
Chapter One

			Golden felt her eyes beginning to close and shifted in her seat to wake herself up. Under normal circumstances these weekly meetings were quick, concise, and over within a half hour, but since Mark, their manager, was out on vacation it was up to his second in command, Chris, to lead the team meeting this week. He was the only person who could make finances boring for her. He’d been droning on in his nasally monotone voice for a good fifteen minutes giving his own report which, funnily enough, seemed to be a lot longer than the five minutes Mark usually gave everyone to give their update. Chris had saved his own report for last as if they were the opening act and he was the main event with his complicated spreadsheet and colorful graphs showing how well his numbers were compared to the overall department numbers. He then had the nerve to pause at the end as if waiting for applause before deciding he had tortured everyone enough to end the meeting.

			Golden was glad she’d taken a seat by the door because she couldn’t get out of there fast enough.

			“Hey, Golden, wait up!” she heard someone call from behind her.

			She turned to find her officemate Geoff jogging toward her. She liked Geoff. He was a good guy and had been the one to recommend her for the investment banking analyst position that she’d been working in for the past two years. They had been loan officers at Providence Bank where Golden had started as a teller right after high school and continued working after she graduated college with a bachelor of science in financial economics.

			“I was about to stick my pen through my ear drums if I had to sit and listen to him drone on any longer,” Geoff said as they walked to their shared office together.

			Golden grinned in amusement. “Yeah, I think the Analyst of the Month title has gone to his head. He knows damn well he wouldn’t have done all that showboating if Mark were here.”

			“Fortunately, I won’t have to sit through another one of those with him.”

			Golden looked at him in surprise. “You got the job in private equity?”

			Geoff smiled broadly. “Yep. With Mark’s recommendation I was a shoo-in. In two weeks, you’ll finally have the office to yourself. At least until my replacement is hired.”

			Golden pulled him into a brief hug. “Congratulations. You’ll be rolling in the dough with the big boys now. Are you sure you’re ready?”

			Geoff snorted. “I was ready a year ago, but nothing opened until now. They said there may be room for another analyst in a few months if you’re interested.”

			“No, I said I would give this position a solid three years before I moved on. Besides, I haven’t decided if I want to do private equity or hedge funds.”

			“Well, you know who to reach out to if you decide equity is the way to go.”

			“Definitely. I’m sure Lana will be thrilled about the change. She and the kids will get to see more of you.”

			“Yeah, she’s definitely been holding it down. I’m going to head outside to call and tell her.”

			“Tell her I said hi.”

			Geoff nodded, placed his notepad on his desk, and left the office. Golden sat down with a weary sigh. She had three due diligence calls scheduled until four thirty then a five o’clock meeting scheduled with the Equity Capital Markets team to go over market updates and case studies for her newest client. She wouldn’t be leaving the office before seven, then had to be back in tomorrow to finish two pitches she had to make in Chicago and St. Louis next week. She didn’t know how Geoff had managed marriage and fatherhood working this job for three years. Their hours were brutal with working twelve-hour days and most weekends and unless you were lucky enough to get assigned to a nearby region, there was a lot of travel. Golden was assigned to the Midwest which she didn’t mind so much considering Geoff had been handling the Southwest region and spent more time away from home than she did. She also didn’t have a wife and kids to consider because there was no time for a romantic life. What free time she had she tried to make sure to spend with her family, sleep, and squeeze in a workout.

			Golden’s computer dinged to remind her of her video conference in fifteen minutes. She had just enough time to refill her coffee mug and order lunch from the cafeteria to pick up and scarf down between calls. Despite the long hours, frequent travel, and sometimes tedious days of due diligence calls, she liked her job. Especially the six-figure salary and great benefits that made it all worthwhile. It had afforded Golden the opportunity to purchase a two-family home in Jersey City last year for a good one hundred thousand dollars less than what she would’ve paid for a single-family in Brooklyn. She moved her mother into the one-bedroom apartment on the first floor while she and her best friend and roomie Melissa occupied the two-bedroom on the second floor.

			Golden had kept the promise to take care of her mother and brother that she had made to her father before he passed away fifteen years ago. Scholarships and grants helped to pay her way through school so that she was able to use her salary from her teller job to put toward helping her mother pay bills. They were able to keep her father’s death benefits in a savings account for her mother to use as she saw fit. She chose to use the funds toward what scholarships and grants didn’t cover for Drew’s tuition to Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Drew had fought the idea when their mother told him what she planned to do, but she reminded him of what their father said about him being gifted with his big brain and that he expected him to do amazing things with it. She couldn’t imagine he wouldn’t have wanted the money to be used for anything better. Drew couldn’t say no after that. Golden managed to keep her online classes going while working and graduated with her degree in financial economics and was quickly promoted at the bank to a loan officer. Drew graduated two years later at the top of his class and was snatched up by a major technology company he had been interning with to work full-time as a web developer. She knew her father would be proud of what they had accomplished. 

			Golden frequently thought about what she had given up, but she would squash the ache and regret down because it had been a necessary sacrifice to get her family to where they were today, that’s all that mattered. At least that’s what she convinced herself after all these years. It didn’t matter that she’d given up her and her father’s dream for her to become a professional dancer or that he had made her promise not to let anything take away that dream. None of that mattered because she had also promised him that she’d take care of their family and that trumped the first promise. Unfortunately, thoughts of her father brought the memory of the day he died so clear in her mind that it played like a movie in her head.

			* * *

			Fifteen Years Ago

			Golden ran up the aisle to her father and jumped joyfully into his waiting arms.

			He squeezed her tightly. “You did it, baby girl. I’m so proud of you.”

			She had just completed an audition and been accepted into the American Music and Dramatic Academy.

			“You looked awesome up there, Golden. They would’ve been crazy not to accept you,” Drew said as their father released her.

			Golden gently punched her younger brother in the arm. “Aww…thanks, Drewski.”

			Her father continued smiling broadly. “Have I told you how much you remind me of my great-aunt Dinah?”

			Golden tapped her chin as if she were trying to remember even though he said it after every audition or competition. “You may have mentioned it.”

			Her father chuckled. “Go grab your stuff and we’ll stop for ice cream to celebrate.”

			Golden gave him one last hug then ran happily to the dressing rooms located backstage. There she found a folder with “Welcome to the American Music and Dramatic Academy” in gold font on the cover filled with everything she needed to know about the academy, her scholarship, and scheduling her orientation. Golden couldn’t imagine ever being as happy as she was at that moment.

			After celebratory hot fudge sundaes, Golden’s father decided to stop at the bodega around the corner from their apartment to pick up her mother’s favorite ice cream so that she wouldn’t be left out of the celebration when she got home from work. While Golden and Drew sat in the car waiting, she decided to call her best friend Melissa to tell her the exciting news.

			“It’s about time someone recognized how talented you are,” Melissa said.

