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PROLOGUE
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Matt

AVA CALLS FOR THE NINTH time. I should have listened to Chris when he told me to get out while I still could.

I turn off my phone and look back at the women on the pole. Ava’s not bad, but she’s not the best person I’ve ever met. It was fun at first, but then the fame went to her head. I’m a simple guy; I hate the spotlight.

I scan the room, trying to decide which of the women will give me a dance. Just a dance.

My gaze drifts until it lands on a girl. She’s watching the women on the pole with a kind of curiosity, like she wants to learn how it’s done. She’s Black, with straight black hair tied in a ponytail, a little on the short side, and she’s not dressed like the dancers. I finish the vodka in my glass and start walking toward her.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Franklin, the owner, blocks my path.

“I want that one over there.” I point to the girl, who’s still watching the others.

“She’s off the menu. For now.”

“What’s the problem?” I look at him.

“Her family kicked her out, problems with rebellion. She’s here to work, but she doesn’t quite get how it’s done yet. She’s learning, for our grand debut. She’s untouched,” he says in a whisper. “She’ll be worth a lot.”

I look at the girl again. She hasn’t taken her eyes off the stage. She really does want to learn how to dance on that thing.

“I’ll pay to be the first.”

“Got a virgin fetish?”

“No. I’m just interested in the girl, that’s all.” And it’s not a lie.

“A lot of guys would pay a fortune just to touch her...”

I take off my watch and hand it to him.

“I think this should cover it,” I say quickly.

“Of course it covers it.” He examines the watch closely. “How do I let you know the day?”

“You’ll call me.”

He hands me his phone and I type in my number. I take one last look at the girl. An older woman is talking to her now, but she still hasn’t looked away from the pole.

“In about five months, Samira will be yours.” Franklin extends his hand toward me. “Don’t worry, Samira will be ready for you.”

​
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CHAPTER 1
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Camille

Two Weeks Later

“GOOD MORNING, MY DEAR,” Cássia greets me as she enters the room. “Today’s the big day.”

“Only for you,” I shoot back. “If it were up to me, this day would never have come.”

“Don’t say that. It won’t be so bad.”

“Won’t it? I’m going to prostitute myself like my mother.”

“Unfortunately, I can’t do anything about it,” her voice is soft, almost as if she likes me. “I tried talking to Franklin, but he won’t change his mind.”

Franklin is the owner of the Red House. He’s the one who bought me from my parents. Franklin says I’m very beautiful, that my body and face draw attention, that he couldn’t wait to make money off me.

“I swear I argued,” Cássia continues. “But it was impossible. He believes every man will go crazy for you.”

Cássia is the most experienced woman here, the only one allowed to speak directly to Franklin. Sometimes I like her, because she treats me well, but she’s like Franklin... So I don’t know if her kindness is real.

“Why did you become a prostitute?” I ask.

“My mother was already in the business. I didn’t see another way out,” she shrugs. “It’s not so bad.”

“Where’s Christian?”

“Don’t worry, he’s in my room watching cartoons.”

Christian is my brother, he’s younger than me. We’re very different; while I’m Black, he’s white with blue eyes. My mother sold me along with Christian. I don’t know why Christian was bought, I still haven’t found the answer... And I’m terrified of the truth.

“Today we’ll have a beauty day,” Cássia picks up a bag from the floor. When she opens it... my stomach starts to churn. “Here are some lingerie sets for you to try on.”

“Why do I have to wear this?” I pick up a tiny pink thong. It’s just a string in the back and the front is super sheer.

“This is your uniform from now on,” Cássia picks up another thong, this one white, but the same style as the other. “Put this one on, it gives off a good-girl vibe but is sexy at the same time.” She picks up a bra the same color and with the same transparency. “Perfect for your skin tone.”

“And my clothes?” I clutch the thong and bra in my hand, angry that there’s no way out. “I won’t just be in lingerie.”

“This dress here.”

She hands me a dress, but I know it won’t cover anything, because it’s very open in the front.

“This doesn’t cover me, I’ll be naked...”

“Look, you need to understand something,” she holds my shoulders. “This is your new life. Your parents sold you, Franklin bought you, I tried to change his mind, but he wouldn’t listen to me. This is your job now, it needs to be done. Begging me won’t help at all, because I don’t run anything here, I just obey, like you need to start doing.”

I hold back my tears.

How I wish this weren’t real. Maybe it would be better to be in that house getting beaten than here, being like all these women. The best part is, the money won’t be mine.

“Kendra will be here soon for waxing, makeup, hair, and nails,” the way Cássia speaks... She doesn’t care about me, I don’t know why she keeps using that sweet voice. “All the men will want you. We have to make you even more beautiful than you already are.”

There’s no way to escape. The only thing I can do is accept my fate and hope it won’t be so bad.

[image: ]

I LOOK AT MYSELF IN the mirror. Cássia gave me another dress. It’s very short, but even so, I don’t look like the other women who work here.

“Where are you going?” Christian asks.

“I need to do something,” I reply without giving more information, mostly because I don’t even know how to talk about prostitution to a child. “I’ll be back later.”

“Why can’t I go?”

“The place isn’t for kids, and it’s very late.”

Christian doesn’t really know what happened. He’s aware we were sold, but he has no idea what we’ll do here.

“Now I need to go,” I kiss his forehead. “You know the drill, don’t open the door for anyone.”

We live in the same building as the Red House. The club is downstairs and the prostitutes’ rooms are upstairs. Christian can’t go down because there are guards who block people from passing. Only those who are allowed go down and up.

I take one last look at him, his eyes full of worry, not believing me. I kiss his forehead again and now I leave the room.

I pass the guards, who look at me in a strange way. I go down the stairs and Cássia is already waiting for me.

“I told you you’d look beautiful,” she makes me spin in front of her. “The men are going to love you. You can’t imagine how much we’re going to earn from this.”

‘How much we’re going to earn.’ I almost laugh at that.

But I don’t say anything, especially because Franklin, the boss, is approaching. His gaze travels over my body, from top to bottom, and his little smile forming. I even see him run his tongue over his lips.

I shudder.

“I made the right purchase,” Franklin crosses his arms, runs his tongue over his lips again. That lecherous look I know from movies, soap operas, and series... Actually, I only know things from TV and books. “You’ll be worth a lot, Samira. You’re a virgin. After you’re used, your value decreases. But if you know how to fuck well, you’ll always be worth more.”

His words make me nauseous. I know Franklin is right, the men will use me and I won’t be able to do anything. I’ve seen it the whole time I’ve been here.

“Is she ready for the show?” Franklin asks Cássia.

“The show isn’t a good idea,” