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CHAPTER 1



I think I read somewhere that you get what you think about, and that thoughts are things, and that you’re the captain of your destiny.

Yeah, right.

Eyeroll.

I mean, it would be nice if I could think something and then just like magic, poof, it’d appear. It would be so amazing if I was the captain of my destiny. And it would be totally awesome if thoughts were things. ‘Cause if those sayings were true, I’d be the richest person on the planet, and I’d have the sexiest boyfriend ever.

But they’re not true and I’m proof of that. Because how can they be when all I obsess about is how to make more money and how I’m going to meet my soul mate? Instead of being fabulously wealthy and making love to my boyfriend every night, I’m living paycheck to paycheck and I’m single and haven’t had sex in over six months. Well, other than with my B.O.B. (battery operated boyfriend), whose name is, yep, you guessed it, Bob.

And don’t get me started on my job. Well, I guess if I spin it in a positive way, you could go so far as to say that I’m an actress and a dancer. And the reality is, I do work in a theater.

Most people, my artistic director included, calls the theater a burlesque club. 

My mom calls it a disgrace. 

Well, she did at least back when she could still remember most things and before she was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s. One day I’ll start living my real life and will earn a degree like other respectable girls my age. But for now, I’m just trying to make ends meet.

The Golden Apple Theater will be bustling at the seams tonight. The thirteen performers working here are chatting up a storm on stage as we anxiously wait for our artistic director. It’s opening night for our new performance called La Vie en Rose, a special we are putting on in honor of Valentine’s Day. I try not to think about the fact that Valentine’s Day only makes me feel all the more single. But even so, I’m excited to perform this show, as I’m being featured in my very first soloist performance.

Our artistic director isn’t here yet, so I quickly run back to my booth in the dressing room to make sure that everything is in place. I stare at myself in the mirror for a few moments, the bright lights illuminating my flawless pale skin. My long, wavy, strawberry blond hair looks amazing with all this glitter in it, and my lips are a sexy blood red. I apply one more layer of blood red lipstick, then blot my nose with powder. My first outfit is a leotard made of what looks like rose petals. It would be perfect if I didn’t feel like my boobs were about to pop out at any second, but unfortunately, being overtly sexy is part of the job.

I run back to the stage, and just as I arrive, Tom, our artistic director, enters from one of the wings with his boyfriend Jean.

“All seats are sold out!” Tom, yells. He waves his arms the way he always does when he is excited. “And the L.A. Times is here to do a review, so make sure you make daddy happy.” He runs a hand through his dark hair.

A gasp goes through the room and then the performers start to discuss frantically amongst themselves.

“God, I think I’m going to be sick,” Naomi, my best friend says, standing next to me. She’s wearing the most exquisite nude and crystal studded leotard, her long, slender legs bare, her perfect cleavage hard to miss. Her green irises look stunning with the gold glitter on her eyelids and her red hair is up in a high bun.

“Don’t worry. We’ve practiced a hundred times at least,” I say, but I can’t deny that Tom’s announcement makes my stomach clench with anxiety. God, I so hope I don’t mess up my very first soloist role.

“Come here, my lovelies,” Tom says. “Give daddy a hug before you perform tonight.”

We laugh and squeal and rush around him in a circle.

“Merde, my lovely artists,” Tom says as he kisses each one of us on the cheek. “Merde.”

When my turn comes, he places his hands on my shoulders and looks into my eyes.

“You, dear Lindsay,” he says, “will be amazing tonight.”

“Thank you,” I reply, desperately hoping that will be true. If not, I’m sure I’ll be reading about it in the paper tomorrow.

Once back in the dressing room, I do one final check. Everything looks good. And I feel good. As the star of the show tonight, I’m going to make Tom proud. 

I wish I could make my mom proud. But I know to never invite her. Not only would she turn down the invitation in a heartbeat, she’d give me the go around about how shameful my job is, then tell me to go back to school and get a college degree. I realize my career choice isn’t exactly a respectable one. And I do think I could do better. I mean, what would it be like if I were a real artist? Or if I had a career that took me places. The pay here is ok, I guess, but money isn’t the only thing that matters, is it? I just wish I had more money left over after I pay for my mother’s in-home nurse and for all the other bills that comes with being an adult.

“You’re on stage first, Lindsay,” Tom says, coming up behind me. “I’m excited to watch your first starring role.”

“Thank you,” I say, feeling the nerves start to get the better of me. I know full well that if I mess up tonight, I won’t get a second chance.