			Golden smiled in appreciation. Being friends with Melissa was like having her own personal hype girl. Golden’s other friends didn’t understand why she was friends with the shy nerd that they saw, but underneath the conservative clothes, glasses, and studious ways was a witty, caring, and beautiful person. Melissa had Golden going to art museums, reading Audre Lorde, and focusing more on her schoolwork. She considered Melissa the yin to her yang. They were like two halves of a really cool and smart person.

			“So, what are we doing tonight to celebrate?”

			Melissa snorted. “I don’t know what you’re doing but I have a report due tomorrow for my Honor’s English class that I have at least a dozen more pages to write before I’m finished.”

			“Girl, you’re pulling straight As in that class, one late assignment won’t kill you. C’mon, it’s teen night at Black Light. We haven’t gone there in ages. Pleeeease,” Golden begged her.

			Melissa chuckled on the other end. “Yeah, okay.”

			“Great! I’ll see you at six.”

			They said their good-byes and Golden smiled thinking about the fun they would have later. She looked across the street wondering what was taking her father so long. The sound of three loud pops came from the direction of the store. A moment later, two men ran out the propped open door and down the street followed by her father who stumbled out brandishing his service revolver pointed in their direction as he yelled for them to stop. Golden sat frozen watching the scene in disbelief as her father collapsed to his knees holding his hand over his chest. He turned in her direction, their gazes met and Golden couldn’t get out of the car fast enough. She ran across the busy street narrowly missing getting hit by oncoming traffic. She faintly heard Drew yelling for her, but all she could focus on was the light going out of their father’s eyes as she knelt beside him before he fully collapsed onto the sidewalk.

			“Daddy?”

			“Hey, baby girl, I’m so sorry for ruining your big day,” he said weakly.

			“No, it’s okay. You’re gonna be okay…SOMEBODY CALL 911!” Golden pressed her hands over the spreading circle of blood beneath his shirt turning the soft white into a muddy red. 

			“Dad? No no no no…” She looked up to see Drew take his hand, shaking his head vigorously.

			Golden heard the wail of sirens in the distance, but she knew they wouldn’t make it in time. There was too much blood and her father’s smooth brown complexion was turning an ashen gray.

			He reached up to stroke Golden’s face. “My golden child. I love you and am so proud of you. Don’t let anybody take your dream away, you hear?”

			Golden’s vision blurred with tears as she nodded. “I promise. I love you too, Daddy.”

			He turned to Drew. “I love you, son—” He coughed, and blood lined his lips. “I’m so proud of the man you’re becoming. God gifted you with that big brain of yours for a reason. You’re going to do amazing things; I just know it.”

			“Daddy…please don’t go,” Drew said desperately.

			Their father gave him a soft smile. “You and your sister take care of your mother and each other,” he said before his eyes fluttered closed just as the police car pulled up to the curb.

			* * *

			Golden’s vision blurred with unshed tears, and she quickly wiped them away with the back of her hand. She chose the right promise to keep. The other would’ve brought too much heartache. After that day, just putting on her dance shoes had made her weepy. The joy she had carried so long from dance had turned to heart-stopping grief because her father, a former dancer before Golden’s arrival, had been her biggest cheerleader. Her passion for dance had died with him. Golden stood, picked up her coffee mug, and headed to the breakroom. She needed to shake off the emotions that were coming on by focusing on work. The one advantage of a busy work schedule was that you didn’t have time to think about broken promises or regrets.

			Golden didn’t make it home until close to eleven p.m. because Chris decided as he was leaving the office that the team needed to redo a pitch for an upcoming initial public offering and he wanted to have the new draft ready for Mark to review when he returned on Monday. Since she was flying out Monday morning and still had her own presentations to finish, Golden stayed to get her part complete so that she wouldn’t be in the office all weekend. As she pulled into the driveway, she wasn’t surprised to see her mother’s apartment was dark. With Golden paying the bills now her mother didn’t need to work, but she insisted on continuing to do so. Golden didn’t fault her because she knew her mother was not cut out to be a lady of leisure. Fortunately, she was able to find a position at a hospital in New Jersey in the maternity ward, but it didn’t change the long shifts she sometimes took. She wasn’t as tired as she used to be working as an ER nurse, but the maternity ward could sometimes be just as busy as an ER. Getting out of the car, she gazed up and noticed her apartment lights were still on, which meant Melissa was home.

			After living with her mother and brother for so long, Golden had looked forward to finally having her own place, but when Melissa was kicked out of her parents’ home after finally coming out to her family, Golden took her in. Melissa had insisted that it only be for a few months until she could find something that wouldn’t leave her broke every month. That was six months ago. Golden didn’t insist on her leaving because their schedules rarely synced up enough for them to see each other for more than a day. Melissa worked as a household manager for a New York executive’s family and stayed at their home during the week then stayed at the apartment on the weekends and holidays. Golden liked having the company and knew Melissa was still reeling from her family ostracizing her. She was already considered a part of their family, so it only seemed right that they embraced her when her real family turned her away.

			“Honey, I’m home,” Golden announced as she walked into the apartment.

			“Hey, stranger.” Melissa was lounging on the sofa with her hand deep into a bag of chips.

			Golden dropped her bag by the door and flopped onto the sofa beside her, then took the bag from Melissa and grabbed a handful before handing it back to her. “How do you manage to eat shit like this and stay so slim?”

			“Because those damn kids’ schedules run me ragged so I don’t have time to eat most of the day.” Melissa dipped a chip in a jar of salsa propped between her thighs.

			Golden shook her head. “I don’t know why you put up with them.”

			“For the same reason you put up with working twelve hours a day, practically six days a week. The money.”

			“You got me there. Are we still on for our appointments with Zoe on Sunday?”

			“Yeah. She called earlier to confirm. She also wanted me to remind you to bring the wine.”

			“Don’t I always? We still need to plan this year’s girls’ trip.”

			Melissa looked at Golden skeptically. “Are you going to have time? Last year’s scheduling fiasco almost had us spending the weekend at the airport waiting for you.”

			Golden waved dismissively. “That won’t happen again. Unlike last time, I’ve requested the time off far enough in advance to make whatever arrangements need to be made to cover for me at work.”

			“Okay, we’ll see. Your mom cooked tonight. Turkey chili and cornbread. I brought some up for you. It’s in the fridge.”

			“Thanks. I’ll eat it tomorrow. Right now, I just want to sleep.” Golden snatched one last chip from the bag then stood to leave. “I’ll probably be gone by the time you get up. I plan to only be at the office until noon. Maybe we can meet up to grab a bite to eat after.”

			“You know me. I don’t have any plans. Just let me know where and I’ll meet you there.”

			“We seriously need to get you a love life.”

			Melissa quirked a brow. “Look who’s talking. When was the last time you had a date?”

			Golden grinned. “Probably more recently than you.”

			Melissa stuck her tongue out at her. “Good night, bitch.”

