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Chapter 1

Survival Mode
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The tuition bill sat open on Simone’s laptop like a quiet threat.

Eleven thousand dollars.

The number didn’t blink. Didn’t soften. Didn’t care that Simone had already done everything right. Scholarships. Honor roll. Letters of recommendation that called her driven and exceptional. None of that mattered when the balance stared back at her in bold black font.

The ceiling fan in her Xavier University dorm room clicked unevenly, chopping the air like it was irritated with her thoughts. Outside, someone laughed too loudly. Somewhere down the hall, music thumped through thin walls. Campus life moved forward effortlessly, while Simone stayed stuck between tuition deadlines and bank balances.

Her scholarship covered four thousand dollars a semester.

Tuition was eleven thousand. The math never changed.

Her parents said that they’d pay the difference this semester. She knew what that really meant; groceries stretched thinner, bills rearranged, sacrifices made quietly so she wouldn’t feel guilty enough to quit. But guilt found her anyway, settling heavy in her chest.

Her phone buzzed earlier that week.

“We don’t know if we can do this again next semester, baby.” No yelling. No pressure. Just truth.

Simone closed the laptop and leaned back on her bed, eyes tracing the hairline cracks in the ceiling she’d memorized over the semester. Xavier demanded excellence. Poise. Presentation. Be polished. Be proud. Be resilient.

No one talked about how exhausting it was to struggle with dignity. To dress like you weren’t counting dollars. To speak like you weren’t terrified of falling behind. To act like opportunity didn’t come with a price tag.

That morning, an email from the Financial Aid office had arrived with a neutral subject line: “Your Remaining Balance Action Required.” The message was less neutral: Your current balance of $7,000 is now overdue. Please remit payment by August 15 or your enrollment status will be reviewed and classes will be dropped. Reviewed. Administrator language for you might not be allowed back.

She rolled onto her side and reached for the blunt tucked in her nightstand drawer.

Five minutes, she told herself. Just five minutes without pressure. She took the elevator downstairs to go outside for a smoke break.

The side stoop of St. Katherine’s dorm was slick with humidity, the air thick and buzzing. Simone stepped outside and froze.

Someone was already there.

Sitting sideways on the concrete steps like she owned them. Thick thighs crossed casually. Braids pulled back. Nails long and loud, face louder. She held a blunt between her fingers like it was an extension of her hand. Stormy looked up, eyes sharp and amused. “You good, or you nervous?”

Simone laughed before she could stop herself. “Both.”

Stormy scooted over. “Then come sit.”

They smoked in companionable silence, the kind that didn’t feel awkward, just unforced. Finally, Stormy spoke.

“I’m Stormy. From Vegas.”

“Simone. New Orleans, 9th ward.”

Stormy’s eyebrows lifted. She nodded toward Simone’s blunt. “What’s your major?”

“Psychology. Pre-med.” Simone said.

“Cool.” “I’m majoring in Biology. I’m pre-med too.” She leaned in, lowering her voice. “This that exotic weed. I brought it on the plane from Vegas.”

Simone stared at her. “You did what?”

Stormy shrugged. “God protects the bold.”

“God protects fools too, What if you would’ve gotten caught? Simone said with wide eyes.

Something about her confidence, reckless but intentional, made Simone feel lighter. Like fear didn’t have to be the default setting.

They talked until the blunt burned down and mosquitoes swarmed. When Simone finally went back inside, her chest felt looser than it had in weeks.

Simone later learned that Stormy’s confidence wasn’t performed. It was inherited. She was the oldest of four, raised by a mother who’d had her young but never made her apologize for taking up space. Her siblings had learned to follow her lead because she’d always looked out for them, that protective instinct came naturally. And Vegas had taught her the rest. Growing up there, you watched women trade on timing and knowledge and calculation. You saw what leverage looked like when it was wielded deliberately. Stormy understood the landscape. That understanding became a kind of armor.

Later that day, Simone spotted Stormy again in the Caf, the on-campus cafeteria. Stormy sat alone, tray pushed aside, scanning the room like she was choosing her next move.

She locked eyes with Simone and waved her over. “Sit with me.”

That was it.

From then on, they were inseparable.

Stormy didn’t do judgment. She did strategy. When Simone spiraled about money, Stormy asked questions. When Simone felt small, Stormy reminded her she wasn’t. When Simone talked about Xavier like it was a mountain she had to climb alone, Stormy reframed it.

“You’re not failing,” she’d say. “You just underfunded.”

Stormy became her emotional anchor steady, fearless, unapologetic.

And for the first time since getting that acceptance letter, Simone allowed herself to imagine something more than survival.

She imagined options.

Not just surviving Xavier. But beating it.

Stormy came from a city where money talked first and feelings caught up later.

Las Vegas taught her early that cash wasn’t dirty. It bought options. That freedom had a price tag, and if you figured out how to pay it early, you didn’t spend the rest of your life begging for permission. She moved through the world like someone who already knew the exit routes.

Stormy was beautiful in a way that demanded attention without asking for it. Thick and curvy with big breasts and a soft, flat stomach. A nice, phat booty that turned heads before she even spoke. Her skin was brown and warm, her eyes a light honeyed brown that stayed sharp even when she laughed. She wore her hair in neat braids, always pulled back just enough to show her face. Nothing about her was accidental.

Simone noticed how people looked at Stormy but more importantly, she noticed how Stormy looked back.

Money equals freedom, Stormy believed. Not happiness. Not love. Freedom.

That weekend, Stormy decided they were going out. “Rock-a-fella 2.5,” she said, already digging through her closet. “Gert Town’s, hood rich paradise.” Simone hesitated, then nodded. She needed a night where tuition and bills didn’t exist.

Simone was beautiful too, just different. Light complected from her Creole roots, long black hair falling down her back like silk. Dark brown eyes she softened with grey contact lenses, an exotic touch she pretended didn’t matter, even though she knew it did. Men noticed. Women noticed too.

When they walked into Rock-a-fella 2.5, heads turned immediately. The club swallowed them whole.

Cheeky Blakk’s “Let Me Get That Out Cha” blasted through the speakers, the bass vibrating the floor beneath their feet. The room smelled like liquor, sweat, and money.

Stormy met a man at the bar within five minutes. Next thing Simone knew, two drinks were being slid across the counter. “See?” Stormy said, leaning close. “Efficiency” she said, smirking.

The men kept coming. Compliments. Drinks. Smiles thick with interest. Simone felt eyes on her from every angle, admiration heavy and unapologetic. For once, she didn’t shrink under it.

They leaned against the bar, watching the room move.

Men watched women dance and move and then calculated what they’d pay for attention. The women were dancing and calculating what attention would bring. Stormy understood the math instantly. She angled her body toward interested men with surgical precision, laughed at jokes, accepted drinks, and somehow kept all of them at the exact same distance close enough to feel like possibility, far enough to never be a guarantee. Simone watched her work the bar with the efficiency of someone doing inventory. This wasn’t about wanting them. It was about knowing exactly what they wanted and delivering the impression of it.

“I had friends back in Vegas who started stripping,” Stormy said casually, sipping her drink. “They used to tell me how much money they made. Thousands a night.” Simone choked on her drink. “Thousands?” Stormy nodded. “Shit, some of ’em even selling pussy on the Strip since it’s legal out there.” Simone laughed, loud and sharp. “Well, I ain’t doin that.” Stormy smirked. “Didn’t say you had to. I’m just saying stripping ain’t shame. It’s leverage.”

That word sat between them: leverage.

The DJ switched the tempo, and soon the club belonged to bounce. DJ Jubilee. Big Freedia. Katey Red. When “Back That Azz Up” came on, the whole room moved as one body. Simone danced like she hadn’t in months, sweat slicking her skin, stress finally loosening its grip. Stormy danced beside her, fearless, unapologetic, protective even in joy.

They danced the night away, laughter cutting through the bass, eyes always finding each other across the floor. When it was time to leave, they left together.

Stormy walked Simone back to the dorms. No shortcuts. No strangers tagging along.

“Text me when you’re inside,” Stormy said.

Simone did.

That night, lying in her bed, Simone replayed the word again.

Leverage.

