way he always uses my full name.

“I did study gymnastics, you know,” I offer as an aside.

“I remember,” he says with a laugh. “Although just looking at you, I’m not the least bit surprised. You look fantastic for having had two kids.”

I smile but it’s a bit forced. I always assumed that men wouldn’t want to date a single mom and I can’t shake the feeling with Carl, even though he’s never given me any cause to be concerned. I just know how things work in the real world. Of course, what he doesn’t know is that I’m just as anxious to jump his bones as he seems to be to jump mine. What’s more, I don’t think I’m any more interested in a long-term relationship with him than he is with me. I just want to get laid.

I know, I know. I spent the last couple of nights being paid to participate in two barely-controlled orgies, so what’s my problem? The fact is, I’ve not slept with a man I cared about since I left J and I wouldn’t mind seeing what that felt like. The hard truth is, Leon was the last man I slept with who cared about me – J did nothing but use and abuse me. Not that I didn’t love it but he didn’t give a good god damn about me and that’s a fact. Leon loved me and I treated him like shit, the same as with Charlotte’s father, Terrance, in college. I’ve got a terrible track record when it comes to relationships which is why I never ask for anyone’s number when I go out on weekends. I don’t want the headaches.

So what am I doing with Carl?

Damned if I know.

Carl drives to one of the nicer parts of Baton Rouge to a dance club I’ve never been to before. He pulls up to the entrance and a valet runs over to open my door for me. I’m pretty sure this is the first time I’ve ever been in a car that was about to use valet parking and it feels so weird but good, too. Like I’m not the white trash I always think of myself as.

Carl comes around the car to offer me his arm and escort me into the club. It’s a really nice place, not my kind of crowd but that’s to be expected. I’m not in the minority for once which feels weird and I wonder if Carl brought me here to show me off or what. I don’t really care, I’m just trying to figure out the racial dynamic between us.

We walk to the bar and he holds a barstool for me. I smile warmly and he orders from the white bartender, the first I’ve seen in Baton Rouge since I moved here. I order a dirty martini and Carl smiles at the mention of the word ‘dirty’ but I don’t call him on it. I’m still a little self-conscious about our relationship.

“Do you want to dance or drink first?” he asks and I look at the dance floor. I’m usually the worst dancer in the clubs I frequent but not here – barely anyone can dance but it’s an older, whiter crowd so no surprise there. I look at him and shrug so he says we’ll drink first.

“I probably need it to loosen me up,” he admits and I tap his forearm as if to say he’s crazy. He smiles appreciably and we move to take our drinks which the bartender has just placed on napkins in front of us. I raise my glass and he clinks it.

“To new friends and experiences,” he says with a warm smile. I bow my head slightly and lean close.

“I’m all for new experiences,” I whisper and the music isn’t too loud so I’m almost sure he heard me. “And I don’t mean dancing, Carl.”

He gives me a look, downs his drink in one long gulp and offers me his hand. I take it and after he tosses a bill on the bar for our drinks, we head for the exit.
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Monday morning at just before 8 am, I greet everyone even though I’m dragging from the late night with Carl. After spending the night with him in a hotel room, he dropped me at my apartment early this morning and I collected my kids from Georgia’s apartment, got them dressed and fed and off to school and daycare before I arrived in time for work. I’m not sure how long I’ll be able to keep up this schedule but it was one heck of a weekend.

Once I’m settled at my desk after I come back from my pastries run, I notice Stella’s name on the Reddit app and smile – I was surprised she didn’t contact me yesterday but I know she’s probably as busy as I am, just not having as much fun.

I waste no time replying to her

	Me:	good morning!
	Stella:	Good morning, Jess!
	Me:	how are you, Stella?
	Stella:	Good but tired. Thinking about you kept me up most of the night! lol
	Me:	i'm sorry you didn't sleep well
	Stella:	How was your night?
	Me:	good... i did like we talked about and upsold my pussy
	Stella:	How did that turn out?
	Me:	14 bj, 11 fucks, 3 atm
	Stella:	cash to you?
	Me:	i brought home $430
	Stella:	That's very good, don’t you think?


I have to stop texting as Lewis Griffin, my former client and the managing partner at the firm stops by my desk. I can’t remember the last time he came to see me.

“I’m on my way out for the day but I’ll be back before you close up, Jessica. I want to talk to you about something so stick around until I get back, okay?”

“Yes, sir,” I tell him but my heart is in my throat. He doesn’t look unhappy but this is the first time he’s asked to meet with me since I started here 15 months ago. I don’t know what to make of it.

When he leaves, I bring up the Reddit app and get back to chatting with Stella, but I’m so distracted.

	Stella:	Are you there, Jess?
	Me:	i’m here
	Me:	sorry, the managing partner stopped by to talk to me
	Me:	he wants to meet later
	Stella:	Getting back to Saturday night, how did you upsell your pussy and ass?
	Me:	a mix of sweet talk and submissiveness... telling them how much i love having black cocks inside me
	Stella:	What percentage does the club take from what you earn?
	Me:	club takes 40% and i have to tip out the kitchen staff
	Stella:	Did you talk to the other girls a bit more?
	Me:	yes , as much as i could with the time we had
	Stella:	What did you learn?
	Me:	6 are hooking too, including patty
	Me:	oh and patty lives with 2 other girls and their kids
	Me:	they live on the same block as the club
	Stella:	How do they hook?
	Me:	they have a pimp ,... same one for all 6
	Stella:	So, they all streetwalk?
	Stella:	Or escort?
	Me:	2 just do incalls , the others stroll or street walk when they aren't at the club
	Stella:	That’s what you want, isn’t it?
	Me: 	It is
	Stella:	Even though it’s so dangerous?
	Me:	yes
	Me:	what should i do if he approaches me?
	Stella:	You tell him you already have a pimp
	Me:	who? he knows all the pimps in town
	Stella:	Do you know what they charge and make when they work outside the club?
	Me:	no, i didn't have a chance to ask that
	Stella:	But you will, right?
	Me:	yes i will
	Stella:	Did you enjoy getting fucked more Sat night than Friday?
	Me:	yes, i did very much
	Stella:	Do all the girls do atm?
	Me:	i think so. i didn't hear of any saying no
	Stella:	But it sounds like you were busy even if there was less sex acts
	Me:	it felt just as busy , and it takes a little longer for sex than for bjs
	Stella:	Was it pure bliss for you, Jess?
	Me:	yes, it felt like heaven. Oh, and I was invited to the super bowl party next sunday.
	Stella:	What time does the SB party start?
	Me:	they want me there at 4
	Stella:	for 6 hours?
	Me:	they said i should be done by midnight ,
	Stella:	So it might be a big night for you
	Me:	i hope so


I have to answer the phones so I close my laptop and handle the call. It’s just a few minutes and Stella waits for me to finish.

	Stella:	You don't get to do much or any cleanup at the club, do you?
	Me:	no , the only time i have enough time to clean up is on a break
	Me:	best i can do is wipe between guys
	Stella:	So, you just move from one john to another with cum dripping from your holes?
	Me:	yes ,... like i said i wipe but when i start moving i leak again
	Stella:	I love that!
	Stella:	None of the johns kiss you, do they?
	Me:	no
	Stella:	Do they play with your tits?
	Me:	oh yes. some of them twist and pull and tug my nipples ,
	Stella:	Enough to hurt or just to get your attention?
	Me:	it hurts
	Stella:	Do you enjoy the pain?


Her question brings me up short. Do I? I’ve never thought of myself as a masochist.

But before I can answer her, she asks another question.

	Stella:	Any interesting cocks or fucks stand out from the other night?
	Me:	two
	Stella:	Tell me
	Me:	an older man... in his 80's had me bent over his table
	Me:	he for sure held a grudge against whites
	Stella:	Hate-fucked you?
	Me:	he smacked my ass enough that the bouncer actually came to talk to him
	Stella:	Did you enjoy that?
	Me:	what i enjoyed is that by the end he was happy with me
	Me:	he said i showed the right deference to my betters
	Stella:	You don’t really enjoy pain, do you?
	Me:	not really.  i'm not a masochist
	Me:	but i enjoy the feelings it brings if that makes sense
	Stella:	Yes
	Stella:	Other fuck that stood out?
	Me:	i didn't know until later but it was patty's pimp, Maurice
	Me:	he was one of my atm
	Stella:	Impressive?
	Me:	not physically he's average  but his presence is very big
	Me:	if that makes sense
	Stella:	Yes, it does
	Stella:	Do you want to whore for him?
	Me:	i don't really know him yet
	Stella:	Good point
	Me:	patty has been his for years
	Stella:	Is she ‘happy’ with him, do you think?
	Me:	i think she sees him like i saw J
	Me:	i'll try to get more from her tomorrow night
	Stella:	Good
	Me:	:)
	Me:	i thought of you when i was working the other night
	Stella:	Really?
	Me:	i imagined you giving to each man
	Me:	i wanted to make you proud
	Me:	the club manager is really happy with me


I wondered if I’d crossed a line when she didn’t respond. But talking to Stella has really made me feel better about myself because she doesn’t judge me. No one has ever done that before and I’ve never been so open with anyone about how I feel.

	Stella:	Were you thrilled to be asked to do the SB party?
	Me:	yes, very... they only asked 4 girls
	Stella:	So a small party?
	Stella:	Or you’ll be extra busy?
	Me:	it's a private party at the club but i didn't ask how big it will be
	Me:	now that i think about it i probably shoulda asked
	Stella:	Did Patty know anything about it?
	Me:	i didn't ask but she has done them before
	Stella:	Did you exchange numbers with her?
	Me:	her pimp keeps her phone unless she's strolling
	Stella:	Oh okay
	Me:	the girls she lives with are his too
	Stella:	That’s very controlling
	Me:	yes it is
	Stella:	Does that appeal to you?
	Me:	yes
	Stella:	Do you know how often she strolls?
	Me:	no  i thought she was at the club every night
	Stella:	Find out. I have to go now. We’ll chat later.
	Me:	yes, i will, thanks again, stella


I leave the app open on my laptop but Stella doesn’t message me again. I don’t have much to do except prepare the conference room for a meeting and worry about what Lewis wants to talk to me about after work. I’m relieved when I get a call from Chris to go to lunch today.