			“Good night, bitch,” Golden responded affectionately.

			* * *

			All joking aside, Melissa wished it were that easy to find her a love life. It wasn’t like she didn’t want one. Up until she recently came out, dating had been difficult because she had sort of still lived at home, renting the apartment upstairs from her parents, but she didn’t really have a private life. She couldn’t bring anyone back to her place, and after a while, the few relationships she attempted didn’t work out because she still hadn’t come out. No one could understand, in today’s world, how a woman her age could still be in the closet. Melissa had been honest enough with herself to know that no one was keeping her from being her true self except herself. Yes, years of homophobia from her family legitimately kept her from coming out while she still lived at home, but once she was earning a salary that gave her the means to move out, just four months later, she ended up right back at home when her mother had a stroke.

			Melissa had been guilted by her stepfather, Reverend Joe Walker, into moving back to help take care of her. She spent months working a full-time job as a personal assistant, which sometimes led to working late nights or coming in early mornings while caring for her mother on nights and weekends as the reverend ran the streets as if everything were normal. Fortunately, Melissa had been able to convince him to let her live in the studio apartment on the second floor that had recently been vacated, but he still charged her the same rent he would any person off the street. They also had a nurse during the day while Melissa took over as soon as she got home, but she would end up paying the overtime needed for the nurse to stay or work over the weekend if she wanted to have at least the semblance of a social life.

			That was five years ago. Within a year, her mother had recovered as much as her body could with minor mobility issues. Melissa had continued helping in the evenings with preparing dinner and taking her mother to bible study, choir practice, and her women’s meetings at the church. She somehow found time to hang out with Golden and Zoe and even go on some dates, but living at home hindered her from opening to something serious. Then she met Leah Edwards, a contractor doing renovation at the home of the family she worked for. Melissa had tried to wave off Leah’s flirtations, but her sexy butch demeanor and Melissa’s loneliness had won the battle with the part of her that stubbornly insisted on remaining closeted until she could move away from home.

			In the beginning, Leah had been fine with Melissa not being out, assuming it was just with her family, not still so far in the closet that she was paranoid about even going out and being seen on a date with another woman. Leah put up with not being able to pick Melissa up at work or her house when they went out, not being able to go to any part of Brooklyn on dates or give Melissa gifts in fear that her stepfather would find them. She’d once come home early from work to find him snooping around her apartment. He had claimed that there was a leak downstairs and wanted to make sure it wasn’t coming from her bathroom, but since she caught him walking out of her bedroom, she knew he was lying.

			The final straw for Leah happened almost a year into them dating. Melissa had rarely been around Leah’s friends except to occasionally meet up for drinks so, against her better judgment, she had agreed to go to a friend’s birthday party. Melissa still felt horrible just thinking about that night.

			* * *

			Melissa hesitated as she and Leah were about to enter Marco’s apartment. Leah took her hand and gave her an encouraging smile.

			“Babe, it’s gonna be okay. You know my friends, they like you, what’s there to worry about?”

			Melissa gazed nervously at the door. “It sounds like a lot of people in there. Maybe you should stay, and I’ll just grab a car home.”

			Leah’s smile faltered. “Melissa, please, I’m tired of having to hide away every time we see each other. I’ve spent more time in my apartment since I started dating you than I have in the three years I’ve lived there. It’s somebody’s home. I can’t imagine you would run into any of your stepfather’s cult followers here.”

			Melissa looked guiltily down at the bottle of wine she held. Leah was right. She had been more than patient with Melissa and her paranoia. She was developing serious feelings for Leah and knew that it was time to put her big girl panties on and accept how things were.

			She gave Leah a nod and smiled. “Okay.”

			“That’s my girl.” Leah leaned in to place a soft kiss on Melissa’s lips.

			Melissa wasn’t good with public displays of affection, but she refrained from turning away. The party was in full swing when they walked in. The open loft layout of the apartment allowed for what had to be at least thirty people already there to gather without making it difficult to walk through. Melissa had no idea how popular Leah was until she was hugged, gripped up and fist-bumped by practically everyone they passed as they made their way through the room to locate the guest of honor. 

			Melissa blushed with embarrassment as some of Leah’s friends teased her that they thought Leah had made her up because they hadn’t met her in the time they had been dating. They finally found Marco setting out food on the kitchen island with two women.

			He clapped happily. “Melissa! I’m so glad you made it!” He introduced her to his mother and sister then pointed toward a table nearby set up as a bar for her to place the wine she’d brought as her and Leah’s BYOB contribution.

			As Melissa maneuvered to the table, she heard a familiar laugh and stopped to listen curiously. When she didn’t hear it again, she continued. On her way back, she heard the laugh again and looked around because there was only one man she knew who laughed like that. She had seen him spend hours trying to perfect his favorite comedian, Eddie Murphy’s laugh. Her heart skipped when she spotted her stepbrother Duane. He was standing next to the sofa with his hand intimately massaging the nape of a man who had to be half his age. The man had his arm around Duane’s waist staring up at him adoringly as her stepbrother spoke. Then he responded, and to Melissa’s further disbelief, Duane, who was a minister at the family’s church and married with three kids, turned to him, and lowered his head for a kiss.

			Melissa turned away from the scene before the kiss was done and hurried back to Leah. She couldn’t let Duane see her here and have him running back to their parents to tell them.

			“Leah, I’m sorry, but I need to leave.”

			“Leave? We just got here. Are you okay? You look like you’re going to be sick,” Leah said in concern.

			“I just saw my stepbrother Duane,” Melissa whispered.

			Leah’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Are you sure it was him?”

			“Yes. I don’t want to ruin your night. You stay and I’ll just get a car or take the train home.” Melissa tried to keep the rising panic from her voice. The longer she stayed the better chance Duane would see her.

			“Didn’t you tell me that Duane is one of the head pastors at your stepfather’s church and has a whole family?”

			“Yes.” Melissa didn’t know what that had to do with anything.

			“So don’t you think he’d probably be more worried about you seeing him than you should be about him seeing you?”

			To a rational person, Leah’s logic would make sense, but Melissa wasn’t feeling rational. “Either way, I need to leave.” She turned to Marco with a tentative smile. “Have a happy birthday.” 

			Melissa walked away not even looking to see if Leah followed. Just kept her head down as she made her way to the door. She walked out into the hallway and took a shaky breath of relief.

			“I can’t do this anymore, Melissa.”

			She turned to find that Leah had followed her. The look of resignation on her face told Melissa that she’d finally reached the point where dating her was no longer worth it.

			“I’m sorry,” Melissa said shamefully.

			Leah sighed with frustration. “You need to stop apologizing and find a way to either accept that this is who you are or spend the rest of your life alone. This is partially my fault because you warned me, and I didn’t listen. I foolishly thought that I could be the catalyst that brought you out in the open, but obviously your issues are far too deep for me to be the one to do that.”