The word had weight. It meant Stormy wasn’t calling her a victim. Wasn’t patting her head. Wasn’t offering sympathy. She was offering a transaction; trade your time, your body, your performance, for cash that bought back agency. For tuition paid. For breathing room. Simone had been trained her whole life to think of leverage as something men held. Stormy was suggesting it could be hers. That was a different thing entirely. That was dangerous.

Stormy wasn’t planting ideas recklessly. She was planting options.
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Chapter 2

Control
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Simone didn’t tell anyone at first. Not her parents. Not her classmates. Not even Stormy, at least not right away. The decision came quietly, the way serious ones always did, sliding into her thoughts while she folded laundry or walked across campus pretending her future wasn’t balanced on a thin wire.  

This wasn’t desperation. It was business.  

New Orleans had its secrets, and Simone learned quickly that the right ones didn’t announce themselves with neon lights or chaos. The clubs Stormy talked about, the ones that mattered, were discreet. High end. Quiet enough that money moved without spectacle.  

Simone started with auditions.  

The Penthouse was first.  

She researched first. Spent three nights scrolling through forums, reading reviews written in careful code. Girls talked about management, about which clubs had cameras in the right places, about which bouncers actually intervened when hands wandered too far. She made a list. Ranked them. Crossed out the ones on Bourbon Street immediately too chaotic, too many tourists, too much unpredictability.  

She drove there on a Tuesday afternoon when the sun still hung high and the building looked almost corporate. The exterior gave nothing away, tinted windows, a discreet sign that could’ve belonged to a law office. Inside, the air smelled expensive. Not perfume, not sweat, but something engineered. Leather and wood polish and something faintly citrus, like the space was cleaned between every shift.  

The lighting was low but warm, not the harsh red she’d expected. Everything felt deliberate. The furniture plush booths in charcoal gray, tables with actual candles, a bar that gleamed like it had been hand-polished that morning. No sticky floors. No torn upholstery. No desperation clinging to the walls.  

Simone counted the faces. Two Black girls, both confident, both unbothered. One leaned against the bar talking to the bartender like they were old friends. The other sat in a booth scrolling through her phone, legs crossed, expression bored in a way that suggested control. That alone steadied Simone’s pulse.  

The manager was a woman. Mid-forties, sharp blazer, hair pulled back tight. She didn’t smile when Simone introduced herself, but she didn’t dismiss her either. She looked Simone over the way someone appraises furniture assessing quality, durability, whether it would fit the room.  

“You danced before?” the manager asked.  

“Not professionally,” Simone said.  

“Good. Means you don’t have bad habits to unlearn.”  

The manager gestured toward a small stage in the corner. No spotlight. Just ambient light and a pole that looked recently installed, still gleaming.  

“Pick your song. Two minutes. Show me what you’ve got.”  

Simone’s hands trembled as she scrolled through her phone. She’d prepared a playlist, but now every song felt wrong. Too aggressive. Too soft. Too obvious.  

She chose Gwen Stefani’s “Luxurious.”  

The choice wasn’t accidental. It was smooth, confident, aspirational. The kind of song that suggested she already belonged in rooms like this.  

When the music started, Simone felt her body hesitate. Her mind screamed calculations. Is this right? Am I doing this? What if I’m terrible? but her body remembered rhythm. She moved slow. Intentional. Letting the beat carry her instead of chasing it. She didn’t rush, didn’t beg for attention. She imagined the tuition bill dissolving with each count, the number shrinking as she breathed.  

She kept her eyes soft but direct. Not pleading. Not performing desperation. Just present.  

When the song ended, the manager nodded once.  

“We’ll be in touch.”  

Simone’s heart hammered as she walked out, but she kept her face neutral. She sat in her car for ten minutes before starting the engine, hands still shaking, adrenaline making her skin feel too tight.  

She drove to the French Quarter next, more to prove to herself she had options than because she wanted them.  

Rick’s Cabaret sat on Bourbon Street, and the difference was immediate. Louder. Brighter. The bass thumped through the walls before she even opened the door. Inside, it smelled like beer and cologne and something sharper sweat, maybe, or anxiety.  

The lighting was harsher here. Red and blue strobes that made everyone look slightly unreal. The stage was bigger, more theatrical, and the girls moved with a different energy more performance, more spectacle.  

Simone scanned the floor. No Black girls this time. The absence sat heavy in her chest, but she didn’t let it show.  

