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      He approached me and I scooted back on my butt. It was pointless with my limited range of mobility but instinctual. I wrapped my one free arm around my knees and pressed myself into the wall beside the radiator, trying to make myself smaller. 

      The closer he got, the more clearly I could see him and I couldn’t help but to wonder whether it would hurt. Or, rather, how bad was it going to hurt. I could see that he was big, and thick, and I tried to melt into the wall beside that radiator.

      How stupid and childish, I thought. My life was probably over, or at least the part where I wanted to keep living it was over. This was probably only going to be the first of hundreds of times and I was dwelling on the immediate, informal consequences of my bad decisions. Was it going to hurt? If it wasn’t this time, it surely would soon. Then would it keep hurting? Maybe for years? Or would I just get used to it?
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          CARMEN

        

      

    

    
      “You’ll never get another offer like that.”

      I stared at the contract laid before me on the folding card table we’d repurposed into a conference table. The fluorescent light above my head flickered and cast a ghoulish green pallor over everyone seated around the table. It didn’t seem like the kind of place where real big-money business deals were done, but then again, I’d never taken part in a business deal before.

      “I need to read it,” I answered, not allowing myself to get too excited. 

      “Of course, Miss DuPree,” the Client’s agent, or lawyer, or whatever the hell this guy’s official job title was replied. “Take your time.”

      I kept my eyes down on the text, though I could feel the stares of the men seated around the table burning into my skin. I felt almost like I was on stage; all eyes were on me. But I didn’t get the impression that any of these men were very impressed with my performance. 

      My problem was that I wasn’t able to make sense of it. The contract, I mean. I had trouble focusing when I was under pressure and there were a lot of words in the contract that I didn’t know. Like contingency and remuneration. 

      I pretended to read it anyway. 

      My eyes drifted over the text, searching for passages that made sense to me.

      
        
        A period of forty eight (48) months.

        Room and board.

        Travel and accommodations. 

      

      

      And finally, the kicker:

      
        
        A completion bonus of fifty thousand US Dollars ($50,000) to be paid within thirty (30) days fulfillment of the contract.

      

      

      “Perhaps Miss DuPree would like to have the contract reviewed by her own legal counsel -- “

      “She ain’t got no legal counsel.”

      I shot Miles, my choreographer and trainer for the past four years, a dirty look. He leaned back in his chair and chewed at the end of a ball point pen, not bothering to hide his boredom and impatience. 

      “I’m just saying,” Miles drawled back, his honeyed Southern voice dripping with venom, “maybe you should have read it before you came to sign it. Or had someone read it to you,” he sneered.

      I don’t know what was making him so pleased with himself; he couldn’t read any better than I could. We both came up in the backwoods and neither one of us finished school. 

      Still, I chose to ignore him. I didn’t have much of a choice. I was clearly past the point of wasting everyone’s time, and I’m pretty sure that nobody was fooled by my sharp business woman act.

      “So, just to be clear,” I asked, trying to make sure that I knew what I was getting myself into, “what’s going to happen to the contract that I already signed with Langley Studios if I sign this contract? Am I going to owe someone money? Because I don’t have it.”

      “Mr. Autrey here is buying your contract out,” replied Mr. Langley, sitting on the edge of his seat. “He’s made a very generous offer and you don’t have to do anything. It’s all taken care of already.”

      “Well,” the representative smiled, “not me personally. My Client’s Foundation for the Moving Arts. They’re buying out your contract. Just like they did for your friend Delphine. Just sign on the dotted line and you can be right on your way to join her.”

      “Where is Delphine now?” I asked. I hadn’t thought about her in a long time. She used to be Miles’ protégé, only 15 years old and his leading lady. She got her own offer from Mr. Autrey and none of us ever heard from her again. I guess once she had money and she was living like a princess, she wasn’t interested in hearing about what was going on back in our little shithole corner of the world.

      “Delphine? Little dark skin girl?” Autrey raised his eyebrows, “why I believe she’s at my Client’s winter training center in Dubai. Have you ever been to Dubai, Carmen?”

      “No, sir,” I responded. “I’ve never been to another country.”

      I didn’t even know where Dubai was, but I wasn’t about to admit that. I didn’t want to look any dumber than I already did. Men like Rowan Autrey didn’t do fifty-thousand dollar business deals with idiots.