He passes me and continues his pre-performance check routine of all the performers to make sure we’re all up to standard.

Tom has been the artistic director here for as long as I’ve worked here, which is three years. He dresses in the best clothes and his dark hair is always immaculately pulled back. His boyfriend, Jean, a pretty boy if I’ve ever seen one, is never more than a few feet away.

“More glitter, Naomi,” Tom says as he passes her. 

“Right away,” she says, and he continues on.

Tom is an artist with heart and is fiercely loyal to beauty and artistic expression. If you follow his advice, he’ll praise you to high heavens. If you ignore his advice, he’ll ignore you. And nothing is worse than being ignored by him because it means you don’t get the roles you want.

Tom stops after he has made his round and looks at us. 

“Now listen up everybody,” he says. “Mr. Reagan told me to make a special announcement tonight.”

The room goes completely quiet. Mr. Reagan is the owner of the theater, a man to be feared, someone we’ve never actually met but who pays all our checks.

“If you make Mr. Reagan proud,” Tom says, “he told me he’ll give you each a ten percent raise.” 

Gasps of delight fill the dressing room. Wow. A ten percent raise? That means I can maybe get that car I’ve been dreaming about and not have to drive around in my old beat-up 200,000+ mile-but-still-going Honda.

Naomi smiles at me, her brilliantly white teeth looking amazing against her tan skin.

“If we get that pay raise, we can take that vacation to Hawaii we’re always talking about,” she says.

Naomi has been my best friend since she started working here about a year ago. She’s the sweetest, most caring friend in the world, which makes up for her slight scatter brain and impulsive, sometimes unwise decisions, like the one time she adopted a dog without clearing it with her landlord and then got thrown out of her apartment. Before she worked here, she was desperately trying to become a Rockette. But they told her to give up the dream since she’s too short, a mere 5’2. I’m glad I’m more average height, towering at 5’6. She has talked about going back to school for a nursing degree, but worries about all the student loans she’ll have to rack up. I can’t say I blame her. Staying out of debt is the number one reason I myself never went to college.

 My mom has the money to send me to school, and maybe when she dies, I’ll get a small inheritance. But she’s of the mind that I need to make it on my own, which is fine, I guess. But when I told her ‘making it on my own’ meant I would be working as a burlesque dancer earning decent money and not at some fast-food joint for minimum wage, she told me I was such a disappointment. A complete failure of a daughter. Such a shame. Most days she has forgotten that I told her I work at The Golden Apple Theater and she’s the old loving, supportive, accepting mother I remember from my childhood years. But the days she remembers what a disgrace I am, she barely even talks to me.

“You look really beautiful tonight,” Naomi says to me.

“Thanks,” I reply. “If only beautiful meant I could find my soul mate.”

She chuckles. “Don’t worry. When God sees it fit, he’ll send you your man.”

I’m not so certain. God seems to have ignored me pretty much my entire life. In truth, I’m not sure He even exists.

“Ten minutes until curtain!” the backstage manager announces over the intercom.

Butterflies flurry in my belly, and I stand just as Naomi does.

“You ready?” she asks.

“I think so,” I reply.

“You’re going to do awesome,” she says.

I exhale a sharp breath, willing the nerves down.

She gives me a hug and we head to the backstage are with the other girls, passing costumes, props, and scenery on our way.

The costume assistant hands me my large red feather fans, then I walk on stage and sit on the giant heart-swing that the backstage crew built just for this performance. The crew members hoist me up high into the air, and my stomach tickles. The lights dim and the audience members on the other side of the curtain go quiet. 

Oh, my God. This is it! My first soloist performance ever! 

I take a deep breath and place one of the fans in front of my body, hiding my very revealing costume. It’s all about mystery and sensuality, I remind myself. It’s how you lure the watcher in, with mystique, sexiness, and coyness, as Tom always says.

A minute later, my music begins and the curtains open.

The spotlight is on me and I start to move my fans in a seductive way, but still not showing off too much skin. The lights dim to a soft red and I continue to perform my pre-choreographed moves as I try to lure the audience members in with my slow, sensual movements.

The swing lowers to the stage and I hop off. Swiftly, I switch the fans, giving the crowd a quick glimpse of my very revealing costume.

I hear a couple of gasps go through the audience. 

I lie down on the floor, making sure I cover my body with the fans. I arch my back and lift my chest, giving the audience a peek of my bosom. Finally, I stand and swirl the fans around my body quickly, revealing more than I have, and at the end, I’m raise the fans high into the air.