The manager here was a man. Older, tired eyes, shirt unbuttoned one button too many. He looked her over differently than the woman at The Penthouse had less appraisal, more appetite.  

“You got a song?”  

She chose Cassie’s “Me & U.”  

Safe. Smooth. Controlled. She moved through it mechanically, her body going through motions while her mind cataloged exits, camera placements, how far the bar was from the stage.  

When it was over, he nodded. “Yeah, you’re good. When can you start?”  

Both clubs wanted her, but the choice was easy.  

She chose The Penthouse.  

CBD location. Cleaner clientele. No French Quarter chaos. No tourists stumbling in drunk and loud, no bachelorette parties shrieking for attention. She wanted structure. Predictability. Control.  

When she finally told Stormy, Stormy didn’t celebrate.  

She coached.  

They sat on Simone’s bed, notebooks open like they were planning a business launch. Stormy’s voice was flat, factual, the way someone explains how to change a tire or file taxes.  

“Lap dances are twenty-five,” Stormy said. “You charging forty.”  

Simone blinked. “They won’t say anything?”  

Stormy shrugged. “They’ll pay. And if they don’t, that ain’t your customer.”  

She ticked rules off on her fingers, each one landing with the weight of experience.  

“No more than two drinks.”  

“Never leave your drink alone. Ever.”  

“And if you do?” Stormy’s eyes sharpened. “Don’t drink it. Make one of them niggas buy you a new one.”  

Simone laughed nervously.  

“I’m serious,” Stormy said. “You don’t wanna get drugged and raped.”  

Her words landed hard, cutting through any remaining fantasy Simone had been holding.  

“Never leave with any of them niggas from the club. Ever.”  

She leaned closer. “Get your money. Leave.”  

Then, quieter: “And don’t trust none of them bitches in there. You’ve seen Players Club.”  

Simone nodded. She had.  

Opening night felt surreal.  

Simone arrived early, before the club filled, when the space still felt like a theater before curtain call. She changed in the dressing room a surprisingly clean space with good lighting and lockers that actually locked. The other girls moved around her with practiced efficiency, applying makeup, adjusting outfits, stretching like athletes before a game.  

No one spoke to her directly, but no one was hostile either. Just neutral. Assessing.  

When the doors opened and the first clients arrived, Simone felt her nervous system spike. Her hands went cold. Her breathing shallow. But she forced herself to move, to walk the floor the way she’d practiced in her apartment shoulders back, chin level, eyes scanning without desperation.  

The Penthouse hummed instead of roared. Men spoke in low voices. Money moved discreetly, folded into palms, passed without flourish. The music was sensual but not overwhelming R&B, some neo-soul, nothing that demanded you lose yourself.  

Simone slipped into her role like it had been waiting for her all along.  

The first man who approached her was older, well-dressed, wedding ring visible. He didn’t grab. Didn’t leer. Just asked, politely, “How much for your time?”  

“Forty,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt.  

He smiled. “That’s more than most.”  

“I’m not like most,” she replied.  

He paid.  

That first dance, Simone felt her body move on autopilot while her mind cataloged everything his hands stayed where they should, his breathing stayed even, his eyes stayed respectful. When the song ended, he thanked her, tipped an extra twenty, and walked away.  

She stood there for a moment, bills in her hand, heart pounding.  

She’d done it.  

Some men hesitated when she named her price. Others smiled and paid without blinking. She learned quickly how to read the difference the ones who hesitated but paid were testing boundaries, the ones who smiled were used to paying for quality.  

For the first time, Simone felt it, the shift.  

Attention wasn’t something happening to her. She was directing it.  

She counted drinks. Watched hands. Watched exits. Stormy’s voice lived in her head like a manual, each rule a guardrail keeping her safe.

By the end of the night, Simone sat in her car in the parking lot and counted her cash twice. Then a third time. Her hands shook, not from fear, but from power.

One thousand eight hundred and sixty dollars.

In one night.

Her hands steadied. Completely. Like they knew something her mind was still catching up to.

She thought about the tuition bill. About the anxiety that had lived in her chest for months. About the way she’d been calculating and recalculating, trying to make impossible math work.