      “Oh, I think you’ll love it,” a smile spread across Autrey’s thin, fishy lips. “It has everything a girl like you could want. Beaches. World’s finest shopping. Biggest hotels you’ll ever see. You like fine dining?”

      “I don’t eat much,” I flinched. It was a sensitive subject that I didn’t want to get into. Miles would give me hell if I gained so much as an ounce.

      “Of course,” Autrey nodded. “That’s why you’ve got that dancer’s body and I look like this,” he gestured at his considerable belly and laughed. “Speaking of which, can I just get your height and weight for our records? Sorry, but I have to ask. It’s necessary for our visa process.”

      “She’s five foot two and she weighs eighty nine pounds,” Miles answered for me, not bothering to ask what country needed to know my weight in order to issue me a visa.

      “Perfect,” Mr. Autrey marked in his papers. “My Client is going to be delighted. And you’re how old?”

      “Nineteen,” I answered for myself.

      “Nineteen,” this time Autrey cringed. “Well, that’s okay. We’ll just put… fourteen. Ha ha, just kidding. No fibbing on the immigration documents. A very youthful nineteen it is.”

      I glanced around the table to try to gauge whether anyone else found that response weird. It was just Miles, filing his nails, Mr. Langley, smiling at me awkwardly, and the guy who arrived with Mr. Autrey, standing in the corner and scrolling through his phone.

      I wasn’t even sure what this guy was doing there but he was the only one who glanced up at Mr. Autrey’s joke about my age. 

      I caught his eye and he immediately pretended to see something really interesting on the beige industrial carpet at his feet. He had been studiously not paying attention to the entire meeting and I wondered why he was there at all. 

      He was the only person in the room close to my age, maybe ten years older at the most. He was a slender white guy with short black hair and blue eyes. Pale skin. Wearing a tight black T shirt and jeans. I was pretty sure that he was not a lawyer or some kind of business guy. Unlike Mr. Autrey, I didn’t think this guy was a Mississippi native. Something about his look said ‘West Coast’ to me. 

      I tried to catch his eye again and he focused his gaze on the carpet, shifting his weight back and forth from one foot to the other, trying and failing not to look restless.

      Fine. I didn’t need to know who he was or what he thought about Autrey’s mildly unsettling joke.

      “So the money,” I just cut right to the issue, the one everyone knew I was probably thinking about.

      “The money,” Mr. Autrey grinned.

      “If I understand this right, it’s five thousand up front, all expenses paid, a twenty five hundred dollar per month allowance, and then fifty thousand more after four years?”

      “That’s right,” Mr. Autrey nodded. “And I’ve seen the apartments where the girls live. They’re nice,” Autrey whistled. “Nicer than my own college dorm room, by far. Makes me wish I was a pretty young thing. Those gals have everything they could ever want right there at their doorsteps. Just sign on that dotted line, and you’ll have your first five thousand dollars right in your hot little hand.”

      Okay, Mr. Autrey was kind of creepy, but I wasn’t agreeing to work for Mr. Autrey. He was just here to get me sorted legally and then hand over my signing bonus. I could deal with that.

      Actually, I still wasn’t sure who I was agreeing to work for. Everyone just referred to this guy as “The Client” or “My Client” and Autrey had explained to me that this guy was a wealthy foreigner who preferred to remain anonymous until the deal was sealed. That sounded pretty sus, but then again it also sounded like the type of thing that very rich guys did.

      I looked at the contract again. Staring at it for longer wasn’t making it any more legible to me. So I flipped back to the last page.

      “Here?” I asked, indicating the dotted line at the very end.

      “Right there,” all three men sitting at the table leaned in on their elbows in anticipation of me finally signing and ending this meeting. Mr. Autrey’s assistant turned his attention from the carpet to the ceiling.

      I considered my options for a moment. 

      I could stay at the Langley Dance Studio of Gatorville, Mississippi, making less than minimum wage teaching six year olds how to point their toes. I could get knocked up by some local guy and end up living in a trailer with my six kids by the time I was thirty. I could get addicted to opioids like half the other people in my small town and find myself in and out of prison.

      Or... I could sign this contract, spend four years living like a princess and dancing at some lavishly funded private company overseas, then leave with enough money to start my own studio and a new life somewhere better. Somewhere where no one knew who I was.