			Leah grasped Melissa’s hands. “Babe, I love you and I hate that this is the first time I’m saying it, but I need you to know it because it’s also the reason I can’t do this anymore. I worked too hard to accept who I am to be pulled back into the shame and fear of the closet, and I need to be with someone who is in that same place in life.”

			Melissa’s chest felt tight, and she couldn’t speak past the lump in her throat, so she just nodded and gave Leah’s hands a squeeze. Leah gave her a sad smile, pulled Melissa close, and pressed a soft lingering kiss to her lips before turning away. The sound of joy and laughter that drifted into the hall as Leah opened the door was like a knife to Melissa’s already breaking heart.

			* * *

			Leah never knew, but she was the catalyst for Melissa to find self-acceptance. After spending weeks wallowing in self-pity and regret at losing such a wonderful, loving, and understanding woman, Melissa found a therapist and started the slow and painful process of unpacking all her mental and emotional baggage. When she finally found the courage to come out to her family, she hadn’t been surprised but was still hurt by their reaction. Her mother had just sat quietly with a look of disappointment. The reverend angrily accused her of lying and deceiving them all these years and that he wouldn’t allow that nastiness in his house. He’d given her a month to vacate the apartment she was renting. Joe Jr. had smirked knowingly, and Duane had refused to look at her as he continued shoveling food in his mouth as if acknowledging her would’ve forced him to reveal his truth as well. Melissa felt that after the cruel way her stepbrothers had treated her growing up that she didn’t owe them anything, but she had kept Duane’s secret. That was his burden to bear, and it wasn’t her place to add to it by telling him what she’d seen.

			When Golden had offered to take Melissa in, she couldn’t have asked for a better place to lay her head as she began this new chapter in her life. The Hughes family had always been the family of her heart, and for the first time since she was five years old, Melissa was finally living in a loving and supportive environment that allowed her to relax and be herself, which was probably why she was hesitating with even looking for a place. It didn’t hurt that Golden wasn’t pushing her to go either, although she did encourage Melissa to call Leah. She had been tempted so many times to reach out to her, but she felt that she still had a lot to work through on loving herself before she would be in a good place for a romantic relationship, and she was fine with that. She was happy, she was surrounded by her found family, had wonderful friends and a good job. There was nothing more she could ask for.

			




Chapter Ten

			The next morning, Melissa had a few of the outfits laid out on her bed that Vivienne had insisted on buying for her. She said it was compensation for what she was doing. There were also the separate pieces Vivienne had suggested would be great to combine with the rest of her wardrobe to sexify it as she put it. The outfit she was considering for her first day was a sheer black dress with a long sleeve button-down blouse, belted waist, flowy pleated knee-length skirt, and a removable slip underneath. She thought it would go perfect with a pair of black suede platform sandals with a stacked four-inch leather heel that she’d just bought last week. Melissa’s shoes were always the most flamboyant thing about her wardrobe.

			Vivienne had also insisted that she go for a mani-pedi after work, which she did. Her nails supplied the only pop of color, a blood red that she matched with a lipstick they were selling as well. She twisted and knotted part of her locs into a high updo and left some hanging down her back. As she gazed at herself in the mirror, the red lips and nails made her feel bold, her updo added to the height she had from her heels, and the sheer dress made her feel sexy. When Melissa had told Riley about what she was doing Riley had predicted that this would be the first step into a world that Melissa would thrive in. She had also asked Melissa to send her a pic of her outfit. It was six in the morning on the West Coast so she doubted Riley would be awake already, but she took a mirror selfie and sent it anyway.

			As she looked down at her phone, she saw Golden’s name under Riley’s in the text messages. There were several times last night when she wanted to call Golden and tell her what was happening, what she’d been feeling and why she was being drawn to do what she was doing, but something always stopped her. This experience was something of her own that she wanted to explore on her own, something she rarely did throughout her life. She was sure one day she would be ready to tell Golden and Zoe, but until then she gave herself permission to keep this little secret to herself for as long as possible.

			When she arrived at the Red Dahlia, she punched a code into a keypad located beneath the doorknob that Afrodite had given her. It was a totally different vibe from the one she had entered yesterday. The lobby was empty, the lights were softly lit, new age music played quietly through hidden speakers, and the room smelled of sage and lavender.

			“Good morning.” Afrodite entered through the door on the left. She wore hot pink again, but instead of a catsuit her attire was a leather bustier top, miniskirt, and thigh-high pointed toe stiletto boots.

			“Good morning.”

			“I love the outfit. It’s like a sexy secretary. The evening clients will love it. They’re usually our more discerning business members. Now, the first thing on today’s agenda is introducing you to the crew.”

			“Okay. Maybe, after, I could look at the playrooms. I mean, if I’m going to be doing walk-throughs each night, I’m going to see them anyway.” 

			Afrodite smiled knowingly. “That makes sense.”

			They continued up to the second floor into the hosts’ room and were greeted by the sound of Cardi B’s “WAP” bumping through the room. Ten men and women in various stages of undress occupied the space, filling it with chatter and laughter.

			“Good morning, children!” Afrodite said loud enough to be heard over the music.

			All ten, no matter what they were doing, including two men who had been bumping and grinding on each other to the music, suddenly stopped, turned toward Melissa and Afrodite, bowed their heads as if they were in the presence of royalty, and said, “Good morning, Mother Afrodite,” in perfect unison.

			Melissa realized the music had also been muted. Afrodite waited a beat before responding. “Children, I’d like you to meet Melissa. She’ll be covering for Shari while she’s away. You all know who Melissa is to our Mistress, and I expect you to treat her with the same deference as you do me, understood?”

			“Yes, Mother Afrodite,” they all responded again.

			Melissa looked from them to Afrodite and back. Was this the control and power Riley had said was within her? She couldn’t imagine commanding such respect.

			“You may come greet her.” Afrodite stepped aside as the hosts stepped forward one by one to introduce themselves to Melissa.

			The first was a delicately beautiful petite woman dressed in a white bralette and matching thong with thick straight hair flowing down her back past her buttocks. “Hello. I’m Lily.” Her voice was as soft and sweet as her smile.

			Next was Rose, a statuesque, tattoo-covered dark-haired beauty wearing nothing but a thong, her perky pierced nipples catching Melissa’s attention before she quickly gazed up at Rose’s grin. Then Hyacinth, a tall willowy figure with elegant feminine features, a bald head, softly rounded breasts, and a jockstrap with a very large bulge, informed Melissa of their nonbinary pronouns, took her hand and narrowed their gaze at her. They stared intensely at her for a full minute then smiled brightly and nodded before walking away. Melissa was wondering if they were all named after flowers until a handsome, chiseled jawed, muscled God stepped forward, bowed at the waist, placed a kiss on the back of her hand and introduced himself as Brutus in a French accent. After Brutus was Ginger, Lola, Ava, Lourdes, and a set of fraternal twins named Luna and Venus. They were a diverse group in physical appearances, ethnicities, and gender. And, if their friendly smiles and jovial personalities were any indication, were excited to get their day started.