The audience cheers. I take my bow and head into the wings, walking with as much sensuality as I can while continuing to keep eye contact with the audience. 

When I get to the wings, I unexpectedly bump into a firm chest and startle.

What the hell? Who would stand in the middle of the wings obstructing the entryway when there’s a live performance? An idiot, that’s who.

When I look up, I lock eyes with a man who is maybe in his early thirties. I’m breathless from my performance on stage, but his intense gaze causes me to become even more breathless.

He’s got blond, perfectly messy hair with dark blue eyes and a chiseled jawline I find myself wanting to run my fingers across.

Holy hell.

It should be illegal to be that drop dead handsome. He’s wearing a navy suit with a crisp white shirt that’s open at the top. His chest is oh, so firm.

“I’m sorry,” he says in a deep voice. His voice hits me right between the legs and it’s as if time has somehow stopped.

My insides flutter, and I seem to have lost the ability to talk.

What in the world? 

I force myself out of the trance he has put me in.

“You shouldn’t be standing in the wings like that,” I finally manage to say. “That’s rule number one of performances.”

I push past him, and as I move away, I hear him muffle a laugh. It’s then I notice that my cheeks feel hot. It’s because of the performance, I tell myself.

Not the sexy stranger.

I briefly glance over my shoulder, taking another peek at the stranger, and when I see that he’s watching me, my heart begins to thump at a ridiculously fast pace. 

Dammit. He saw me looking at him. But what the hell is he doing here anyway? If he is to be backstage, he needs to know about backstage rules. God, he’s irritating!

For whatever insane reason, I scowl at him and give him the middle finger.

I turn the corner, finally free from his stare, and inhale a deep breath. God. What’s wrong with me?

I hear the next song start, and it jolts me out of my mesmerized state. I have to get ready for my next number! I scurry back to the dressing room and peel out of my costume.

By the time the next number has finished, I’m in my second outfit: a golden bikini covered in crystal studs. 

I put on a new lipstick, a rose gold, then head into the hallway. I’m pulling on my white silk gloves when I bump into a firm chest.

Again, I stare up into the hot stranger’s intense gaze.

“We seem to be running into each other,” he says with a crooked smile that has me all flabbergasted.

“Unfortunately,” I snap. Annoyed at meeting him yet again, I head toward the backstage area. I stop at the wings and wait for my turn, but all I can think about is the stranger who has no business being backstage. 

Sheesh. Why am I so angry at the man? Ok, focus, Lindsay. I need to get into performance mode. This next number is just… hard. I close my eyes and breathe in and out, centering myself.

“You’re very talented,” says a deep voice behind me.

I turn around, astonished. Doesn’t he realize I need to be on stage next and that he’s distracting me?!

“I have to prepare for my role,” I say, closing my eyes again, figuring he’ll just go away. But as I stand here and try to find my equilibrium, I can feel his presence at my back.

I open my eyes and turn around. 

“Go away,” I say.

He raises his hands into the air as if to surrender, then takes a few steps back, still smirking with that sexy smile I both love and hate.

I exhale a sharp breath, and suddenly I realize it’s my turn to take the stage. Dammit! Now I’m all stressed and annoyed!

The lights come on, and I walk onto stage as the music streams through the speakers. I move my arms and twirl, all the while trying not to notice the damn man that’s eyeing me from the wings.

Who the hell is he?

I sit next to the palm tree and take my high heels off, then stand. Next, I remove my bra, and I hear a groan from the wings. Seriously, dude? Do you really have to do that? But what’s worse is, I’m getting turned on! I avoid looking at him at all costs because this situation is highly inappropriate, and I need to impress Tom if I’m to keep my soloist part.

I take off my silk gloves, then languidly step into the gilded bathtub with see-through side panels. The water is warm and soothing, making my skin slick and shiny, and I frolic in it as huge bubbles fall down on me from above.  After a minute of frolicking, I dance my way out of the tub and drape the leopard print towel around my wet body.

I dry myself off, and slowly, the lights and music fade. The audience erupts into applause. 

Yes, they loved it!

When I get back to the wings, the stranger is gone, thank God. Instead, Tom stands there.

“That, my love, was amazing,” he says.

“It was ok?” I ask.

“It was fabulous, darling,” he says. “You’re a star! Now give daddy a hug and go get ready for the next number.”

I hug him, then hurry back to the dressing room and find Naomi halfway dressed already.