      I picked up the pen and wrote my name, Carmen DuPree, on that line. I didn’t know it at the time, but it was the last chance I was going to have for a long, long time to make a decision regarding my own fate. 
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      “Wonderful,” Mr. Autrey clapped his hands together. “Now Miss DuPree, if I could just get a photo of you holding the signed contract? And smiling? Yes, like that, with your signature visible.”

      “Like this?” I asked, trying to figure out what Autrey wanted. 

      “Yes, perfect, and if I could just get you two witnesses in the photo,” Autrey shuffled Mr. Langley and Miles to my sides.

      “Perfect,” he took several photos. “That’s just perfect. Now if I could just get that,” he reached for the paperwork.

      “Am I going to get a copy?” I handed it over. I had planned to try to read it alone that night, to try to make more sense of it. Just to make sure that there wasn’t anything I didn’t understand correctly.

      “A copy of the contract? Sure,” Autrey responded. “I’ll have one sent over to you. No problem. And for you,” he reached into a briefcase and presented both Miles and Mr. Langley with checks.

      I stared at him for a moment. “Um, Mr. Autrey?” I finally had to ask. “Do you have mine too?”

      “Your what?” he shuffled his papers and sorted them back into his briefcase.

      “My check? My signing bonus? I think it was supposed to be for five thousand?”

      “Your check,” Mr. Autrey repeated. “Of course. I seem to have left yours at my office. I’ll get it to you right away. Mr. Hart,” he addressed the other man in the room. “If you could just escort Miss DuPree to her accommodations for the evening…”

      “Oh no,” I shook my head. “I’m not packed. I just have to get my things--”

      “You don’t need them,” Mr. Autrey replied, putting on his coat. “We have new things for you. You’re leaving tonight.”

      “I’m leaving tonight?” I was shocked. “I don’t have anything ready. I need to go back to my place and---”

      “It’s in the contract,” Autrey interrupted. “The one you just signed? I’m sorry but you won’t be able to go back to your place. But don’t worry. You won’t need anything. Everything is taken care of from here on out. Don’t worry your pretty little head. Mr. Hart, if you could just take care of Miss DuPree? And please document her for our Client. Has that been explained to you?”

      “Yes sir,” the younger man spoke for the first time.

      “Miss Carmen DuPree, this is Mr. Eamon Hart. He’ll be… helping you out from here on out. He’ll make sure that you have everything you need up until you get on that plane to Dubai. Best wishes for your future.”

      “Mr. Autrey, I--”

      “It was nice meeting you.”

      “Come on,” Autrey’s man Eamon had slid up silently behind me and was leading me out to the parking lot by the elbow. He was at least a foot taller than me and his grip on my arm felt more threatening than helpful.

      It was already dark outside and he led me to a big, black SUV with darkened windows that I couldn’t see inside. 

      “In here,” he opened the back door.

      “Why can’t I sit up front with you?”

      “It’s more comfortable in the back,” Eamon practically pushed me into the back seat and closed the door behind me. 

      The interior of the SUV was luxurious, upholstered in creamy tan leather and spotlessly clean. It looked and smelled like it had just been driven off the lot, but I wasn’t comfortable at all.

      Eamon got in the front seat and bucked his seat belt. “Buckle up,” he stared at me over his shoulder as I put on my seat belt. 

      “Eamon, right?” I tried to make conversation as he peeled out of the parking lot. 

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you mind if we just swing by my place? I just need to pick up a few things for overnight. I’m not getting on the plane tonight, right? I just need to grab my face wash. And my moisturizer.”

      “Sorry,” Eamon kept his eyes on the road. “No time.”

      “It’s on the way,” I tried.

      “On the way where?” a smile cracked his face in the rear view mirror.

      I was beginning to feel panicky. 

      “Actually,” I tried to keep my voice from trembling. “I think I’ve changed my mind. If you don’t want to take me home, that’s fine. You can just drop me off here.”

      I hated to walk alone after dark; there were no sidewalks and drunk drivers weren’t uncommon on the country roads. I was willing to take my chances with the drunks that night though.

      “Where is it you live?” Eamon asked, surprising me. “Show me your address on Google Maps.”

      I typed my address into my phone and handed it forward to him.