			“What should we call you?” Lily asked softly.

			Melissa gazed at her in confusion. “Melissa.”

			Lily giggled girlishly. “No, silly, your Red Dahlia name.”

			Melissa still didn’t understand.

			“When you come to work at the Red Dahlia, Vivienne encourages you to choose a name that will only be used within these walls. Something that will keep your experiences here separate from your life outside,” Afrodite explained.

			“So, your real name isn’t Afrodite?” Melissa realized how foolish that question was as soon as she asked. Fortunately, no one laughed at her.

			“As cool as it is, no, it’s not my real name, which is Grace. I chose Afrodite because it reminded me of those badass women from the seventies Blaxploitation films. This is my real hair though.” Afrodite patted her bloom of hair proudly.

			“Well, since I’m only going to be here for a couple of weeks, a name probably isn’t necessary,” Melissa said.

			Hyacinth stepped toward her. “Hun, whether you are at Red Dahlia for two weeks or two years, a name you shall have. I can choose one for you.”

			“Hyacinth is not only a beast with the bullwhip but our resident psychic. If they say you should have a name, you shall have a name,” Rose said with a very serious expression.

			Melissa gazed around the room. All the hosts looked reverently at Hyacinth. She looked back at Hyacinth to find them smiling knowingly down at her. “May I?” They held their hands out to Melissa.

			She hesitantly laid hers on their palm. Hyacinth closed their eyes, and the room grew eerily quiet. A moment later, their eyes slowly opened as a happy smile spread across their face. “Mistress of the Heart but I think Mistress Heart will do just fine. It’s a name that will be whispered throughout these walls for years to come.” They released Melissa’s hand, bowed again at the waist, and stepped back.

			She turned to find everyone grinning at her as if they were in on a secret that she wasn’t privy to.

			“All right, children, doors open in an hour,” Afrodite said.

			They all scrambled to a dressing table, the music clicked back on exactly where it had been paused, and Afrodite took Melissa’s hand to lead her out of the room.

			“That wasn’t weird at all,” Melissa said as they exited through the secret door.

			Afrodite chuckled. “Hyacinth is a bit eccentric but as sweet as they come. Vivienne found them working as a submissive in an underground sex club in Los Angeles about five years ago. She saw how miserable they were and waited for them after the club closed. She took them to get something to eat and learned that they were basically a slave to the owner of the club and was being abused because they owed the guy money. The next day Vivienne paid Hyacinth’s debt and brought them back here that night. She brought them to me, and I showed Hyacinth how to take their power back by becoming a domme.”

			“And the psychic thing?”

			Afrodite shrugged. “Hyacinth said it’s always been there. It was just beaten into submission like them during their time at the club in LA. We don’t take what they tell us lightly because they’re usually right.”

			“Usually?”

			“Hyacinth believes that we all have the power to change our paths. One decision could completely reroute what was predicted to happen. Now, Mistress Heart, shall we give you a tour of the playrooms?” Afrodite grinned.

			Hearing the name that she was given by Hyacinth being used gave Melissa a shiver of pleasure. “Yes, and what would I need to do to attend your demonstration on Sunday?”

			




Chapter Eleven

			Golden stood in the middle of one of her dance studios filled with pride. The grand opening for the Legacy Dance Academy was scheduled for tomorrow and she was doing a final walk-through to make sure everything was ready for the big day. She still couldn’t believe it was happening. A year ago, when she began to realize that her day job no longer gave her the satisfaction it once did because her love of dance had her more eager to leave work at the end of the day to practice a routine or get ready for a performance, Golden knew a decision had to be made. She had to choose between the steady dependable income of her day job or the passion and joy of her first love, dance. Once again, she had leaned on her friends and family to talk it through, and just as they had when she was deciding whether to start a side career as a burlesque performer, they all told her to choose what was in her heart and that they would support her.

			Golden left her prestigious six-figure salary job, took fifty thousand dollars from her nest egg, which barely made a dent in what she’d been saving and investing since she was eighteen years old, bought a warehouse space near her home in Jersey City, converted it to a dance studio, and started on the road to entrepreneurship. The first floor had two large studios and a locker room for training young dancers in various styles including ballroom, ballet, and hip hop. The second floor was dedicated to Satin and Lace Burlesque, the location for Golden’s burlesque school and home of her burlesque performance troupe. There was a large dance studio, dressing room, conference room, break room, and her office. She turned and gazed up at a picture of her father during his hip hop dance days hanging just inside the door of the studio. The second studio had a picture her mother had taken of her and her father as he helped her lace up her shoes for a ballet performance. The Satin and Lace studio had various performance pictures of her aunt Dinah hanging throughout the room. They were her inspirations and she hoped they were proud of how she was carrying on their legacy in her own way.

			“Hello!” she heard someone shout. “Is this where we sign up for striptease classes?”

			Golden chuckled and made her way out to the lobby where Melissa and Zoe greeted her with flowers and balloons. “I’d pay for your lessons myself if it meant getting you into one of my burlesque classes,” she said to Melissa who had been the one to ask the question.

			Melissa handed her a vase filled with a huge bouquet of orange roses, Golden’s favorite color. “I’ll leave that talent to you, thank you very much.”

			“If you’re not booked up already, you can sign me up.” Zoe handed her a bouquet of orange and red balloons with a few silver ones that said Congratulations and Good Luck that were kept from floating up into the ceiling lights by a glittery weight.

			Golden set the flowers on the desk then the balloons next to it. “You know I’ll always have a spot for you guys. How about a tour?”

			“Yes. We haven’t seen the place since it was an empty rodent condo,” Melissa teased her.

			Golden rolled her eyes. “Would you lock the door, please? Wouldn’t want anyone wandering in while we’re walking around.”

			After the tour ended in the break room, Zoe pulled a bottle of champagne from her bag. “You can’t have a celebration without champagne.”

			“No, you can’t.” Golden grabbed paper cups from a cabinet.

			Zoe popped the cork and filled them.

			Melissa held hers. “To living our best lives.”

			“Cheers to that,” Golden said.

			They tapped their cups together and took a drink.

			“Look how far we’ve come since that day you two walked into my salon for our first Sunday appointments. Who would’ve believed those three young women would be the boss bitches we are today?” Zoe said.

			Golden looked at her two best friends and grinned. “I knew. You two just needed to catch up.”

			Zoe and Melissa laughed. Golden was so proud of all that they had accomplished. She was living the dream she never knew she had. Zoe’s salon and recently opened spa had been listed on several Best Of lists and her hair product line was flying off store shelves. Melissa, her dear sweet sister from another mother, had finally come into her own power and confidence and was being groomed to manage the gallery whenever Vivienne decided to retire. There was only one thing missing in each of their lives…romance.

			“So, ladies, I was thinking for this year’s getaway we could do one of those Olivia cruises. Imagine that instead of spending another week at some resort with mostly hetero folks, we could spend our vacay partying with like-minded women,” Golden suggested.

			“One of my stylists took an Olivia cruise once and said she loved it. She said even the onboard entertainment is done by queer performers,” Zoe said.

			Melissa frowned. “Cruises always make me think of old people and germs.”

			Zoe laughed. “Why those particular things?”

			“I don’t know. On TV whenever an old person talks about going on vacation, they always pick a cruise. Then there’s all those news reports about whole ships of people getting sick from some strain of virus. I’m not trying to be quarantined in some tiny stateroom because people don’t know how to wash their hands or cover their mouths when they sneeze.”

			Golden shook her head. “Girl, you really need to stop watching so much TV. Cruises have become whole ass destinations now with amusement park-like rides, private islands, and enough shit to keep you so busy you forget you’re on a ship. All that and a ship full of women like us, how could you say no to that?”

			Melissa shrugged. “I guess I can think about it.”

			“Well, the other option is the St. Kitts music festival. We’ve always talked about going and now we have the means to afford it,” Zoe said.

			Melissa nodded. “Now that I could get with.”

			“Okay, I like that idea also.” Golden pulled out her phone and searched for information on the festival. “Wow, Sean Paul, Maxi Priest, Keyshia Cole…” Golden frowned.

			“What’s wrong?” Melissa asked.

			“The Rhythm Twins are listed as performers.” After all this time she didn’t believe that it would still hurt to think about them.

			“Maybe we could look at the cruises after all,” Melissa said.

			Golden shook off the regret that she began feeling. “No, Zoe’s right. We’ve talked about going to St. Kitts for years. Now is as good a time as any. I’ll explore getting a rental instead of staying at a resort. I know we’ve got about eight months, but it’s better to book something sooner rather than later.”

			Zoe looked at her with concern. “Are you sure?”

			Golden waved dismissively. “It’s a huge concert. What are the chances that I would even run into the Twins while we’re there. It’s fine, really.”

			Golden was trying to convince herself more than her friends. She hadn’t spoken to Jade and Kendra since the night the harassment story broke. Including ignoring their calls when the woman recanted her story after Jade and Kendra’s manager released the bank statements for the payoff she had asked for as proof that she had extorted money from them. Then several other artists that she had sung backup for released their own statements that she had done the same to them. For Golden, it wasn’t the accusations that had caused her to end whatever it was between her, Jade, and Kendra. It was them not being forthright with her. They were telling her she was the only one they were thinking about but sleeping with someone else. Golden had been hurt and completely cut off all communication with them. She even removed them from her social media feeds and contacts. That didn’t stop the radio interviews or the stories popping up on her newsfeed from reminding her of them as their popularity grew.

			She suddenly remembered an email she’d received from Jade a few months back that she hadn’t even opened. There had been a video attachment which she had assumed was probably a message from them since she wouldn’t answer their calls. If she didn’t take their calls, why would they think that she’d watch any recording of what they had to say? She archived the message and didn’t think about it again. After Melissa and Zoe left, Golden sat in her office with Jade and Kendra still on her mind. She opened her emails and searched the archive. She had never set it for a period to delete anything so there were emails from years ago. When she located Jade’s email, she noticed the subject line for the first time. It simply read For Golden. She opened the email then clicked on the video attachment. Jade’s face popped up as she was setting up the phone to record. Golden could hear Kendra in the background teasing Jade about her lack of camera skills. To prove Kendra correct, the camera view switched from pointing to Jade to pointing toward the window of a recording booth, then back to Jade’s face.

			“I think I got it.” Jade slowly backed away from the camera.

			“Yeah, you did. I can see us,” Kendra said.

			Seeing them both sent Golden’s heart skipping. She missed their long conversations, daily text messages, how they made her feel so special with weekly flower deliveries, and just how talking to them on the phone could make her whole day. Kendra sat on a stool tuning a guitar as Jade sat on one beside her.

			“Hit it, Lamar,” Jade said.

			“Okay, we’re recording,” a disembodied voice responded.

			Kendra began playing an upbeat jazz tempo on the guitar as Jade closed her eyes and nodded to the music. A moment later, the sound of other instruments joined her, and Jade began to sing. Her melodic tone always reminded Golden of honeyed whiskey—smooth, rich, and deep. She sang a song about the regret of losing a love, losing her golden girl. The song was obviously about her and was being performed in a bluesy jazz tempo like the type of music Golden enjoyed performing to.

			I had a notion

			To find the one who’s Golden

			And have a love begin

			That just won’t ever end

			But suddenly you were gone

			Now my rainy days

			Come with the dawn

			But the sun can’t leave me now

			You’re my Golden Girl, yeah

			In this crazy world…

			She closed her eyes and could imagine herself choreographing a routine to the song. It ended with the other instruments fading out, leaving Kendra finishing with a guitar solo. Golden glanced at the screen, wiping a tear from her eye. As if they knew she was watching, Jade and Kendra looked right at the camera with such tenderness that Golden was flooded with all the feelings for them that she had tried so hard to tuck away.

			“Golden, we don’t know if you’re going to watch this or not,” Kendra said, “but please know that Jade and I will always regret not being straightforward with you.”

			“We had no intention of hurting you,” Jade said. “As much as we regret what happened, it did make us realize how much we care about you which is why we wrote this song.”

			“We don’t know if you’ll ever have it in your heart to forgive us, but if you do, we will do whatever it takes to make it up to you,” Kendra said.

			“However, if you’ll allow us to bask in your golden light, we’ll be happy to accept it. Even if it means staying in the friendzone,” Jade said with a grin.

			Kendra smiled and shook her head. “All this is to tell you that we miss you and have never once stopped thinking about you. You know where to find us if you have it in your heart to take pity on us. Take care, Golden Girl.”

			They both threw a kiss to the camera before Jade stood to turn it off and accidentally switched the view toward the booth again. “Shit, I think I did something wrong.”

			“Dude, seriously? How do you not know how to work your own phone?”

			The camera was jostled and then Kendra’s amused grin came into frame before it went black. Golden couldn’t help but laugh. She placed the email back in her inbox and hit reply.

			Jade and Kendra,

			Apologies for the delayed response. I’ve had a lot going on and am just getting a chance to sit and watch your video. Thank you for the beautiful song. It’s touching to know that you still think of me so affectionately after all this time.

			Golden wasn’t sure how to continue. Should she tell them that she missed them? That she regretted cutting them out of her life the way she did? That something has been missing from her life ever since? Not that she was unhappy. On the contrary, she was thrilled with her life. But Jade and Kendra had given her something that she didn’t even know was missing, companionship on a deeper level than her family and friendships provided. Because Golden had never experienced the feelings that she had for the Twins with anyone before, she didn’t know how to handle being hurt by them, so she walked away to avoid dealing with it at all. She looked at what she’d written so far. Should she open the door to allow those feelings in once again by admitting she still cared for them, or should she play it safe and end the email where it was with a polite sign-off? Golden decided to open the door just enough for them to peek through and offer a hand of friendship.

			Feel free to give me a call sometime so that we can catch up.

			Have a good night,

			Golden

			Simple, succinct, nothing to misinterpret as an overture of anything more than friendship. She clicked Send before she could change her mind, then shut her computer down as if that would keep any response from coming through.

			* * *

			“You know you’re starting to make me feel like you don’t trust me,” Jay, Zoe’s spa manager, said in greeting as she walked into his office.

			“Why would you feel like that? I trust you implicitly.”

			He quirked a brow. “Prove it. Don’t come up here to check on things for at least two days.”

			Zoe frowned. “Am I that bad?”

			“Girl!” He looked at her as if she said something truly ridiculous.

			Zoe frowned. “I’m sorry, I just figured since I’m right downstairs it wouldn’t hurt to check on things up here occasionally.”

			“If it were occasionally then there would be no issue, but you’re up here every day. Hell, I live with my mother, and I don’t even see her every day.”

			Zoe chuckled. “So, you’re saying I’m micromanaging you.”

			“No, I’m saying you’re a control freak and need to let go of the reigns. You hired me to run the spa for you. Let me do that. If you want to stop in once or twice a week, I’ll be fine with that. If there are any issues, I’ll either come downstairs to tell you or we can discuss them during our weekly meetings with Nadine, who, by the way, warned me you were like this. Look at it this way, you trusted Nadine and I enough to hire us. Let us do our job and trust that we’ll do it just as well as you would.”

			Nadine managed Hair For You’s distribution center and had been with Zoe since the day it was originally located above the salon where her spa, the Lotus Wellness Sanctuary, was currently located. Zoe had insisted on being hands-on with both the salon and distribution center despite knowing that Nadine had twenty years of experience in warehouse and distribution management under her belt while Zoe had only taken a few months’ worth of classes in distribution management. She felt like these businesses were her second child, and as her first child no longer needed her constant mothering, she had poured that attention into her businesses. Since the distribution center had been moved to larger facilities on the other side of Brooklyn, she no longer had the ease of being able to just pop in daily, which was probably why Nadine no longer rolled her eyes when Zoe came by the distribution center every other week.

			Zoe sighed in resignation. “You’re right. It’s just difficult. Up until Alex decided to invest, all of this had just been ideas on a vision board for so long that it’s still unbelievable that it has all become a reality. I feel like I need to keep touching everything to make sure it doesn’t just disappear.”

			Jay nodded. “I can understand that, but I’m here to tell you that it’s real and you’ve done everything you needed to make it happen. Now let us take some of the pressure off your hands so that you can breathe and reap the benefits of all your hard work.”

			“You’re good.”

			Jay gave her a smug grin. “That’s why you hired me. Now shoo.”

			Zoe shook her head with a smile. “I’ll see you on Monday for our managers’ meeting.”

			She left Jay’s office, tamping down the urge to do a quick walk-through to see how things were going, and made her way back down to the salon. Despite it being very busy Zoe had no bookings of her own and the other stylists didn’t seem to need any assistance, which was why she had ventured upstairs to the spa. As she re-entered the salon, she caught the tail end of her receptionist telling a woman that there were no stylists available for walk-ins today. The woman had her back to Zoe, but she could hear the desperation in her voice as she practically begged to see someone today and even offered to sit and wait all afternoon if she had to. She looked to be about Zoe’s height, dressed in a baggy sweatsuit, and an oversized sleeping bonnet on her head.

			“What’s going on, Erica?”

			“Miss Zoe, this woman is a walk-in and is insisting on seeing someone today. I tried to tell her that we’re all booked up, but…” Erica looked at the woman in exasperation.

			“I’ve got it.” Zoe turned to the woman with a smile and was completely caught off guard by her beauty.

			She had a warm golden complexion, wide set almond-shaped amber-colored eyes that were brimming with tears, and a straight nose and full lips that were trembling slightly. Zoe could tell that the woman was doing her best not to break down.

			She gave her a friendly smile as she offered her hand in greeting. “Hi, I’m Zoe. This is my salon. What can we do for you today?”

			She took Zoe’s hand with a tremulous smile. “Hi. I’m Danice. I’d like to get a haircut, but it has to be done today.” The desperation still tinged her voice.

			“Okay, Danice. I can help you with that. If you’ll just have a seat in the first station when you walk in, I’ll be right with you.”

			“Thank you.” She was still on the verge of tears.

			Zoe watched her walk to the entrance of the main salon area. Even with the oversized sweatsuit, she could tell Danice had a generous figure underneath. She turned back to Erica.

			“We don’t turn people away without checking with either me or the other stylists to see if they can squeeze them in. Understood?”

			“Yes, ma’am. She just looked a little crazy, so I wasn’t sure what to do.”

			Zoe shook her head. Erica had started working there just a few weeks ago after Zoe’s former receptionist finished beauty school and was given her own chair in the salon. She was young and eager, but she could also be a bit of a space cadet.

			“It’s fine. Next time just check, okay?”

			Erica nodded. Zoe walked into the salon area to Danice waiting in her chair dabbing at her eyes. She placed a hand on her shoulder.

			“Are you all right?”

			She gave Zoe a sad smile. “I’ll be fine. Thank you.”

			Zoe wouldn’t push. This was obviously not going to be a standard hair appointment. She reached for the bonnet then stopped.

			“Do you mind if I take this off?”

			Danice shook her head.

			Zoe eased it off and realized why she was wearing such a large bonnet. Danice’s hair fell out in one long sweep. By the time the midnight black mass settled, it was down past the back of the chair. Zoe determined it must reach just past Danice’s behind. It was straight, thick, and heavy.

			“Are you looking to get a trim?”

			“No. I want it all off.”

			Zoe looked up to meet her gaze in the mirror. “All of it?”

			Danice’s expression had turned from sadness to angry determination. “All of it.”

			Zoe had seen this before. Whether it was a bad breakup, needing a major life change, or just wanting something easier, the first drastic thing most women would do in response was a big chop or major hairstyle change. She called it the Bernadine Effect after Angela Basset’s character in Waiting to Exhale, but she had never done a chop this drastic.

			“Are you sure? I can give you a nice, layered cut that will be easier to manage.”

			Zoe normally wouldn’t try to talk a woman out of her big chop because if she’d gotten to that point, she wasn’t looking to turn back, but Danice’s hair was so gorgeous and healthy. There were clients who would kill for even a wig that looked this good.

			Danice’s eyes began to water again, but her angry expression was still there. “No.”

			“Okay. I have one request in return. You have such beautiful hair, and we partner with Locks of Love, have you heard of them?”

			Danice nodded.

