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Chapter 1: The Last Stage






The bass pounded from the cheap speakers, shaking the dust in every corner of the Red Velvet Lounge. Marie waited backstage, holding the old curtain as she looked out at the afternoon crowd. Only three men sat at the bar. None of them looked at the stage.

Her stomach twisted into a familiar knot.

"You're up in two," Danny said, brushing past her with a tray of empty glasses. The bartender didn't look at her either. Nobody did anymore.

Marie saw herself in the dirty mirror by the curtain. Forty years old, she thought. When did that happen? The stage lights would cover some things, like the lines around her eyes and the softer body she had now. But they couldn't hide it all. The men who showed up at two on a Tuesday weren't there for a show. They just wanted cheap beer and a place to wait before work.

She fixed the straps on her outfit and winced as her shoulder ached. The arthritis was getting worse. Some mornings, lifting her arms was almost impossible. Dancing, if it could still be called that, hurt now. Every spin, dip, and climb up the pole sent sharp pains through her joints.

"Honey." The voice startled her. Rick, the owner, stood too close, his cologne so strong it made her eyes sting. "You know the deal. Afternoon shift or nothing."

"I know." She kept her voice steady. She'd had this conversation before.

"Good." He patted her shoulder, and she had to stop herself from pulling away. "I've got three girls who would do anything for a regular shift, even this one."

Regular. The word almost made her laugh. She worked Tuesday through Thursday afternoons, the deadest shifts in the place. The weekend nights went to the young ones—Amber with her blonde extensions, Crystal who could still do a split without her knees cracking. Marie got the afternoon drunks and the occasional lonely trucker.

The music changed to a generic pop song with a heavy beat. That was her signal.

Marie walked onto the stage, her heels tapping on the worn wood. The spotlight shone on her face, and she smiled. Smiling was automatic now, just another part of her routine. She had done this for twenty-two years. The smile was easy, even when nothing else was.

She began to move, letting her body remember the steps. Her hips swayed, her hands moved along her sides, and her feet took her across the stage. One man at the bar looked up, then went back to his phone. The other two didn't look at all.

This is my life, she thought, spinning around the pole with practiced ease despite the ache in her shoulder. This is what I chose.

But she hadn't really chosen it, had she? At eighteen, just out of high school and desperate to escape her mother's boyfriend, a man at a bus station told her about the club. "You got the looks for it," he'd said, his eyes making her uncomfortable. "You could make real money. Save up, go to college, whatever you want."

She'd believed him. God, she'd been so stupid.

The song ended, and Marie struck her final pose, one arm extended, her body curved in a way that used to drive men crazy. Now, it just made her back hurt. One of the men at the bar dropped a dollar on the counter and walked out. She watched him go, her arm still raised like a fool.

"Thank you," she said to the empty room, her voice echoing against the dusty velvet walls.

The remaining two men didn't respond.

Backstage, Marie counted her tips. Eight dollars. She had danced for fifteen minutes and made eight dollars. The math was harsh. At this rate, she would need to dance five hours just to make a dent in her minimum mortgage payment. But her shift was only four hours.

She pulled on her jeans and sweatshirt, the comfortable clothes a relief after the tight costume. Her phone buzzed in her purse—probably another automated message from the bank. She'd gotten three this week already, each one more urgent than the last. Past due. Payment required. Action will be taken.

The small bungalow she bought five years ago had felt like a win. It was her own place, something just for her. The mortgage broker had been friendly and encouraging. "You'll have it paid off in no time," he'd promised. But that was before her evening shifts disappeared, before Rick put her on afternoons, and before arthritis made every move hard.

Now, foreclosure hung over her, always there.

"Hey." Crystal appeared in the doorway, all twenty-three years of her glowing with the energy Marie couldn't remember having. "You okay?"

"Fine." Marie gave her another forced smile. "Just tired."

"Rick wants you to work the floor." Crystal's face showed something like sympathy. "He said the stage isn't bringing in enough."

Working the floor. That meant approaching the customers directly, trying to convince them to buy private dances. It meant more rejection, more humiliation, more reminders that she was past her prime in a business that worshipped youth above everything else.

"Sure," Marie said. What else could she say?

She walked back to the main floor, her eyes getting used to the dim light. A new customer sat in a booth along the wall. Marie went over, her hips moving out of habit, even though she wanted to leave.

"Hi there," she said, sitting across from him. "Can I get you anything?"

The man looked up from his phone. He was younger than her, maybe early thirties, with exhausted eyes and a wedding ring that caught the light. "Just a beer."

"I meant company." The words sounded practiced and smooth. She had said them a thousand times. "Private dance, maybe?"

He looked over her face, and she saw him decide. Too old. Not interested. "No thanks," he said, already looking back at his phone.

Marie stood up, feeling the sting of rejection. It didn't hurt as much as before. The worst part was how normal it felt now.

She went back to the backstage area. Her shift was finally over. Four hours, sixty-three dollars in tips. It wasn't enough. It never was.

As she packed up her things, her phone rang. Unknown number. Probably a debt collector. She almost ignored it, but swiped the green button anyway.

"Is this Marie Thompson?" a woman's voice asked.

"Yes." Marie braced herself for the collection speech.

"Ms. Thompson, this is Janet Whitfield from the law offices of Brennan and Associates. I'm calling regarding the estate of Margaret Caldwell. Are you related to Mrs. Caldwell?"

Marie's mind went blank. Margaret Caldwell. The name sounded familiar, like something from a dream. "I... I don't know. Maybe? I think that was my grandmother's sister?"

"That's correct. I have some information to discuss with you regarding her estate. Would you be available to meet tomorrow?"

"Tomorrow?" Marie's heart started to race. "What kind of information?"

"I'd prefer to discuss it in person, Ms. Thompson. Would ten o'clock work for you?"

Marie looked around the dingy backstage area, at the costume she had just worn for the last time without realizing it, and at the life she had built out of desperation.

"Yes," she said. "Ten o'clock works fine."