      Eamon rolled down his window and threw my phone into the swamp.

      “Hey, what the fuck?” I watched as it flew past my window. “Just stop the car and let me out.”

      He didn’t respond or even slow down.

      “I said stop the car,” I yelled again, trying to figure out what the fuck I was going to do. “I change my mind. I don’t want the money. Just let me out.”

      It was then that I knew for sure that I had fucked up. Massively. The car didn’t even slow down. Sweat prickled my skin and my stomach churned. I was pretty sure that I had to throw up. My eyes darted around, searching for a way to get the car to stop so that I could get out.

      We were going way too fast for me to just jump. Still, I unbuckled my seatbelt.

      “Put your seatbelt back on,” Eamon ordered from the front seat, glaring at me in the rearview mirror. “Now.”

      “I made a mistake,” I cried. “I don’t want to go to Dubai or wherever. Please just let me out.”

      “Yeah, you made a mistake,” Eamon laughed, eyes back on the road. 

      “You don’t have to do this. Just let me out. I don’t want the money. Someone else can have it. You can have it. I don’t care.”

      “Your fifty thousand bucks, huh? From a real rich guy. Who just loves modern dance. Huge patron of the arts.”

      “Why are you being such an asshole? Just stop the car and let me out.”

      Now that Eamon was throwing the deal back in my face, it did sound incredibly, stupidly unbelievable. Too good to be true. I had to get out of that car before I found myself on a plane to some foreign country.

      It looked like I had to choice but to jump. I’d probably break a few bones, but I might survive. I tried the door. It was locked.

      “Child safety locks,” Eamon explained. “Just put your seatbelt back on and quit being a pain in my ass.”

      I wasn’t ready to give up quite yet though. I lied on my back and kicked at the window with all of my might. The window rattled but didn’t break. I gave it another shot.

      “Please don’t do that,” Eamon groaned from the front seat, still not bothering to slow down or even look. “You’re not going to be very happy if I do have to stop this car. I promise.”

      “Just let me go,” I panted, trying again to kick at the window. I didn’t know if the windows were some kind of special shatter proof glass or if car windows were just a lot harder to break than it looked like in the movies, but I wasn’t getting anywhere. 

      I had to try something different. I climbed from the backseat into the front.

      “Hey,” this got his attention. “Sit your ass back down.”

      I did not sit my ass back down.

      Eamon swerved to the side of the road, put the car in park, turned around and slapped me.

      I could hear a bell ringing in my ear and feel tears streaming down my face. It had been a long time since someone who was so much bigger than me had hit me like that and I was caught off guard.

      Once my head cleared I tried to struggle against him and slip into the front seat so that I could let myself out of the car and make a run for it. He got an arm around my waist and tackled me back into the back seat, struggling to squeeze and scramble through the two front seats. 

      Once he got into the back seat, though, he straddled me and slapped me across the face again.

      “You couldn’t just listen, huh?” he huffed, reaching for something in the seat behind me. “You had to do this the hard way. It didn’t have to be like this.”

      He held both of my wrists behind my back with his left hand while his right dug through stuff in the seat behind me. I tried kicking my legs out from under him but he was too heavy. 

      Eamon seemed to find whatever he was looking for in the back of the truck and he climbed off of me, pushing my face down into the leather seat.

      It was rope. He tied my hands behind my back.
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      I should have just tied her up before we got in the truck. Instead, I found myself riding her in the backseat as she sweated and bucked like a mare in heat. For such a small girl, she was surprisingly strong. It took me a good ten minutes to get her tied up tight so I was confident that she wouldn’t pull another stunt and get us both killed.

      At least no one saw that debacle. I still had the girl, she had no visible marks on her, and even the car was undamaged. So I would say that things were still going relatively smoothly, in light of my lapse in judgment. 

      She spent the remainder of the seemingly interminable trip alternating between begging and demanding to be set free. She also tried to trick me into letting her go by telling me that she had to pee, and she even offered to bribe me, though I was pretty sure she had nothing in her pockets. 

      Girls with money didn’t sell themselves to rich foreigners.

      I checked the GPS on my phone to see how far we were from the safe house. I was supposed to bring the girl there, photograph her, then wait for my next instructions. It was the first time I’d done a job like this; previously my work had involved recovering people from similar situations. 

      It was more fun to be the bad guy.