When noon finally arrives, we head out to our favorite spot and she tells me about the gossip on the main floor. I rarely get to see any of the people she’s referring to – I just greet them in the morning and as they leave at the end of the day. But I listen politely until she notices that I’m not really into it.

“What’s up?” she asks at last. “You seem distracted.”

I pause and take a bite of my salad so I can think about what I’m going to say. I hold up a finger to indicate I don’t want to talk with my mouth full and we both chew in silence for a few seconds. Finally, I swallow and shoot her a look.

“What?” she asks.

“Lewis stopped by my desk on his way out this morning,” I tell her and before she can respond, I hold up my finger again. “Let me finish.”

“Okay.”

“I went out with Carl last night,” I add and her eyes go wide.

“Did you sleep with him?”

“I did.” I keep my eyes on my salad until I just have to look up. She’s staring at me but at least she’s not frowning at me. Or worse.

“How was he?” she asks with a sly smile.

“Really good. He took me to a hotel and we fucked three times before he drove me home this morning.”

She nods and rolls her eyes. “Not bad for a man his age.”

“He’s not that old, Chris,” I protest and she holds up her hands as if she’s surrendering.

“I didn’t say he was. But even middle-aged men tend to run out of gas pretty quickly.”

I side-eye her and she giggles. “Are you speaking from experience?”

She shrugs. “Maybe, but let’s get back to you, Jess. Do you think that’s what Lewis is going to talk to you about? You never told him, did you?”

“No, I didn’t.” I feel bad about it but I couldn’t quite get up the nerve to have that conversation with Lewis before the fact. Now that I can’t, I’m really nervous, but I don’t tell Chris. I just play with my food as my appetite is fading fast.

“Well, if he’s got a problem with you dating one of the firm’s best clients, it’s too late to do anything about it now.” She jabs her plastic fork into a cherry tomato and sticks it in her mouth. “Don’t you wish you’d said something, Jess?”

“Don’t be like that, Chris. I don’t need you to rub my nose in it.”

She lowers her eyes and nods. “Yeah, sorry about that.”

We eat in silence for a few long minutes. Finally, I look at her and she looks at me. “I’ll miss you if it comes to that, Chris.”

“I’ll miss you too, Jess.”

I put my fork down and stare at her. “I was trying to be funny,” I whisper.

She tilts her head. “I know. So was I.”
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The afternoon drags by even more slowly than usual. I find myself staring at the Reddit app on my computer and the clock on the wall, hoping that Stella will text me again but she doesn’t. I just have to wait with almost nothing to do until 5 o’clock finally arrives.

After I say goodnight to most of the firm’s employees as they leave, I close my laptop and head up to the senior partners’ floor. The building installed a staircase years ago so the partners didn’t have to take the elevator to get from their floor to the main floor where most of the employees work. I climb the stairs slowly, trying to buck myself up that the meeting with Lewis won’t mean the end of my employment.

I come to his corner office just as his secretary is packing up to leave and she looks at me but doesn’t say anything. I knock on the closed door and he calls out for me to enter as she walks away. I’m not sure she shook her head as she left but I’m not sure she didn’t, either.

“Thanks for staying late, Jessica,” Lewis says to me, some of the first words that have passed between us since I came to work fifteen months ago. I never knew for sure that Lewis insisted I was hired as my direct supervisor, Eloise Simms, interviewed me when I came to town, but I got the initial call asking me if I wanted the job from Lewis a week earlier. Mrs. Simms, who I refer to in my head as Mrs Pain-in-my-ass because she’s so difficult to deal with, must have been told that the interview was merely a formality because it didn’t go all that well. My resume was almost laughable – all I’d done since I left the club in New Orleans was work at a grocery store, clean houses on my own before I got hired as the housekeeper at a small motel. She didn’t go easy on me in the interview and I thought I didn’t have a prayer of getting the job.

But then I did.

“Of course, Mr. Griffin,” I say softly as I stay near the door. He stands up from his desk and walks to the small table near the window where I assume he meets with clients and motions for me to join him.

“There’s no need to be so formal, Jessica,” he says with a tight smile. He’s always been tightly wound even when he was fucking my ass are the club in New Orleans, which he did on more than one occasion.

“Yes, sir.”

He smiles indulgently and I roll my eyes slightly.

“Seriously?”

“Sorry.”

He nods. “No, I’m sorry I haven’t been more forthcoming with you since you started here.”

“It’s fine, Mr. Grif…I mean, Lewis,” I say with a crooked smile. He waits for me to sit before he joins me.

“No, it’s not and I’m sorry for that,” he says with disarming sympathy for my confusion. After seeing him at the New Orleans club for months, where he became a regular of mine in the Champagne Room whenever he came to town, since I’ve been his employee he’s treated me as if he barely knows me. Which he doesn’t, not really, at least not in any way but the biblical sense. But even that ended almost seven years ago.

“It’s okay, really, Lewis,” I tell him in my most heartfelt voice. “I’m so glad you reached out to me when you did. It was a godsend.” I wonder if I said too much but I mean it. He saved me in more ways than one. I needed to get away from J and without Lewis’s help, I don’t think I would have been able to do it. Even if I still miss him terribly, in a way. It’s insane, but I do and there’s no denying it.

“Well, that’s good to hear, Jessica,” he says with another tight smile. I didn’t know it at the time but Lewis is twice divorced with no kids from what Chris told me. She doesn’t know him but she has been clued in by the girls she sits near on the main floor. I had no idea about any of it until she told me.

“Anyway,” he says as he shifts in his chair to signal that the real reason for our meeting is about to be discussed. “The reason I asked you to meet with me is that I heard something and I decided to ask you directly if it was true or not, Jessica.”

I nod but my mouth goes dry as dust and my heart rate spikes. Did he find out I began dating Carl just over a week ago? Does he know I spent the night with him less than 24 hours ago? Did Carl tell him? I stare at him and he just stares back at me for the longest moment of my life. One of them, anyway. I’m begging him with my eyes to say something, anything. If he’s going to fire me, just get it over with. I’ll figure something out once I know one way or another what’s happening but the suspense is killing me.

“I heard from a friend of a friend that you’re dancing again,” he says softly. His gaze never falters until he glances down at my body. “At the Top Hat Club.”

I try not to shake or cry as I answer him. “Yes, sir,” I whisper. “It’s just a trial run, though.” That’s not technically true as Rashad already told me he was putting me on the schedule four nights a week but I can back out of it if I have to. And it looks like I have to. Which depresses me even more than I thought it would. But I can’t afford to lose my job, not yet. Not until I know I can make enough to survive on what I earn by dancing. If that’s what I decide to do. Assuming I get to decide.

Lewis doesn’t flinch. “I’m sure the trial run is just a formality, good as you are, Jessica. At everything.” He levels a look at me and I realize for the first time he’s not pissed. He’s not going to fire me. He’s just letting me know…something. What?

“I’ll find out soon enough, sir,” I tell him and wait. It’s his call where this conversation goes next but I have a sneaking suspicion I know where it’s going.

“Be that as it may, Jessica,” he says as he stands up from the table. “I’ve never been to the Top Hat Club but I know what goes on there.” He raises an eyebrow.

“Yes, sir,” I whisper. I stay in my chair as he steps around the table.

“I don’t see myself visiting the Top Hat Club but…” He offers me his hand and I take it. He pulls me gently to my feet and he puts his hands on my shoulders. “What do you say, Jessica?”

I stare at him for a few seconds before I regain my composure. Is he asking what I would charge to fuck him? Right here, right now? If I’m wrong, how would he react? I wait, unable to decide what I should say. Finally, I decided to just ask him.

“What would you say is fair, Lewis?”

He looks me up and down before he pulls his wallet out of his back pocket. “How does $300 sound, Jessica?” He pulls three hundred dollar bills out and offers it to me. I take it.

“That sounds good, Mr. Griffin.” I toss the bills on the table and reach for his belt. He lets me. I glance over my shoulder just to make sure no one is in the office as his blinds are up and if anyone was there, they would see everything. Which would be of greater consequence to him that it would be to me.

“No one’s here, Jessica,” he says as I loosen his trousers. His cock springs forth, fully erect, but I bend at the waist to take him in my mouth anyway because that’s the way I’ve been trained. Say what you will about J – and I have, believe me – thanks to him I am very well-trained at servicing men. Whether they’re men like Lewis Griffin, managing partner of Comptor, Giffin, and Associates, Attorneys at Law, or the men at the Top Hat Club.

Even though it’s been years since I sucked Lewis’s cock, I remember the feel and taste of him. Even at his age, he hasn’t lost any of his hardness since I last saw him at the club in New Orleans and I wonder if this will become a regular thing between us. I imagine it will and I’m okay with that.

“Okay, Jessica,” he says as he eases his cock out of my mouth. He stands me up, turns my body away from him and bends me over the back of the chair. I wait for him to position himself behind me and allow him to pull my panties to one side. He doesn’t check to make sure I’m wet for him because anyone who fucked me regularly at the club knew that I was always wet for them after a blow job. It was one of my best characteristics, more than one patron told me.

“Fuck, you’re still as tight as I remember you, Jess,” he says as he eases into my vagina. I push back against him as I hold myself up on the arms of the chair. He pumps my pussy for a few minutes but not long enough for me to climax before he does with a grunt and a spasm. When he slides out of me, I adjust my panties so I don’t ruin my dress. Although I guess now I can afford to have it dry cleaned.

“I’ll see you back here next week, Jess,” he says as he buttons himself into his trousers. I turn and nod before I leave his office.

I guess I still have a job.

For now.
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I leave my Reddit app open all morning but there’s no sign of Stella before lunch, so I’m bored and anxious at the same time. I need to tell someone about last night with Lewis and I’m not sure I should say anything to Chris at lunch. But if I don’t tell her I might explode so I decide I’ll go for it.

She’s not surprised.

“I’m more surprised it took him this long, to be honest,” she tells me over salads at our favorite sandwich shop. “I mean, he’s a man, right?”