This wasn’t shame.

This was eighteen hundred and sixty dollars earned in a single night by virtue of her own decisions. By saying no. By holding a boundary and watching men accept it without argument.

And for the first time since enrolling at Xavier, Simone didn’t feel like she was barely holding on. Her breath came easy now. Her shoulders sat lower. The weight that had lived in her chest for months lifted enough for her to feel the lightness of air moving in and out.
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Chapter 3

The Rules
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Simone learned quickly that the club had two sets of rules. The ones posted. And the ones that mattered.  

The posted rules were clean and laminated, taped behind the bar where everyone could pretend they were enough. Smile. Be respectful. No drugs. No prostitution. Management loved order. Loved pretending control lived on paper.  

The real rules lived in glances, pauses, and who got called back to the floor.  

Simone worked three nights her first week. Thursday, Friday, Saturday. The rhythm of each night was different, she discovered. Thursday brought the regulars men who knew the dancers by name, who had preferences, who tipped consistently but never extravagantly. They were comfortable. Predictable. The kind who wanted conversation as much as they wanted the dance.  

Friday was louder. More energy. Men came in groups, celebrating something or avoiding something. The music shifted more Usher, more Ciara, more bass that made the floor vibrate. Money moved faster on Fridays, but so did hands. Simone watched how the other girls navigated it, how they redirected without confrontation, how they smiled while creating distance.  

Saturday was performance. The club filled early and stayed full. The lighting felt more theatrical, the DJ more aggressive with transitions. Men came with expectations on Saturdays, wallets open, egos louder. This was when the top earners worked the room like generals, strategic and unbothered.  

Simone studied them.  

Two dancers in particular caught her attention: Imani and Essence.  

Imani was tall, dark-skinned, with locs that fell past her shoulders and moved like water when she walked. She didn’t hustle. Didn’t circle the floor looking for eye contact. She positioned herself near the bar, visible but not available, and men came to her. Simone watched how she tilted her head when they spoke, how she touched their forearms lightly, how she named her price without apology and walked away if they hesitated.  

Essence was shorter, lighter-skinned, with a dancer’s build and a smile that looked genuine until you watched her eyes. She worked differently than Imani more mobile, more conversational, but just as calculated. She remembered names. Asked about jobs, families, hobbies. Made men feel seen. And they paid for that feeling over and over.  

Neither of them acknowledged Simone directly at first, but she felt them watching. Assessing whether she’d last, whether she’d be competition, whether she understood the unspoken hierarchy.  

On her third night, Simone made her first mistake.  

She’d just finished a dance with a regular a man in his fifties who tipped well and kept his hands respectful when another girl approached her near the dressing room. White, blonde, early twenties, with the kind of body that looked engineered. Her stage name was Kiki.  

“You’re new,” Kiki said. Not a question.  

“Yeah,” Simone replied.  

“You’re charging forty for lap dances?”  

Simone’s pulse ticked up, but she kept her face neutral. “Yeah.”  

Kiki smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “That’s bold. Most of us start at twenty-five. Work our way up.”  

“I’m not most people,” Simone said, echoing what she’d told her first client.  

Kiki’s smile tightened. “No. You’re not.”  

She walked away, but Simone felt the shift. She’d made herself visible. Not just to clients, but to the other dancers. And visibility, she was learning, came with consequences.  

The next night, Simone noticed small things. Kiki positioning herself near men Simone had been talking to. Kiki laughing louder, touching more, undercutting Simone’s price when asked. It wasn’t overt enough to complain about, but it was deliberate.  

Simone didn’t react. She remembered Stormy’s voice: Don’t trust none of them bitches in there.  

Instead, she adjusted. She started working different sections of the floor. She paid attention to timing when Kiki took her breaks, when she was occupied in the champagne room. She learned to read the room faster, to identify which men were Kiki’s type and which ones weren’t.  

And she kept her price at forty.  

One night, a man in his early sixties approached Simone near the bar. Expensive suit, Rolex, the kind of confidence that came from never being told no. He didn’t ask her price. Just gestured toward the champagne room like it was already decided.  

“Forty,” Simone said.  

He laughed. “I’ll give you sixty if you make it worth my time.”  