      It was almost three hours drive across the barren and desolate wasteland that was Flyover, USA. The black abysses of the swamp at night were marked only by the occasional gas station, motel, and fast food drive through. 

      I wondered what it was like to live somewhere like this, to grow up surrounded by nothing but mud, mosquitos, Motel Sixes, and McDonald’s. There was no good work here, I knew. A lot of the guys I served with came from places like this. No chance for them to escape aside from the armed forces. They got to choose between nodding off on Oxys in front of the local convenience store or getting blown up in Afghanistan.

      Several of them got hurt overseas and then returned home addicted to painkillers, so they got to experience the best of both worlds.

      And then there was the women. 

      I glanced at my charge in the rearview mirror, thinking that maybe she’d dozed off. She hadn’t nagged me for at least five minutes, which was some kind of record for the trip so far. I’d threatened to gag her, but I didn’t mean it. Her little mental gymnastics, the series of ideas she’d had about how to convince me to free her, were cute and broke up the monotony of the drive. I was kind of looking forward to hearing what she’d try next.

      She was awake and she stared back at my reflection in the mirror. If looks could kill, I’d be a dead man. 

      Her pale green eyes flickered with rage. A lock of her long, curly black hair was stuck to the sweat on her face. I wanted to push it back behind her ear but it would have to wait until we reached our destination because I wasn’t going to stop again. I didn’t want to be the only car out on the highway in the middle of the night. Last thing I needed was to get pulled over by some local small town cop with this feral bitch hog tied in my back seat. 

      She was a gorgeous girl, no doubt, and she would have been drop dead sexy if she filled out a bit. If she had been born anywhere else, she could have had the world handed to her on a silver platter. Too bad for her out here in Bum Fuck, Nowhere, nobody had a silver platter to hand over. 

      I wondered how they did it, these rich guys. Found beautiful, desperate things like her stuck out in the sticks with no other way out. Did they have headhunters out in the field, searching rural Walmarts for barely literate babes? 

      I had seen the way she looked at that contract and, though I tried to push the thought from my mind, I also wondered if she might have been telling the truth. That she really didn’t understand what she was getting herself into.

      I stole another look at her in the mirror. Her lips were parted and she was panting gently like she was too hot or maybe she’d just run some laps. Or maybe she was crying. I could see her little pink tongue dart out now and again. No. No way. Nobody could be that naïve. 

      This bitch knew what she was signing up for. She said she was what? Nineteen? That was practically granny age by local standards. Most of her friends probably already had three kids. Hell, for all I knew, she did too.

      She might have had a body like a kid, but she knew that she was getting paid to fuck. 

      That’s probably what she was so upset about. Looked like this Autrey guy was going to skip the ‘paying her’ part of that process. 

      I was glad I had the brains to get my money up front. In God, I trusted. All others pay cash.

      “You hungry?” I thought about hitting a drive through as we sped past a couple of fried chicken places we didn’t have out west. The back windows were tinted black; I didn’t think anyone could see in. She’d have to be quiet though. Maybe we could cut a deal.

      “Fuck you.”

      Okay, no drive through. I hoped that the safehouse had some food stocked. You never knew with these places; sometimes they were kitted out like five star hotels and sometimes, more often, they were hovels.

      I shouldn’t have been stopping so close to the house anyways. Didn’t want anyone local to recognize me, it wasn’t the sort of risk I liked to take. I was only about thirty minutes away from the spot where I had to exit the highway and take the backroads to the house. 

      It was late by the time we were approaching, and the roads through the Mississippi backwoods were like nothing I had seen before in the USA. Many of them were neither paved nor marked and I made several wrong turns onto private roads that ended up being mile long detours that I had to backtrack over.

      I was glad it was the middle of the night, because I suspected that if I had trespassed on some of these properties during the day we would have been facing down the owners, their dogs, and most likely their shotguns. I was also glad that my little captive was tied up and couldn’t see that I actually had no idea where we were going. I didn’t want her to catch on that I was out of my element, especially since the local swamps and whatever inhabited them -- be that man or beast -- was far more familiar to her. 

      We finally reached our destination past midnight and someone had left the porch light on for us.

      My hopes that the fridge would be fully stocked were immediately dashed. The light might have been on, but I didn’t think that anyone had occupied this run
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