“Yes. Yes he is,” I tell her with a raised eyebrow and she giggles.

“How was he?” she asks and I shrug.

“He’s okay,” I say honestly. “I’ve had worse but I’ve had better, too.”

She nods and plays with her salad as if she’s trying to decide if she wants to continue this conversation. Finally, she asks, “How did he compare to Carl?”

“It’s not a fair comparison but there is no comparison, really,” I tell her. “I like Carl a lot, even after just one night.”

“Which is unusual for you, right?” she asks with a little attitude. I have to smile.

“Sorry, are you judging my life choices, Chris?”

“Me? Nooo,” she says in a sing-song voice. “I would never judge you, Jess.”

We both laugh because we both know she’s judging the hell out of me. If she only knew what goes on at the Top Hat Club.

“Lunch tomorrow?” I ask when we get back to the office.

“Sure,” she says with a wave before she disappears into the main room. I flip open my laptop and am thrilled to see a message from Stella. I answer her and the signal that she’s responding comes up almost immediately. She must have been watching for my reply.

	Stella:	Hey Jessica!
	Me:	i'm so happy you have time for me, Stella!
	Stella:	I always have time for you, Jess, I just never know when! lol. Tell me about the club Tuesday night. How many johns, how many whores, anything you particularly enjoyed.
	Me:	all told there were only 20 - 25 patrons all night...
	Me:	4 girls were there plus 2 waitresses, the one bouncer and one manager and the kitchen staff of 2 
	Stella:	When it's slow like that do you get a chance to talk to the other girls?
	Me:	yes, but... we're still supposed to mingle but sometimes we have down time
	Stella:	Learn anything interesting?
	Me:	there are more local girls at this club than i saw at my old one... like grew up in the neighborhood local 
	Stella:	Were the other 3 girls black? Patty wasn't there?
	Me:	that's right  ... it was the first night i was there that i didn't see her
	Stella:	Do you get any attitude from the black girls for being white in an all black club?
	Me:	not really, a little cause i'm new but not new
	Me:	i have more dancing experience than some of the girls there and i already got some better shifts
	Stella:	Did you get anything from them about streetwalking?
	Me:	yes, there a couple of pimps that cover the area, they run all the girls around between them
	Stella:	So, are you getting it that streetwalking is not a good idea, Jessica?
	Me:	yes, i know
	Me:	if you agree it's probably best not to try
	Stella:	I do, unfortunately. I know you had your heart set on strolling for one of them
	Me:	yes, but i'm also seeing them at the club and i don't think i'd want to get on their bad side
	Stella:	No, you really don't. So as hard as it will be, you have to fend them off when they try to recruit you to work for them.
	Me:	yes, i plan on it
	Stella:	It’s really for the best, Jess. Now, I have to go to a meeting with my new partner. Chat later?


She’s gone before I can answer and I close the website on my laptop. Stella is such a collection of contradictions to me. She’s opposed to my wanting to stroll for Maurice, Patty’s pimp, but she’s always asking me about my activities at the club. It’s almost like she’s repelled and attracted by the idea of me being a whore, something I’ve always thought of as someone like Patty, who is under the control of her pimp. Patty has only shared a few details with me about how she lives and works but it sounds divine to me. Ever since I met her and learned of her circumstances, I’ve imagined myself in her position.

Which Stella finds absurd. Sort of.

I count the minutes until I can leave and they pass slowly, but just as my work day mercifully winds down, Carl walks through the outside doors and into the lobby where I sit. I smile at the unexpected joy I feel when I see him and his smile is even brighter than mine. I want to kiss him but think better of it in the fishbowl where I work.

“What are you doing here, Carl Evans?” I ask him with a cheeky grin. “Why didn’t you tell me you would be stopping by?”

“That would have ruined the surprise, Jessica,” he says in his deep baritone that still melts my panties.

“What surprise?” I ask, suddenly on edge. I’m due at the club in just over an hour and I still have to pick up Jalen at daycare and feed both him and Charlotte.

“I thought we might go to dinner again,” he says but when he notices my look of confusion mixed with apprehension at having to turn him down, he quickly hedges. “And I want to meet your kids so we’ll go to a family-friendly place,” he adds with a hopeful look that fades quickly as I don’t change the look on my face. “No?”

“I can’t, Carl,” I tell him as I put my hand on his arm impulsively just as my supervisor, Eloise Simms, comes around the corner from inside our office.

“Mr. Evans,” she gushes. She works closely with Carl’s attorney, Don Holder, so she’s known Carl much longer than I have. Not as intimately, but still. “What brings you by so late in the day? Don had a court date and he left an hour ago.”

“I’m not here to see Don, Eloise,” Carl says with a tight smile. No one likes Eloise, one of the consequences of being in charge of the support staff but she seems to relish the job. “I’m here to talk to Jessica.”

Eloise turns and eyes me as if I just kicked her dog. “Oh, really?” she says with exaggerated emphasis.

“Is that a problem, Mrs. Simms?” he asks pointedly. “Because I’m sure it’s none of your business, to be frank.”

“Of course not, Mr. Evans,” she says with a tone that makes my blood run cold. I’m going to pay for Carl throwing his weight around but it’s so much fun to watch him put Eloise in her place for a change. It’s not something I’ve seen much before in my time with the firm. Maybe ever.

“Good,” Carl says with a much lighter tone now that he’s won. “As I was saying, Jessica,” he says to me as he almost turns his back on Eloise, “are you available tonight?”

I want to crawl into a hole. I glance at my supervisor and her eyes are the size of saucers, which is not good given how overweight she is, which means you can barely see her eyes most days.

But my discomfort doesn’t change the fact that I’ve got to beg off Carl’s incredibly generous offer to take my whole family out to dinner, something I didn’t expect in a million years.

“I can’t tonight, Carl,” I tell him but I can feel Eloise’s eyes burning holes in my head. “I mean, Mr. Evans,” I add in a lame attempt to dig myself out of the hole to no avail. “I have a prior commitment,” I add mysteriously. “Another time, maybe?”

“Of course, Jessica. I’ll be in touch.” He looks even more disappointed than I expected as he nods at Eloise and turns on his heel and heads out the door.

“See me first thing Monday morning, Jessica,” Mrs. Eloise Simms tells me with unrestrained glee in her animosity for me. “We need to have a talk.”

Wonderful.
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I had to put Carl off for the next four nights. I was scheduled to work regular shifts at the club Thursday through Saturday and then the Super Bowl party on Sunday. After over a year of not dancing at all, it was a lot.

And not because of the dancing.

On Monday morning, I’ve got my Reddit profile open on my laptop and Stella appears just a few minutes into the day, but I have to put her off to go see Eloise.

I went to the pastry shop to get her usual order and arrived at her desk with the box and my head bowed to beg her forgiveness. I expected her to lace into me but she didn't.

“I talked to Mr. Griffin about you, Jessica,” she begins as she pulls a pastry out of the box. “He said he doesn’t have a problem with you seeing Mr. Evans socially as long as you don’t embarrass the firm. Which astounded me because it clearly violates firm policy but he said he’d make an exception in your case. Any idea what that’s all about, Jessica?” She side-eyes me hard and I have to look away.

“No, ma’am,” I whisper and she just blows out a breath.

“Well, you are skating on very thin ice in my book, Jessica,” she adds with a menacing tone. “But there’s nothing I can do to stop you, so you’re dismissed.” She waves me off and I turn to walk back to my desk.

When I sit I notice that Stella is still waiting for me to answer her initial inquiry of the morning.

	Stella:	Good morning, Jessica. Are you settled at your desk?
	Me:	yes i am
	Stella:	How was you party?
	Stella:	your
	Me:	it was pretty busy... the game wasn't that interesting and the guys focused more on us
	Stella:	Scorecard?
	Me:	it didn't work as regular work  they just gave us $300 for the night
	Stella:	Oh, I thought that might be the way it worked.
	Stella:	No tips?
	Me:	no
	Stella:	How many johns attended?
	Me:	counting the hosts there were 28 men
	Stella:	That's a pretty good amount for 4 girls
	Stella:	Did you get a lot of black dick or was it a mixed crowd?
	Me:	it was an all black affair
	Me:	except for me and patty
	Stella:	Oh, I thought Patty wasn't doing it this year
	Me:	yes she did
	Stella:	Did you get a chance to talk to her about some of the questions we had?
	Me:	a little bit but not as much as i wanted
	Stella:	Was the sex a little less constant than the regular nights?
	Me:	no  if anything it was busier... the two black girls started just as waitress with me and patty doing the sex work...
	Me:	but the game got boring fast and they joined in too
	Stella:	Wow, was that fun?
	Me:	it kept me pretty busy  and yes lots of fun but i'm pretty sore too
	Stella:	8 hours of sex is a lot. I thought about you often throughout the afternoon and evening
	Stella:	Good thing you're off tonight
	Me:	I have a date with Carl tonight
	Stella:	Are you seeing Carl now?
	Me:	It seems that way, yes
	Stella:	Do you like him?
	Me:	I really do
	Me:SteSStella:	That’s great. I have to run now but we’ll chat later, okay.


And just like that, she’s gone.

I had little else to attend to all morning so I looked forward to lunch with Chris. We talked about the gossip in the office, or rather she did since I had nothing to add to the conversation due to my being exiled in the lobby. Nothing much happened for most of the day after lunch until  I heard from Stella again a half hour before quitting time.