“You looked amazing out there,” she says to me.

“Everyone’s doing a great job,” I say.

“If it continues to go like this, we’ll get our ten percent raise, no problem.” She undoes her bun and runs a hand through her long red hair. “And did you hear that there are a couple potential new sponsors for the theater watching tonight?”

“Really?” I ask, stopping myself from what I’m doing. The theater really needs sponsors. It’s needed a renovation for years and the plumbing and electrical certainly needs an overhaul. Shit. I hope one of them wasn’t that guy I flipped off. Ugh!

“That’s a good thing, Lindsay,” she says.

“Yeah, I know,” I say.

“Then why do you look like you’re disgusted?” she asks.

I lean over and whisper, “There’s this guy backstage, and he was in my way, and I kind of… well, I wasn’t very nice to him.” 

“Oh, dear,” she says. “Hopefully, he’s not one of the potential sponsors.”

If I were only so lucky. Usually I’m not. In fact, I’m never lucky with guys in pretty much any capacity. My last official relationship was in high school and the guy was dating my best friend behind my back. Since then, I’ve had a hard time trusting any man. And my father? He was a staunch disciplinarian who liked to starve me when I wasn’t obedient to all is rules.

Naomi sprays hair spray on her hair and slips into a see-through white flowing dress.

After I’ve slipped into my black silk dress for my next number called Black Love, I run to the stage and wait in the wings for my turn.

When it’s my turn, I take the stage again and strike a pose. My song begins, and I go through the sensual motions of my dance.

Soon after, I notice the stranger watching me from the audience, front row center. What the hell? I try to ignore the man but my eyes keep finding their way back to him. It’s hard to make him out clearly as the stage lights are rather blinding, but I can see that he has taken off his suit jacket. My stomach clenches with need when I see his sculpted body beneath his crisp fitted shirt… his broad shoulders and chest… his muscular thighs.

He watches me with such intensity that my knees start to go weak. And something unseen, but so unmistakably powerful, draws me toward him.

Shit. Where was I in the choreography? I better maintain my focus, so I don’t mess up my number. Apparently, the stranger has this magical ability to make me lose my train of thought and make me forget my choreography.

The lights on stage dim as I move into the more sensual part of my dance. As sexily as I can, I remove my clothes until I’m standing in nothing but a very small black thong. With the lights on stage still dim, I can now actually see the details of the stranger’s face. And his look is unmistakable. 

He wants me.

And he wants me bad. And seeing the lust in his expression is intoxicating as hell. And that’s when I realize that I want him, too. Something about that thought sends a shiver of delight up my spine. 

This is ridiculous!

As I take my finishing pose, I look into his eyes. My panties become wet, and I must remind myself to breathe. The onlookers applaud and I take a bow, then make my way to the wings as the curtain goes down.

God, what is it with that man? One minute I’m so furious with him that I give him the middle finger and the next minute, I want him to fuck me.

Outraged and confused as all get out, I feel blood rushing to my cheeks. Where the hell is this coming from? Why am I reacting this way?

The stage manager announces over the intercom that there will be a twenty-minute intermission.

Making my way back to the dressing room, I find myself completely shocked at my reaction. Who the hell is this guy? Is he a potential sponsor? I mean, he must be someone important or he wouldn’t have access to the backstage area. The security around here has been hardcore ever since that one dude snuck into the girls’ dressing rooms last year and masturbated while hiding in the closet.

“Ah, there you are!” Tom says, approaching me with open arms. “As I suspected, you have managed to captivate the audience with your presence. They’re completely in awe of you.” He wraps his arms around me and hugs me. “As they should be.”

“Thank you,” I say.

“In fact, you have done so well that one of the sponsors would like to personally meet you,” he says.

Oh, no. No, no, no. I just know who it is, and I so don’t want to meet him! Tom takes my arm in his and starts to drag me down the hallway.

“I really need to use the restroom,” I say, trying to get out of this not good situation before it turns into a complete disaster.

“Ok, I’ll wait here,” he says. “Hurry along.”

Crap. I’m not going to get out of this, am I? Maybe I can… pretend I got sick. Say I got lost backstage. Fake my own death.

Obviously, none of those things will work.

I walk into the Ladies’ room and take my sweet time doing my business. Once I’m done, I wash my hands for like three minutes, trying to figure out how to get out of this very unfortunate predicament. I finally realize it’s of no use. I have to meet him. But how to spin this in my favor? If I avoid him during intermission, I
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