			“Well, if you don’t want all this hair, then I’m sure they could use the donation.”

			“Okay. At least something good will come out of this.”

			Zoe wasn’t one to pry into a client’s business unless they chose to talk. Despite instinct telling her that Danice could use someone to talk to, she wouldn’t be the one to broach the subject. She handed Danice her bonnet, then went and grabbed a cape and placed it around her. Next, she combed and brushed Danice’s hair until it was free of any tangles, separated it into four ponytails with nylon bands, braided them, and placed another band at the bottom then picked up the scissors. She met Danice’s gaze in the mirror again and knew by the look in her eyes that there was no need for Zoe to ask again if she was sure. As Zoe looked away, she caught half the salon’s occupants staring in wide-eyed disbelief in their direction. She looked back down at Danice’s hair and began cutting a few inches above the band of the first ponytail. There was no turning back now and a collective gasp filled the room. She even heard “Uh-uh, no she didn’t” from someone. Zoe laid each braid on her supply cart. When she cut through the last lock of hair she gazed up and saw tears streaming down Danice’s cheeks.

			Zoe stepped away to wrap the braids in tissue paper then placed them in a Ziploc bag to prepare them for shipping later. She stepped back over to Danice and fluffed out what was left of her hair, which without all that weight pulling it straight had a soft natural wave to it.

			“Should I continue?” she asked.

			Danice took a deep breath and her lips curved into a small smile. “Yes.”

			“Are we talking pixie cut, fade?”

			“No, bald.”

			Zoe opened her mouth then shut it again. This woman was obviously shedding some serious baggage. She pulled out her clippers and gave Danice what she wanted. Clients finished with their appointments would slowly walk by looking and shaking their heads. One older woman walked up, patted Danice on the shoulder, and said, “I feel you, girl. Shave that man right out of your hair.” Danice fully smiled in response, making Zoe’s heart skip.

			When she finished, Danice’s head was smooth with a small round birthmark just above her right ear. She stared at her reflection with a mix of awe and curiosity on her face. The cut enhanced her beauty making her eyes seem bigger and brighter. Zoe turned and asked the young woman who had been shampooing clients to bring her a warm towel, which they kept a supply of in a warmer for their male clients who came in for a cut and shave. A moment later, she placed the towel on Danice’s scalp and gently pressed and massaged. Danice’s eyes closed as she sighed with pleasure. Zoe had to force herself not to shudder with the desire that clenched between her legs.

			She set the towel aside, picked up a dropper bottle of Hair For You chamomile scalp oil, and placed a couple of drops in the palm of her hand. She gently rubbed her hands together to develop some warmth then smoothed and massaged the oil into Danice’s scalp as she watched her in the mirror. Danice’s eyes were still closed, and her face was relaxed as she bit on her bottom lip. The desire that began between Zoe’s thighs spread throughout her body. She had to force herself to remove her hands from Danice’s head and clear her throat as she picked up the now cooled towel to wipe the oil from her hands.

			“You’re all set.”

			Danice’s eyes fluttered open, catching Zoe’s gaze in the mirror before quickly looking at her own reflection. She turned her head left to right, lifted her hand, and smoothed it over her scalp, smiling broadly.

			“It feels so weird. I’ve carried that heaviness for so long that I feel light enough to practically float out of here.”

			“Well, you look great.”

			Danice stood, dropped her bonnet in the trash can at Zoe’s station, and turned to her with a soft smile. “Thank you so much. You don’t know what this means to me.” 

			Zoe smiled. “I think I have a pretty good idea.”

			Her eyes glistened once again, but Zoe had a feeling that these were happier tears than when she arrived.

			“What do I owe you?”

			“Thirty-five.”

			“That’s all?”

			“For just a haircut, yes. Oh, and this.” Zoe picked up the bottle of hair oil and handed it to her. “It’s on the house. After you shower, place a warm towel on your head just as I did, then massage a couple drops of the oil to keep your scalp moisturized. And don’t forget to wear a hat if you’re going to be out in the sun for an extended period to avoid sunburn.”

			Danice took the bottle, placed it in her purse, then opened her wallet and offered Zoe a twenty-dollar bill.

			Zoe shook her head. “As the owner I don’t accept tips.” That wasn’t true, but for some reason she didn’t feel comfortable taking a tip for this big chop.

			“Thank you again.”

			“My pleasure.”

			Zoe watched Danice walk away until she turned into the reception area and was no longer in sight. When she turned back, her neighboring stylists were grinning knowingly. She ignored them and went about cleaning her station.

			




Chapter Twelve

			Melissa took a waterproof eyebrow pencil and carefully made an outline of a heart just above the right corner of her lip, then filled it in. With her faux beauty mark complete, she picked up her favorite black matte liquid twenty-four-hour lip color by MAC. Once she finished with her makeup, she unpinned her locs from the haphazard updo she wore them in while she was getting dressed and shook them out to hang freely. The next item she put on was a smaller, lightweight black leather version of a Maleficent-style headpiece and matching leather Venetian mask that covered the entire top half of her face.

			“Do you need help tightening your corset?” Rose asked.

			“Yes, thank you.”

			Melissa walked over to one of the full-length mirrors in the Red Dahlia dressing room. Rose came up behind her, and Melissa pulled on a pair of elbow-length leather gloves with silver steel pointed fingertips, then she felt a slight tug around her waist.

			Rose rested her hands on Melissa’s waist and caught her gaze in the mirror. “Have I told you how badass you always look in this costume? Angelina Jolie ain’t got nothing on our Mistress Heart.”

			Melissa smiled and reached back to softly stroke her metal fingertips along Rose’s butt cheek bared from the thong she wore. “Thank you. Are you ready for the show?”

			“So ready.” She fluffed her blond wig then placed a kiss on Melissa’s cheek before walking away.

			Melissa gazed back at her own image. What a difference a year made. Well, technically a year and a half. If anyone had told her on the first day that she had covered for the Red Dahlia Social Club’s receptionist that in over a year’s time she would be one of their top tier Dommes, she would have laughed in their face. She had no idea what an eye-opening experience those two weeks would be for her. The first surprising thing she learned was that Red Dahlia’s members were some of the most prominent people in New York. Celebrities, politicians, CEOs of Fortune 500 companies, and wealthy socialites. She had also learned that there was a Red Dahlia in both Paris and London where it was rumored some of the Royal family frequented. All members had free access to any of the other social clubs.

			Her second surprise was getting to know Afrodite and the hosts. Other than Hyacinth, whose heartbreaking story of being thrown out of their home at fourteen when they came out to their parents and had been homeless for most of their teen years, they all had fairly well-adjusted childhoods. There was no abuse or emotional trauma that led her fellow hosts to a life of fetish sex work. They found something they enjoyed and chose to make money doing it. That was her next realization. Being a sex worker didn’t always mean you had to have sex. There were clubs that did provide such services
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