	Stella:	I thought of a few more questions about the party.
	Stella:	How many guys fucked you last night, would you guess?
	Me:	i think they all took a turn with me
	Me:	i was the new girl
	Stella:	Did all or most of them cum inside you?
	Me:	most yes  not all
	Stella:	Any ATM?
	Me:	yes several
	Me:	and several spit roasts too
	Stella:	Fun!
	Me:	yes  it was but i am glad for the night off
	Stella:	I can imagine. Was 8 hours a little much?
	Me:	yes ... we didn't really get much of a break
	Stella:	I'm so curious. Does someone always have their dick in one of your holes the entire time?
	Me:	no  we got a few minutes between guys most of the time
	Stella:	The party took place in the main room, right? There is no back room.
	Me:	yes  that's right
	Stella:	And the main room is set up like a lounge? With small tables and four chairs around them?
	Me:	there are booths on the walls and yes, small tables in the middle
	Me:	for last night that had a bunch of couches in the middle and a projector on the stage
	Stella:	It sounds like it would be difficult to fuck someone in a booth
	Me:	it is
	Stella:	Tables are easier, couches are easiest, right?
	Me:	much  but the couches aren't there normally
	Stella:	Of course. Just for the party
	Me:	yes that's right
	Stella:	The girls are naked the whole time, right? Do the guys stay dressed and just drop their pants when they want to fuck you?
	Me:	yes ... some don't even take off their pants just open their flies
	Stella:	Did many of them cum in your mouth?
	Me:	around half i think


I have to step away for a few minutes to set up the conference room for a meeting, but when I get back to my desk, Stella has another question for me.

	Stella:	When you went to Amateur Night last week at the new club, was there a lot of sex going on or not so much?
	Me:	practically none
	Stella:	So, your first real shift was a real eye-opener for you, wasn't it?
	Me:	yes and no ... i suspected it would be, i just wasn't sure, the open room threw me some
	Stella:	If I'm understanding all this correctly, I'd say that the New Orleans club was 90% dancing (on stage and table dances) and 10% sex, while the new club is 5% dancing and 95% sex.
	Me:	oh yes... the New Orleans club was a bit of a dump that wanted to be a bigger club...
	Me:	the club here is proud to be a dump
	Stella:	And you like it better here, right?
	Stella:	Not just the money but all the sex
	Me:	i like that i can't lose money and to be honest i think i'm still a bit in awe of how much this place doesn't care about normal rules
	Stella:	Yeah, I can see that
	Stella:	Did you get to a point last night where you just thought, "I can't suck or fuck another cock."?
	Me:	no but i did wonder if they were letting in new guys lol
	Stella:	Why? Because they just kept going and going?
	Me:	yes  we never had more than a few minutes break
	Me:	me and patty specially
	Stella:	I think it's interesting that they started out with just you and Patty servicing the guys and the black girls were serving as waitresses
	Stella:	Like, they all wanted white pussy and ass
	Me:	i think they thought the game was going to be more engaging
	Stella:	Yeah, but they singled out the only two white girls at the club to service everyone to begin with. Sounds like a specific request to me.
	Stella:	From the guys
	Me:	oh yes i see that
	Stella:	You may not fetishize black guys but I'm pretty sure they fetishize you
	Me:	Is it a fetish for me to like that?
	Stella:	I don't think so.


I wait for her to come back as she must be at work and busy. I’m just so glad she can make time for me during the day, although from what she’s told me, she’s at the office until late at night. From the frying pan to the fire, is how she put it.

	Stella:	Would streetwalking be more degrading than what you do at the club?
	Me:	maybe, but that’s what I want
	Stella:	But why?
	Me:	have you ever seen a streetwalker in person?
	Stella:	Sure
	Me:	have you ever seen a pregnant white girl walking alone in an all black neighborhood?
	Stella:	No
	Stella:	You?
	Stella:	lol
	Me:	that look on their face, the body language is all the same
	Stella:	The same as what?
	Me:	as a working girl on a stroll
	Stella:	When you were in J's neighborhood?
	Me:	yup
	Me:	the number of times i got ask how much leaving his place
	Stella:	I'm not surprised
	Stella:	I am surprised you never offered a number
	Me:	i think about it often... how different things would be if i had
	Stella:	I mean, you were full of cum. How much worse could it get?
	Stella:	And besides, you couldn't be a whore. You have kids.
	Me:	lots of whores have kids
	Stella:	But it never ends well
	Stella:	They get addicted and the kids get taken from them
	Me:	can i confess something?
	Stella:	Sure
	Me:	i don't know if i want it to end well
	Stella:	But not until your kids are grown
	Stella:	Once they've left, then you can go down that path if that's what you want.
	Stella:	But not until then.
	Me:	i've planned it out so many times
	Me:	drop them off with my parents, and just go to some big city, go into one the rougher neighborhoods and ask around for the pimps
	Stella:	You can't do that
	Stella:	You'd miss them terribly
	Stella:	And regret it
	Me:	i know, i'm not saying i'm going to do it
	Me:	but my mind goes there a lot
	Stella:	I know
	Stella:	Maybe you need to find another J in Baton Rouge
	Me:	oh i even thought of going back to him after dropping the kids off
	Stella:	I'm not surprised
	Me:	just showing up at his door with nothing and begging him to take me in
	Stella:	Think he would?
	Me:	i think so... he knows i'd do anything he told me
	Stella:	Ever consider a visit?
	Me:	without a job or kids or my own place, he'd have me earning my keep in his neighborhood
	Me:	oh i've considered it so many times
	Stella:	What stops you?
	Me:	if i go i'm not sure i'll leave
	Stella:	You'd miss your kids.
	Me:	yes so much
	Stella:	And if you made it clear it was only for a week, and you had a job and responsibilities to come back to, he'd go for it.
	Me:	i'm scared i'm addicted and that if i take another hit of J i'll never get out
	Stella:	You would.
	Stella:	You did once and you can do it again.
	Stella:	For your kids
	Stella:	Do you get vacation from your job?
	Me:	Stella, i don't think i'm strong enough to do it again
	Stella:	You are. Your kids are even more important to you now.
	Stella:	And your job is, too
	Me:	sweety my kids are my world
	Stella:	I know
	Me:	my job is good to me but it's boring as hell
	Stella:	But you need your job to provide for your kids
	Stella:	That combination would allow you to leave after a week
	Me:	maybe if i found a pimp that let me take care of my kids properly for a bigger cut
	Stella:	That will never happen
	Stella:	Pimps aren't like that
	Stella:	They're worse than J
	Stella:	At least he didn't get you strung out on drugs
	Stella:	A pimp would
	Me:	you think so?
	Stella:	You ever see a streetwalker that didn't look strung out?
	Me:	i don't know that most street walkers want to be there
	Stella:	No, but they are because they're strung out
	Stella:	It's what keeps them there
	Stella:	And you might not like it
	Stella:	You think you do but I'm not so sure
	Stella:	What's the appeal?
	Me:	oh i don't want to like it... i want that degradation... i want to live in it
	Me:	it wouldn't be degrading if i liked it
	Stella:	Good point
	Stella:	I hadn't thought of that


It’s quitting time and I’m meeting Carl after I pick up Jalen from day care so I sign off with Stella and close my computer. A quick bus ride and a short walk later, I’m home with both of my kids and putting on my best dress and fluffing my hair in a desperate attempt to look presentable for Carl. I’m sure I look fine – I just don’t know what I’m going to tell him.

When I was dating Leon in New Orleans during the week and seeing J every weekend, it wasn’t an issue because I made it clear to Leon that I wasn’t going to stop seeing J no matter what. I couldn’t. He had too tight a hold on me. For a long while, Leon was okay with our arrangement. But once I got pregnant, he wanted more from me and I had to end our relationship. It hurt me almost as much as it hurt him but I had no choice. Besides, I didn’t think of Leon as marriage material. Worse, I didn’t see myself as a wife. Anyone’s wife. I’m just not built for it.

Carl presents similar problems for me but the same scenario keeps playing out in my mind. Of course, he hasn’t mentioned marriage or anything close. It’s way too early for those kinds of thoughts. But if I’m going to break his heart in the long run, shouldn’t I shut it down now and skip all the drama?

“Anyone home?” he says as he opens my apartment door without knocking. I stand up from the small sofa where I’ve been sitting on pins and needles with the kids watching something on TV. I walk to him and he leans in to kiss me but I hold him off to introduce him to Charlotte and Jalen.

“Pleased to make your acquaintances,” he says in a serious tone as he shakes their hands. Charlotte looks impressed but Jalen just keeps his eyes on the TV and Bluey, his favorite show.

“Can I get you something to drink?” I ask Carl as I motion for him to sit in the chair across from the couch by the window in my tiny living room. He declines politely.

“I’ve got reservations in 15 minutes so we should get going, Jessica,” he says in a low tone but I startle.

“Reservations? I thought you wanted me to bring the kids, Carl. I don’t have a sitter lined up.”

He waves me off and smiles. “The kids are invited, Jessica. I want to get to know them and let them get to know me.”

I sag with relief but I have to ask, “Where are we going that we need reservations?”

His eyes twinkle. “You’ll see.”
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Carl took us to the Cracker Barrel off of I-12 west of downtown. Since I don’t drive, we never get to this part of town and the kids were tickled to be eating out. I was nervous at first but they behaved beautifully and we all had a lovely time. When he brought us back to my apartment, I invited him inside and to my surprise, he accepted. I was more than a little embarrassed by how small my place is but he didn’t seem to mind. The kids watched TV for a while as I made coffee and we drank it at the kitchen table.

“Nice place you have here, Jessica,” he says without a trace of irony. I roll my eyes though and he laughs. “No, I mean it. It’s got to be tough bringing up two kids as a single mom on a receptionist's salary. I should talk to Lewis about giving you a raise.”

“Oh, please don’t do that, Carl,” I plead with him and he chuckles. “I’m just grateful to have the job and the benefits. I don’t want to make waves.”

“Of course, but it’s not going to get any easier, is it?” He cocks an eyebrow and I nod.

“No, it’s not, but what can I do?” I’m not sure where Carl is going with this conversation but my concern deepens when he looks at the kids and leans close. Does he know about my new side-hustle at the Top Hat Club?

“I really like Charlotte and Jalen,” he whispers. “Are their fathers in their lives at all?”

I frown. Where is he going with this? “No, they’re not.” I give him a quick synopsis about Leon and Terrance, how I ran them both off for no good reason except that I’m a terrible person but he waves me off again.

“You can’t look back with regret, Jessica. Only look forward.”

I look at him, not knowing what to say. He takes my hand in his.

“What’s this about, Carl?” I finally ask straight out.

“I’m not sure, to be honest, Jessica. All I do know is that you touch me in a way no one has in a long while.” He strokes the back of my hand with his thumb until he finally looks into my eyes. “A very long while.”

“You’ve never been married?” I ask. I hesitated to probe too deeply at first with Carl but now it feels as if he wants to talk about it. I’m just not sure if I do.

“No, never even come close,” he says in a sad voice. “No kids that I know of, either.”

I don’t know what to say. Suddenly, I feel as if I’m being courted, or vetted, I don’t know which. Is he more serious about our relationship than I realized? Or am I being foolish? Or paranoid?

“Well, I guess I should be going,” he says at last. I’m not sure I want him to go but it feels like asking him to stay would be unwise. I stand when he does and he steps close to put his hand on my hip and pull me to him for a chaste kiss. It’s sweet but unexpected and I’m still not sure what he wants from me. But I don’t say anything and he says goodbye to the kids and leaves without another word to me.

What the hell was that? I wonder…

At lunch the next day, I tell Christine about my ‘date’ with Carl. She listens without asking any questions until I finish the story with Carl’s unexpected exit. When I stop talking, she arches an eyebrow, the last thing I need.

“Please don’t judge me, Chris,” I plead. “I can’t handle it.”

“No, I won’t judge you, Jessica. You’ve got an interesting situation on your hands, though.”

I look at her. “Meaning what, exactly?”

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say that Carl Evans, the lifelong bachelor, is having second thoughts about spending the rest of his life alone.”

I swallow hard. “I’m not the kind of girl anyone would marry, Chris. I’m the poster child for white trash. Just put me in a trailer and give me a couple more kids.”

“Nonsense, Jessica. You’re a good mother and you have a good job and an apartment of your own. To me, white trash are the people who take no responsibility for their lives. Who live like pigs and lowlifes. That’s not you, Jess. You’re a good person.”

“I don’t feel good about myself, Chris.” I don’t tell her that she doesn’t know the other half of my story, the club and the men and how I degrade myself four or five nights a week. How I envy Patty and how she’s owned by her pimp, who takes care of her and her kids. “I just don’t.”

“You’ve made some questionable choices, no question about that, Jess. But who among us hasn’t? All I’m saying is that it does you no good to beat yourself up about it. Keep doing the right thing and you’ll be fine, whether anything comes of this relationship with Carl or not.”

“See, that’s the thing, Chris,” I whine. “I don’t have a relationship with Carl. Not really. We hardly know each other. I didn’t know until last night that he’s never been married and doesn’t have any kids that he knows about.”

Chris’s eyes go wide and she laughs out loud. “He said that? Those exact words?”

“He did.” I smile. “Which means it’s probably a lie, right?”

“I’d say so.” She looks at her watch and startles. “Oh, I need to get back to the office, Jess.”

We clean our table for the next patron because the sandwich shop is so understaffed and head back. But just as we’re exiting, I touch Christine’s arm and she looks at me.

“Thanks, Chris. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“We single moms need to stick together.”

I couldn’t agree more.

“Jessica, come to my office, please,” Rashad, the manager of the Top Hat Club tells me when I arrive for my shift on Tuesday night. We’re usually slow on Tuesdays so I’m a little worried about missing any opportunities to make money. I need to pay the club 40% of my fees, tip out the bouncer and the kitchen staff, and pay the sitter. It’s not as easy to lose money at this club than my old one in New Orleans but it can still happen if the crowd is sparse enough. So I can only hope that Rashad doesn’t hold me back from the floor for too long.

“Yes, sir?” I ask with my eyes downcast. I’m not overwhelmed by Rashad as he’s not physically imposing the way J was at my old club. But he’s still my boss and that counts for a lot in my book. His too, I’m sure. I wait for him to look up from his phone but he keeps me waiting. It’s a little unnerving but I’ve seen this kind of power move by the men in charge before. It’s kind of hot, actually.

“I remember what you said about wearing Patty’s collar the other night,” he says without looking at me until he’s finished. But then he looks up and asks, “Are you still interested?”

“I am,” I say in a small voice. There’s something about wearing a collar that just mashes all of my buttons. J would put a collar on me when I was at his house as soon as I arrived and he would lead me into the backyard to do my business because I wasn’t allowed to use his bathroom. It was so mortifying but so hot, too.

“Well, tonight’s the night,” he says as he reaches into a drawer in his desk and pulls out the collar and leash. I’m almost vibrating, I'm so excited. And wet.

He doesn’t put it on me immediately but makes me wait as he hefts it in his hand. “And I wanted to tell you how happy I am with you. For a new girl, you’re doing really well and all the patrons are raving about you.”

“Well, like I said I danced for almost a year in New Orleans,” I offer and he steps toward me but doesn’t reach to attach the collar. Instead, he reaches for my breasts and fondles them through my top which I hadn’t had time to remove yet. I’d been wondering when he would get around to using me since it’s the norm for all the bouncers and the manager to have their way with any or all of the dancers.

“And you know as well as I do that dancing isn’t really the point at this club, right?” he says as he tweaks my nipple through my top. I reach for his bulge to return the favor because I know where this is going. When he pulls my head to his crotch I take the hint and open his pants to suck him. His cock is a nice size and shape. I suck for a while until he pulls back and has me bend over his desk. He pulls my skirt up and panties to the side, then he fucks me hard and deep, cumming inside me. As I always do with any of the patrons who fuck me, I clean his cock with my mouth afterwards.

He sits in his chair. “Before I put the collar on you, Jessica, why don’t you ride my shoe and make yourself cum?” he asks without really asking. He lifts his foot and I straddle it, the tip of his fake-leather dress shoe rubbing my clit as we lock eyes. I’ve been asked many times to ride a man’s shoe or foot over the years, mostly as a way to degrade me which is fine because I love being degraded. I discovered at my old club that men love to make women like me cum to demean us. I have no problem with it.

“I was thinking,” I say to Rashad as I rub my cunt on the toe of his shoe. He works the tip into my pussy and I moan between sentences. “Why don’t you have the other girls walk me around on the leash and I’ll clean them after they’ve fucked a patron.” I’m so turned on by suggesting another way of degrading myself as I’m degrading myself that I cum quickly and moan as I do.

“Yeah, I like that,” he says as he watches me climb off of his shoe. Then he says, “Be sure to clean my shoe, Jessica.” I smile and bend down to lick his shoe clean.

“Thank you, sir,” I say in my most submissive voice.

“Good girl,” he says and my pussy tingles.

Then next morning at work, I get a text on Reddit from Stella.

	Stella:	I've been thinking about you all evening...
	Me:	good morning!
	Stella:	Good morning, Jess
	Me:	sorry i'm a little slow this morning
	Stella:	No worries
	Stella:	How was last night?
	Me:	it was very degrading
	Stella:	Do tell!
	Me:	i tried to keep count for you but i'm not sure i got it right
	Me:	i think it fucked 20 or so men and gave 12 bjs
	Stella:	Wow! I am so impressed, Jess!
	Me:	:) thank you
	Me:	i came home with $480 but i'm not 100% sure what all i did
	Stella:	That's fine. You were a very busy girl
	Me:	i think i zoned out at times
	Stella:	I can only imagine
	Stella:	DId you talk to the manager about the leash?
	Me:	I did. He was fine with it.
	Me:	And he fucked me finally
	Stella:	In his office?
	Me:	he did
	Stella:	How do you feel this morning?
	Me:	i'm ok ... sleeping helped
	Stella:	Okay, good
	Stella:	What made you zone out? The sheer volume of men using you?
	Me:	i'm not sure. that and the leash
	Me:	it felt like i'd blink and i was somewhere else
	Stella:	I don't know what questions to ask but I want to know everything
	Me:	i'll do my best to tell you anything you want
	Stella:	It was a lot, right?
	Me:	yes it was
	Me:	oh and Aisha had my leash for a bit
	Stella:	What was that like? Was she into it?
	Me:	she was very into it
	Stella:	: )
	Me:	she liked having a ‘little white pet'
	Stella:	Very cool!
	Me:	and i'm almost sure patty will be doing it with me tonight
	Stella:	You'll both be leashed and walked around by the others?
	Me:	i think so
	Me:	at the end of the night when the manager used me he said something about it being too much for me alone
	Stella:	That's probably true
	Stella:	You won't mind sharing, will you?
	Me:	no  i just don't want her mad at me
	Stella:	She can say no, can't she?
	Me:	i'm not sure
	Stella:	Would you tell the mgr you can do it alone if she doesn't want to do it?
	Stella:	Can you do it alone?
	Me:	i'd say that just to keep her liking me
	Me:	i have a lot of trouble when people don't like me
	Stella:	I know
	Stella:	It's so adorable of you
	Me:	i just don't know how relationship with the manager and with her pimp works and if she can refuse stuff
	Stella:	Can you talk to her before the mgr does?
	Me:	i mean it might not even be her that gets "asked" i'm just guessing
	Me:	i'm not sure ... she usually gets there way before me
	Stella:	Got it. Well, it's kind of out of your hands, Jess
	Me:	i guess so
	Stella:	Tell me how the evening began for you. Was there a rush to use you?
	Me:	kind of ... i had the first set of the night with Aisha
	Stella:	The two of you onstage?
	Me:	she danced and i rode a dildo
	Stella:	With her holding your leash?
	Me:	she led me up on the stage and put me on the dildo, she let go of the leash to dance and came to get me to pick up her tips for her with my mouth
	Stella:	Wow. Did you feel degraded?
	Me:	yes  i felt more degraded than being lead around the main rom
	Me:	room
	Stella:	Ooo, I love that!
	Stella:	Then what happened?
	Me:	then she led me around the main floor
	Me:	i sucked, got fucked and licked her clean after she got used
	Stella:	Did you get extra attention from the men as Aisha's pet?
	Me:	yes  or at least she did
	Me:	or us together
	Stella:	How long did she walk you around?
	Me:	about an hour or so
	Stella:	Wow, longer than I would have guessed
	Me:	maybe an hour and a half
	Stella:	Did you love being walked by her?
	Me:	yes  i did
	Stella:	I love it so much
	Me:	men were paying her to have me lick her
	Stella:	Front and back?
	Me:	yes
	Stella:	Did you feel degraded or sexy?
	Me:	well both really
	Stella:	That's what I want to hear about, Jess! lol
	Me:	:)
	Stella:	Did you lick her after someone came in her?
	Me:	i've served women before but it felt like more
	Stella:	She's so young and beautiful, and the headliner
	Me:	yes  after she'd had my leash they were still paying for it and she came and grabbed me a few times
	Me:	i think it's more because she was kind of in charge... before it was always J
	Stella:	It sounds like a fantastic way to start the evening
	Me:	yes
	Stella:	Were you drinking a lot of cum during the time she was holding your leash?
	Me:	8 i think
	Stella:	Again, wow!
	Me:	i'm pretty sure i remember my time with her well
	Stella:	90 minutes is a long time, Jess. She must have loved it!
	Me:	she did... i was a little out of it at the end of the night but she came by and had me lick her just before the manager used me
	Stella:	Oh, wow. I love that! Did you love it?
	Me:	yes  i was leaking noticeably all night
	Me:	my own leaking i mean
	Stella:	I understand, Jess! lol
	Me:	:)
	Stella:	After Aisha gave up holding your leash, what happened?
	Me:	i was led around until my next set  and i danced a normal set, except i was led on stage by my leash and picked after i was done
	Stella:	Other than when you danced, you always had a leash holder, right?
	Me:	yes
	Me:	it's a little fuzzy when they switched after that
	Stella:	As you zoned out?
	Me:	yes


Out of the blue, my phone rings. I look at the screen and it’s Stella.