Something in his tone made her pause. Not the offer, the expectation beneath it.  

“Sixty for a dance,” she clarified.  

“Sure,” he said, but his smile suggested he thought they were negotiating something else.  

Simone felt Stormy’s rules activate in her mind like an alarm system. She glanced toward the bar, clocking the security guard’s position. Then she smiled politely.  

“I appreciate the offer, but I’m good.”  

His expression shifted. Not angry. Surprised. Like he wasn’t used to women turning down more money.  

“You sure?” he asked.  

“Positive.”  

He studied her for a moment, then shrugged and walked toward another dancer. Simone watched him go, adrenaline still humming under her skin.  

She’d read it right. He wasn’t offering sixty for a better dance. He was offering sixty to test boundaries.  

Later that night, Imani appeared beside her at the bar.  

“You handled that well,” she said quietly.  

Simone looked at her, surprised. It was the first time Imani had spoken to her directly.  

“Thanks.”  

Imani ordered a water, then glanced at Simone. “He does that every few months. Comes in, flashes money, sees who bites.”  

“What happens if they do?”  

“Depends on the girl,” Imani said. “Some think they’re getting a big tip. Some know exactly what they’re agreeing to.” She paused. “Either way, it never ends well.”  

Simone absorbed that. “How’d you know to avoid him?”  

“I didn’t. Not the first time.” Imani’s voice was flat, factual. “But I learned.”  

She walked away before Simone could respond, but the message was clear: You’re being watched. And you’re doing okay.  

That validation mattered more than Simone expected.  

By the end of her second week, Simone’s body had adjusted to the rhythm. Her feet stopped aching. Her smile felt less forced. She learned how to pace herself when to work the floor aggressively, when to take a break, when to let men come to her instead of chasing them.  

She learned the economics too. The club took a cut of everything house fees, drink minimums, tipping out the DJ. The real money wasn’t in volume. It was in efficiency. Forty dollars for three minutes of work was better than twenty-five dollars for the same time. And the men who paid forty rarely caused problems.  

She started recognizing patterns. Thursday regulars who came in at 8 p.m. and left by 10. Friday groups who stayed late and tipped in rounds. Saturday high-rollers who wanted exclusivity, who’d pay for multiple dances back to back if you made them feel special.  

Simone also learned how the other dancers calculated. She watched Essence work a table of four men, rotating between them, making each one feel like her favorite, walking away with two hundred dollars in thirty minutes. She watched Imani turn down three clients in a row, then accept the fourth and disappear into the champagne room for an hour, emerging with five hundred cash.  

It wasn’t just about beauty. It was about strategy.  

One night, Essence sat beside Simone in the dressing room during a slow hour.  

“You’re doing good,” Essence said, reapplying lipstick in the mirror.  

“Thanks,” Simone replied.  

“You keep your price high. That’s smart.” Essence capped her lipstick. “A lot of girls think they’ll make more by charging less. But you just end up working harder for the same money.”  

“That’s what my friend told me,” Simone said.  

Essence smiled. “Your friend’s smart.”  

She stood, smoothing her outfit. Then she paused. “You watch people. I noticed that.”  

Simone didn’t deny it.  

“That’s good,” Essence continued. “Most girls just perform. But the ones who last? They calculate.”  

She walked out, leaving Simone with that word.  

Calculate.  

That night, Simone made nine hundred and forty dollars. She counted it twice in her car, hands steady now, heart calm.  

She thought about Essence’s words. About Imani’s quiet validation. About how she’d turned down the older man’s sixty-dollar offer without hesitation.  

She wasn’t just surviving anymore.  

She was learning.  

And more than that she was beginning to understand that power in this space wasn’t about being the most beautiful or the most available.  

It was about being the most deliberate.  

Simone started her car and drove home, Stormy’s rules still playing in her head like a soundtrack, but now they felt less like warnings and more like tools.  

She wasn’t afraid of the club anymore.  

She was studying it.  

And that shift from reactive to strategic changed everything.  

She kept Stormy’s voice in her head like scripture.  

Count your drinks.  

Watch hands.  

Set your price and don’t apologize.  

The Penthouse stayed calm even when it was full. Suits instead of jerseys. Voices low, money folded instead of flashed. Simone learned where to stand so she was visible but not desperate, how to let eye contact linger just long enough to invite, then pull back.  

Men approached her carefully at first, like they weren’t sure what she’d cost.  

“Forty,” she’d say, soft but firm.  

Some tried to laugh it down. “That’s high.”  

She smiled. “Then I’m not for you.”  

More often than not, they paid.  

That part surprised her.  

Power settled into her body slowly, like something stretching awake after a long sleep. She felt it when she walked to the champagne room with cash already in hand. Felt it when she ended dances on her time, not theirs. Felt it when she turned down drinks without explanation.  

Two drinks. Never more.  

She watched another girl white, blonde, already on her fourth, get sloppy with a customer who didn’t take his hands back when asked. Simone clocked the security’s delayed response. Filed it away.  

The first complication came from a dancer named Kiki.  

Kiki had been there a while. She wore her comfort like armor and watched Simone with narrowed eyes that didn’t blink when Simone passed.  

“You new girls always think you special,” Kiki said one night at the mirror, applying lip gloss like punctuation. “Just don’t fuck up the money.”  

Simone met her gaze in the reflection. “I’m not here to fuck up anything.”  

Kiki smirked. “We’ll see.”  

Stormy had warned her.  

Don’t trust none of them bitches.  

Simone stayed polite. Stayed quiet. Stayed observant.  

She learned which bartenders poured heavy and which ones counted tips like grudges. Learned which managers watched dancers and which watched money. Learned that the two other Black girls Imani and Essence moved like sisters without saying it out loud.  

Imani showed her how to reroute a conversation before it turned uncomfortable.  

Essence showed her where to sit when she needed a break without looking idle.  

Those were the rules that mattered. 

By the end of her second week, Simone stopped shaking when she counted her cash. 

She started planning. 

Tuition. Rent. Books. For the first time, the numbers didn’t mock her. 

One night, a man lingered too long after a dance. Older. Expensive watch. Smile that assumed compliance. 

“Let’s go somewhere quieter,” he said. 

Simone stepped back. “I don’t leave with customers.” 

He laughed. “Everybody got a price.” 

She thought of Stormy. Of boundaries. Of control. “Not me,” she said. 

Security appeared quicker than she expected. The man left annoyed. 

Simone’s knees buckled once she was alone, adrenaline rushing through her like cold water. She sat in her car afterward and breathed until her hands steadied. 

Power wasn’t loud. It was choosing yourself when no one was clapping. 

When she got back to the dorms, Stormy was waiting. 

“Well?” Stormy asked. 

Simone smiled. “I’m learning the rules.” 

Stormy nodded. “Good. Just remember they’ll test you every time you level up.” 

Simone lay in bed later, replaying the night. The looks. The money. The moment she said no and meant it. 

She wasn’t naive anymore. She was becoming deliberate. And that felt dangerous in the best way. 
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Chapter 4

Compartmentalized
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Malcolm Delacroix learned early that survival wasn’t about honesty. It was about separation. 

His house in Old Metairie was quiet in the way money liked to be thick walls, curated art, a soundproof calm that swallowed emotion before it had a chance to echo. The neighborhood itself was a statement: old money, established families, streets lined with oaks that had witnessed generations of careful marriages and calculated alliances. 

His wife, Celeste Mercadel Delacroix, slept down the hall, the door closed out of habit more than hostility. 

They hadn’t shared a bedroom in four years. 

The separation had been mutual, discussed over breakfast like a business decision. No tears. No accusations. Just an acknowledgment that proximity without intimacy was exhausting, and separate rooms offered the dignity of privacy. They still appeared together at functions her hand resting lightly on his arm, his smile easy and practiced. They still consulted each other on household matters, on calendar conflicts, on which invitations required both their presences. 

The Mercadel name carried weight in New Orleans old roots, quiet influence, generational respectability. Celeste’s family had been part of the city’s fabric since before the Civil War, their wealth built on shipping and real estate, their reputation maintained through strategic philanthropy and careful marriages. When Malcolm married into that legacy, he understood what he was acquiring: access, legitimacy, a surname that opened doors his own accomplishments alone never could. 

Their marriage worked. 

That was the problem. 

It was political. Strategic. A merger
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