“Hello?” I answer.

“Jessica, I needed to talk to you about this,” she says breathlessly. “Are you sure this is what you want to be doing with your life?” She hesitates and I don’t know what to say.

“Are you ashamed of me, Stella?” I ask, almost in tears.

“No, not at all. I just worry about you, Jess.”

“Why?” As soon as I ask the question, it strikes me as obvious. And ridiculous of me to even ask.

“Jess, come on. In the last few weeks you’ve changed so much. You’re hardly the person I remember meeting last year.”

I worry about coming off as too flip with Stella – where does she get off? – but my natural tendency to want to please people kicks in and I sigh. I even nod my head although we’re not on a video call.

“I know, Stella. It’s been a big change for me, too. I don’t know why but I just…” I struggle with what to say next. Can I admit it, even to her?

“You’re really getting in too deep at the club, Jess. I mean, you’ll be streetwalking for Patty’s pimp if you’re not careful.”

I don’t admit it but I’ve thought about doing exactly that ever since I started dancing again. I don’t know why that life appeals to me but it does. More than it should, I know. It’s not something I’m proud of but I can’t stop thinking about it.

“I know you’re right, Stella,” I admit reluctantly. I don’t want her to be angry with me and I really don’t want her to think less of me. I’m good enough at doing that myself to need any help. Then it occurs to me to ask, “Why the sudden concern for my well being, Stella? Up until now, you’ve been encouraging of all of this.”

She pauses for a long moment. Finally, she clears her throat. “I know, Jess, and I’m sorry about that. I just got caught up in the way you go after what you want. I’ve never been like that. I’ve never met anyone like you, Jessica. You astound me.”

“Really? I don’t see why. I’m nothing…”

She cuts me off. “No, stop doing that, Jess. Don’t run yourself down like that. I think you’re amazing but I realize now that I’ve been encouraging you to do dangerous things and for that I’m sorry. But you should think of yourself as anything less than amazing, Jess.”

“I’m nothing much, Stel. Just ask my parents.”

“Fuck your parents, Jessica,” she says with surprising vehemence. “They’re ignorant, bigoted fools. Disowning their child and grandchildren for such stupid reasons. I have no respect for that. They should be ashamed of themselves.”

I don’t know what to say but my eyes fill with tears and I have to ask Stella to hang on while I find a tissue. “I’m sorry I upset you, Stella.”

“You didn’t upset me, Jess. I just get fired up whenever I think about how your parents treated you when you needed them.”

“Yes, I guess that’s right. But I didn’t mean to burden you.”

“You’re not a burden, Jess. I think you’re amazing. A woman who knows what she wants and goes out and gets it, whether at a pickup bar or a strip club that’s really just a nightly orgy.”

“I guess my parents were right about me,” I offer and she almost bites my head off.

“Jessica, stop giving them any credence, will you?”

“Okay.” I don’t know what she expects me to do – stop loving my parents just because they stopped loving me?

“Sorry, Jess. I don’t mean to badmouth your parents but religious fools just get me all fired up.”

“I’m one of those religious fools, Stella,” I admit tentatively.

“You believe in god, Jess?”

“Yes.”

She’s quiet for several seconds. “Sorry, Jess. Maybe we should stop. I didn’t realize that.”

“It’s okay. I don't know how I fit in everything... I have my own struggles.” I wipe away my tears again.

“I’m sorry, Jessica. I get carried away.”

“It’s okay, Stella. You weren't saying anything I haven't struggled with.”

“I’m sorry you’re struggling, Jess.”

I sigh. “I know that God isn’t like my parents. But I still believe in God and I still love my parents.”

She sighs. “I hope they come around for you, Jess.”

“I don’t know. I’m sorry, I’m just broken.”

She whispers, “Jess, you are not broken. You’re just different.”

“You really think so?” I ask pathetically.

“I do, Jess. And I won’t stand for anyone saying any differently. Even you. Especially you.”

“I guess I'm still learning and healing, Stella... healing now that you've helped me.”

“I clearly have a lot of work to do on that front. I will make it my mission in life to help you heal, Jess. You deserve to heal.”

“Thank you, Stella.”

“You've been treated so poorly and it wasn't your fault. You need to believe that and forgive yourself for not living up to the expectations of others. No one should feel guilty for bringing children into this world, loving them and giving them what they need to thrive. You're doing that. Why should you feel bad about that? I don't get it.”

I wipe my eyes again.

“Is any of this helping, or am I just making things worse? Are you still there? Did you melt?”

“You’re helping, Stella, you really are. I was just leaking a little from my eyes. You make me feel so special and I have such a hard time feeling like I deserve it.”

“Stick with me, Jess,” she says in a lighter tone.

“Please be patient with me when I feel like white trash, Stel.”

“I will, if you’ll stop thinking of yourself as white trash, Jess.”

“I’ll try. But I have to run now and pick up Jalen.”

“Good night, Jessica.”

“Good night, Stella.”
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Wednesday morning, Lewis Griffin, the managing partner of the law firm where I work stops by my desk on the way into the office, just long enough to confirm that he expects to see me after work again today. I nod and my belly clenches at the prospect. I expected to go to him again, just like he asked me last week when he fucked me in his office, my first time with him since I began working here over a year ago.

“See you tonight,” he says as he walks away from my desk in the lobby. I’m practically cumming without touching myself, not because he’s any great lover, but that he’s in charge of the entire office, older than me by at least a couple of decades, and so hot with his traces of gray hair, I would be pleased to fuck him under any circumstances. That he’s ordering me and paying me to fuck him, in his office after everyone has left for the day, is so hot I can’t stand it. I don’t know how I’ll last until then.

After Stella’s long conversation with me yesterday, where she had what struck me as a complete change of heart about me moonlighting at the club, I wonder if I’ll ever hear from her again. She went from being into my sexual depravity to being appalled by it. I don’t understand what I did to make her change her mind like that, but as much as I watch the Reddit app for her name to appear in the chat function, it never does. I’m alone in the world again, it seems. Even Chris has to beg off lunch and I wonder if she knows something she’s not sharing with me.

So I watch the clock all day and wait for 5 o’clock to arrive. Which it finally does.

I shut down my laptop, store it in my locked desk drawer and head into the office from the lobby and up the stairs to Lewis’s office. Everyone has left for the day which makes me wonder if Lewis sends everyone away so we can be alone. I shake off the thought as I reach the senior partners’ floor and knock on the corner office door.

“Come,” I hear and my pussy clenches. I know it’s nothing but whenever I’m ordered to do something by an older black man it just makes me quiver with excitement. I’m sure years of being trained and groomed by J is a big reason I’m like this but I don’t have time to consider its origin as Lewis is standing up from his chair behind his big mahogany desk and walking towards me.

“Thanks again for coming, Jessica,” he says as he approaches me, takes me in his arms and kisses me. I’m a bit startled – in all the time Lewis used me at my old club in New Orleans, he never once kissed me. Men in strip clubs rarely kiss the dancers, especially after we’ve had another man’s dick in our mouths, which is basically all the time. It’s certainly that way at my new club but even at the old one, no one ever kissed me.

“Before we begin,” he says without letting me go, “I’d like to talk for a minute.”

“Of course,” I respond but wonder what he has to say to me.

“Come in and have a seat,” he says as he lets me go and walks to the small conference table between his desk and the window. The same conference table he fucked me on last week.

“Thanks,” I say because I don’t know what else to say. I sit and look at him with a small smile painted on my lips just to be polite. I’ve been in the grip of too many powerful men in my life to do anything but be polite and hope for the best.

“I hear you’re seeing Carl Evans,” he says with a sly smile. “Which is fine, I don’t have any issues with you dating one of our best clients, Jessica.”

“That’s what I heard,” I tell him and the smile leaves my face. Did I just screw up? What if he asks me how I know?

“I’m sure Eloise said something after she brought it to my attention,” he explains and I breathe a sigh of relief. He smiles to acknowledge he knows how tough my supervisor can be.

“I’m glad,” I say as cautiously as I can. “I wasn’t sure what the rules were.”

“Officially, we discourage our employees from dating each other but there’s nothing we can do if a client asks you out.” He leans forward. “I am correct in assuming that Carl initiated the relationship, right?”

“Yes, sir,” I say submissively.

He smiles again. “Please, call me Lewis, Jessica. At least when we’re not working.”

“Okay, Lewis.” I think it sounds weird but he’s the boss.

“And that brings me to my other reason for having this chat, Jessica,” he says in a tone I recognize when a man wants something. More than something.

“Yes?”

“Are you seeing clients outside the club?” he asks in a low voice.

I frown. “Clients?”

“Your clients, not ours.”

Oh.

“No, sir. I mean, no, Lewis.” I feel my face flush and look down.

“Would you like to?”

I look up. “Are you…?” I start to ask, not knowing how to finish the question.

“I am.” He doesn’t explain but he doesn’t have to.

“Alright,” I say simply.

“Is that a yes, Jessica? I want to be crystal clear about this.”

“Yes, Lewis. I’ll see you as a client.” My pussy clenches hard. I’ve got my first client. Who is also my boss’s boss.

“Good,” he says as he stands. “I’m glad we had this chat, Jessica.”

I stand and wait for him to give me some sort of signal that the meeting is over of if we’re going to fuck in his office again. For a long moment, it seems as if he can’t decide. I let him stew about it for a few seconds before I step toward him. I reach for his cock which is bulging in his dress pants.

“One more here in your office, Lewis? For old times sake?”

He doesn’t say a word. He doesn’t have to. The smile on his face tells me everything I need to know as I sink to my knees.

The next day, I don’t hear from Stella again and Chris begs off going out to lunch just to make my day a total bust. The only thing I have to look forward to is a night at the Top Hat Club. Which I can’t stop thinking about.

I somehow make it through a long boring day and hurry to Jalen’s day care to pick him up. We walk home together in an on again off again rain shower that keeps us ducking into doorways along the way and laughing at how wet we’re getting. By the time we get home, we’re both drenched.

“Are you going out again, Mommy?” he asks when I start for my bedroom to shower and change. He’s a smart little boy and after just a couple of weeks he knows my pattern. If I’m not working at the club I join him on the sofa for a few minutes before I change and cook dinner. I realize I’ll have to shake up my routine so he doesn’t anticipate another evening where I’ll be away. Which breaks my heart that I’m thinking about ways to hide it from him.

“Miss Georgia will be over to watch you, Jalen,” I tell him as I hover at the door to my room. “She’s going to bring something good for dessert, too.” I bought a box of cupcakes and hid them on the top shelf of my small cabinet where I keep canned goods just for an occasion like this. I knew before it happened that Jalen would notice me being gone more nights than I was around.

When I was just going out to bars and clubs on the weekend, I was home every night during the week for my kids, which allowed me to justify a little time away for myself in my mind. But now that Rashad has me dancing four or five nights a week, I’m home a lot less and even Jalen has picked up on it. Charlotte has noticed but she hasn’t said anything because she knows how hard it is for me to pay for everything with only my salary. I told her when I got the job at the club that I’d be working nights but that it wouldn’t last forever. I’m not sure how I’ll transition to working just at the club but if I can keep upselling the patrons each night I’m sure I can make enough to quit working at the law firm.

How the new offer from Lewis fits into all that is beyond me, though. Will he still want to see me as an escort if I’m no longer an employee at the firm? Will that make it easier to see me here at my apartment? Will it matter at all?

And what about Carl? I can’t go on seeing him without telling him about the club, but I’m not sure he’ll be as open minded about it as Lewis is for obvious reasons. Lewis met me at a club. Carl has no idea.

Big difference.

“Mommy, can we have hotdogs with mac and cheese for dinner?” Jalen asks when I come out of my bedroom. Charlotte is still in her room doing her homework so it’s just the two of us in the kitchen-slash-living room and I go to the couch where he’s watching Bluey on TV and give him a hug and a kiss on the cheek, which he’s still young enough to enjoy, unlike his older sister.

“We’re out of hotdogs, baby,” I whisper but he’s so engrossed in the cartoon show about a family of dogs in Australia that I don’t get a response from him. I watch a few seconds of the show and try not to feel bad that Jalen has no one in his life to act as a father-figure the way Bluey does before I chastise myself for comparing my life to a cartoon.

“Yoohoo,” a voice comes through the apartment door from the hallway beyond as Georgia announces her arrival. Jalen jumps off the couch and runs to let her in even though she has her own key to my place as often as she sits for the kids. I don’t even want to think about how much dick I’m sucking every night just to pay my neighbor, a former streetwalker, to watch my kids so I can go suck dick.

So why do I do it, you might ask? I know I do.

“Mommy, Miss Georgia is here,” Jalen announces as the woman wraps him in her arms. She may be a former prostitute but with three kids of her own and several grandchildren as well, she knows what I’m going through as a single mom in the ghetto. That I’m white and she’s black doesn’t matter to her in the least, not that she’s expressed, at least. In fact, she told me about the Top Hat Club in the first place which I’m sure I never would have discovered on my own. They don’t even have a sign outside the door – it’s all word of mouth. The place is so outside the norm, never mind the law, that I’m sure everyone keeps its existence on the downlow to make sure the cops don’t get involved. Patty has told me that in all the time she’s been dancing there, which dates back to pre-Covid days, the club has never been raided.

“Hey there, big man,” Georgia says to Jalen as she comes through the doorway. He’s holding the door for her like he owns the place and I have to smile. “How you doin’?”

“Good,” he says as he wraps his arms around her legs. She looks up and smiles at me.

“Hey, Jessica,” she says with a warm smile. “You doin’ okay, too?”

“I’m good, Georgia,” I respond. “Real good.”

“Oh? Do tell, girlfriend,” she says with a saucy smile.

“It’s nothing.” I raise an eyebrow and point at Jalen. She nods, knowingly and walks him back to the couch and the TV. Once he’s engrossed she turns to me and whispers, “So, what’s going on?”

I explain what just happened at the office with Lewis and she nods again. I didn’t expect any judgment from Georgia and I didn’t get any, thank god. She walks into the kitchen where we can talk away from my son and the noise from the television. She almost looks as if she’s got something to say but she doesn’t volunteer anything.

“So, I’ve been meaning to ask you,” I start and we sit at the table. “I’ve seen a couple of guys from the building at the club.”

“Seen them as in, you’ve serviced them?” she asks, again, without judgment. I’m so pleased I can talk to her about this kind of thing.

“Yeah, exactly.” I look at Jalen to make sure he’s not listening. “I was thinking about asking them if they want to, you know…”

“See you here?”

“Yeah, that. What do you think?”

She looks away from me as if she’s giving it some thought. Then she turns back to ask, “Where’s Charlotte? In her bedroom?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, so here’s the thing, Jess. If you want to go rogue here in the building…”

“Rogue?” I’m unfamiliar with the word.

“Yeah, hooking without a pimp. A girl without a pimp is either a rogue or renegade, Jess.”

“Okay, now I get it.”

“Anyway, it’s tricky, so you should talk to Frank before you start selling your ass out of here.” She doesn’t say it with any animosity as she used to sell her ass on the street for years.

Frank is the building’s super. “Yeah, you’re probably right,” I say with a nod. “Do you think he’ll want to know?”

“He might,” she says as she stands up from the table. “Can’t hurt to ask.” She turns to go to the bedroom. “Now, you better scoot or you’ll be late for your shift.” She looks down the hall at the bedrooms and calls out, “Where’s my girl Charlotte?”

I grab my purse and head out the door.

“See you later, Jess,” she calls out after me.
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The following evening, I’m standing outside Frank the super’s apartment on the first floor of our building, nervous as a squirrel. I got Georgia to sit with the kids for a while so I can see him to ask about going rogue with the guys I know from the club. I can’t imagine he’ll have any problem with me seeing men in my room as I’ve been bringing home one-night-stands now and again since I moved in. No one has complained or I’d have heard about it from Frank since he’s up on everything that happens around here.

Just in case, however, I upped my game considerably for this visit. When I dance at the Top Hat Club, I go to work in casual clothes and almost no makeup. I put on my face once I arrive and I only wear clothing when I’m dancing – well, when I start my set and then quickly lose onstage – so there’s no reason to get all polished in advance.

For my visit to Frank’s I put on way more makeup than I wear at the club or anywhere else for that matter, teased my hair just enough to look slutty, and in case that’s not enough, I’m wearing a mini skirt, a very sheer top with no bra, and my 4 inch platforms I wear at the club.

I swallow hard, my heart practically in my throat and almost hyperventilating, as I knock on his door. I hear his footsteps as he walks across the room to open it. As soon as he sees me, he gives me a look that makes me vibrate with excitement. I have sex with dozens of guys each shift at the club but this feels so different. This is my make or break moment for turning myself into a full-fledged whore, something I’ve wanted for years.

“Hi, Frank,” I say in my most submissive voice. Frank is a little overweight but other than that, he mashes all of my buttons. He’s black, tall, older than me, with a little gray in his beard, and very direct. Not bad looking, either. “I’m Jessica from 211.”

He just chuckles. “Yeah, I know who you are,” he says as he looks me up and down before his eyes settle on my nipples, clearly visible through my sheer blouse. “Is something in your apartment broken?”

“No, it’s nothing like that,” I whisper. I’m dying for him to invite me into his apartment so i don’t have to stand half-naked in the hallway but he doesn’t budge. “I don’t know if you heard, but I just started working at the Top Hat Club.”

“Yeah, I heard about that.”

“You know that some of the tenants go to that club, right?”

He raises his eyes to meet mine. “Yeah, I know.”

“So I was wondering if it’s okay for me to start seeing them on the side from home.”

He stares at me for a long moment. Finally, he clears his throat. “Be specific, Jessica,” he says in a low tone.

I blush hard. “I want to whore out of my apartment, Frank.” My body is on fire, I’m so humiliated.

“Maybe you should come inside,” he says as he turns and walks to his chair in the living room and sits down. I enter the apartment and close the door behind me. He looks up at me from his chair and says, “I don’t want to cause trouble with the pimp that controls this territory so unless you get his permission, you can’t do any whoring here.”

My heart sinks.

Then he asks how long I’ve been a whore.

“I’ve been a stripper but I’m just starting out as a whore.”

“A stripper, huh? Why don’t you show me how good you are?”

I stare at him for a few seconds before I start to move to the music I hear in my head. I unbutton my blouse and let it fall to the floor, then I shimmy out of my shirt and my G-string until all I’m wearing are my shoes. He stares at my body for several excruciating seconds until he stands up, takes my hand, and leads me into his bedroom. He motioned for me to lie on his bed as he removes his clothes, then he lifts my legs up over his shoulders.

I’m not too surprised when he positions his erection at my asshole – thankfully, I’d prepared for this possibility with lube – and slides home in one quick motion. Some men, when they enter my ass, cum quickly but Frank draws it out and fucks my ass for several long minutes until he comes deep in my bowels. I moan for him even though I didn’t cum.

After he pulls out, he lies down next to me on the bed and motions with his eyes for me to clean him. I get on all fours and suck his dick clean of our combined juices, once again grateful that I prepared with an enema before I left my apartment. I clean him thoroughly and then kneel on the bed.

“You’re well-trained for a new whore,” he says. “But as far as turning tricks in your apartment, you talk to Maurice first. I don’t want no trouble.”

“Yes, sir,” I say meekly as I shift around to sit.

“Don’t make a mess on my bed,” he growls and I scramble off. I look around for a towel but see nothing and he doesn’t offer, so I clean myself with my hand and lick it. He smiles.

“Hold on,” he says as he gets up and grabs his pants. He pulls a twenty out of a pocket and hands it to me. “Let’s just call this a retainer – whenever I call you, you come, you hear? What nights to you work at the Top Hat?”

“Tuesdays and Thursday through Saturday.”

“Those are good shifts for a new stripper or whore, whatever the fuck you are,” he says with a sly smile. But then the smile disappears and he adds, “We clear on this, Jessica? You talk to Maurice before you do anything. Now, get the fuck out.”

My training with J from the years I spent going to his house in New Orleans kicks in and I just grab my clothes and get dressed in the hall outside of Frank’s apartment. Luckily, no one comes by while I’m naked. I dress quickly and walk to the stairwell, skipping the elevator in my obscene outfit, smeared makeup, and just-fucked hair.

But I smile as I climb the stairs back to my apartment.

If this works out, I won’t be a receptionist much longer.

The next morning, I hear from Stella just before lunch via the Reddit chat. I smile at how invested she seems to be in my life, at least for today.

	Me:	good morning
	Stella:	Good morning, Jess
	Stella:	Are you busy?
	Me:	I’m never busy! lol
	Me:	did you have a good night ?
	Stella:	I did but I'm more interested in your night
	Me:	i talked to him  and he already knew about the club and he knew i'd been working there
	Stella:	Go on
	Me:	he said he didn't want trouble with the pimp that controls our area so i need his permission to go rogue here
	Stella:	Do you know the pimp?
	Me:	yes, his name is Maurice.  i've served him at the club before
	Stella:	So, there was no reason for you to fuck the super, right?
	Me:	we didn't know he would care
	Stella:	?
	Me:	we didn't know the super would care about what the pimp thought
	Stella:	Got it
	Stella:	How did you leave it with the super?
	Me:	with him knowing i'm a whore now and fucking me when he wants
	Stella:	Did he fuck you last night?
	Me:	he fucked my ass
	Stella:	Oh, wow. In his apartment or office?
	Me:	in his apartment
	Stella:	So, your first escort client. How did you feel about that, Jess?
	Me:	his office is his apartment
	Me:	both a little dirty and very excited
	Stella:	Did you clean him with your mouth?
	Me:	yes  i did
	Stella:	I’m still amazed that doesn’t phase you
	Me:	i’m used to it
	Stella:	If you say so
	Me:	yes
	Stella:	I'm so glad you talked to him before you did anything, Jess!
	Me:	:) i'm glad  i was feeling like a failed a little
	Stella:	How did you fail, Jess?
	Me:	i don't have a solid answer yet
	Stella:	But you made a lot of progress. I think you did grreat!
	Me:	:) thank you


I had to clean up the conference room after that and thought I’d lost Stella to her job for the rest of the morning, but when I got back to my desk, she’s still there.

	Stella:	I'm not sure how to proceed with the pimp, Jess
	Stella:	I feel like if you approach him, he'll try to take control of you
	Me:	i can try talking to some of his girls  and try to find out that way... what do you think ?
	Stella:	That makes sense
	Stella:	You'll just have to be strong if he tries to take control, Jess
	Me:	yes ... if i can walk home and i can talk to a few after work tonight
	Stella:	Okay, you have my permission to walk home tonight
	Me:	thank you
	Stella:	Tell me more about your conversation with the super.
	Me:	anything you want
	Stella:	Did he know as soon as he saw you that you would fuck him?
	Me:	i think so ... i wore a mini with a very sheer top to go see him
	Stella:	Did you look as good as you look for work? All made up and gorgeous?
	Me:	the makeup was a heavier but yes i tried
	Stella:	I’m sure he couldn’t resist
	Stella:	So, he pretty much knew as soon as he saw you what was being offered, right?
	Me:	yes  i think so... i still said but i think so
	Stella:	What exactly did you say to him?
	Me:	i asked if he knew about the club and i asked if he knew i worked there...
	Me:	i told him i was hoping to do some work on the side out of my place and that i'd be happy if he was one of my regulars
	Stella:	Very bold, Jess! I love how bold you were!
	Stella:	He didn't offer to pay you last night, did he?
	Me:	he gave me $20  he called it a retainer
	Stella:	So, you got paid! Wonderful!
	Stella:	Do you feel like you've crossed over into new whoring territory now?
	Me:	yes  very much
	Stella:	Happy?
	Me:	i am ... i'm not sure how to explain my emotions
	Stella:	Were you vibrating when you knocked on his door?
	Me:	i was practically hyperventilating
	Stella:	I love that!
	Stella:	Did you wear a bra under you sheer top?
	Me:	no  i didn't
	Stella:	Nipples clearly visible?
	Me:	yes
	Stella:	You must have made quite a sight, Jess! I love that so much!
	Stella:	A happy little hooker! lol
	Me:	thank you
	Me:	it was so humiliating to take $20 for everything i did for him
	Me:	even if he didn't call it payment
	Stella:	He made you his cheap whore
	Me:	yes  and he liked that i was a white whore
	Stella:	I'm sure he does
	Stella:	I'm sure they all do at the club, too
	Me:	yes  i guess so


A few minutes later, Chris calls to tell me she can go to lunch after all. I tell her it’s fine and keep chatting with Stella.

	Stella:	How did you leave it with the super? Will he be fucking you at your place at all or will you be going to his?
	Me:	he's going to call me down when he wants me ... i told him my work schedule
	Stella:	I expect you'll hear from him often, don't you?
	Me:	i think so
	Stella:	But it's good business to take care of the landlord
	Me:	do you think he'll keep just giving me 20 ?
	Stella:	I was surprised he gave you anything, to be honest.
	Me:	i'm not sure which is worse
	Stella:	Such a small amount mortified you, didn't it?
	Me:	yes  it's so little
	Stella:	But the bigger thing is keeping him happy
	Me:	yes
	Stella:	And you enjoy being mortified, right?
	Me:	yes  i get so wet remembering it


	Me:	i loved last night
	Stella:	What did you love the most, Jess?
	Me:	that i am a whore in every possible way now
	Stella:	You are the complete package now, Jess
	Me:	yes
	Stella:	Were you surprised he knew you were at the club?
	Me:	yes and no
	Stella:	I think everyone knows, Jess
	Me:	yes  i think so too now
	Stella:	Everyone in the building, everyone on the street, everyone knows you're a whore
	Me:	oh gawd
	Me:	yes
	Stella:	They all look at you and imagine a black cock in your mouth
	Stella:	All the men wish it was their cock in your mouth
	Stella:	But they know that all they have to do is go to the club and pay you $20 to make it happen
	Me:	yes


	Me:	is it crazy i'm excited to talk to the girls after the club tonight ?
	Stella:	No, I'm excited too
	Me:	:)
	Stella:	What will you say to them?
	Me:	i'm not sure yet ... try to see if they know any rogue girls in our area
	Stella:	Is that the accepted term for what you want to do? 'Rogue girl?'
	Me:	a girl without a pimp is either a rogue or renegade
	Stella:	But you don’t want a pimp
	Me:	yes  but it would be worse to have pimps working in each others territory
	Me:	that's how fights break out
	Stella:	Doesn't the territory pertain to strolling?
	Me:	i thought so  but with the super worried about it i'm thinking there is more to it
	Stella:	Do you see the girls from the club strolling near your building?
	Me:	it's not that close but yes ... they closest 'corner' is a block away
	Stella:	Maybe you should make it clear that you're not interested in strolling, just having clients fuck you in your apartment
	Me:	i didn't plan on telling them much ... i was just going to play like i'm curious about their life and the area
	Stella:	Oh, good idea
	Stella:	You're so good at whoring, Jess
	Me:	:)
	Me:	lol that shouldn't make me as happy as it does
	Stella:	Yes it should, Jess
	Me:	:) yes
	Stella:	You're a whore and you should be proud that you're a good one
	Stella:	I'm so impressed with your instincts, Jess
	Me:	is it evil of me to want my mom to see me now ?
	Stella:	No, I'd say it's payback and you know what they say...
	Stella:	Payback is a bitch
	Me:	i’m so bad
	Stella:	I don’t think so
	Me:	:)
	Stella:	You should invite your mother to Baton Rouge and bring her to the club one night...
	Me:	it would literally kill her
	Stella:	Good
	Me:	lol
	Me:	i love you
	Stella:	I love you too, Jess
	Me:	i think that if the girls say there aren't any independent girls in the area than it answers that and it's done


	Me:	hi .. i'm sorry i got pulled away and didn't get to let youknow
	Stella:	No worries
	Stella:	Well, I was a little worried
	Stella:	Everything good?
	Me:	yes  just some late gophering and i didn't see them until they were right at my desk when they got me
	Stella:	I thought that might be the case.
	Stella:	I'll be thinking about you tonight
	Me:	i guess i was a little distracted with you to play attention to my employer :)
	Stella:	lol
	Stella:	We'll chat tomorrow, Jess
	Me:	yes ... i'll let know you what i find out tongiht


	Stella:	I'm dying here, Jess! Where are you?
	Stella:	Jess, I'm worried sick. Where are you?
	Stella:	Jess, please talk to me...



The Receptionist - Part 3
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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.


6

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.”
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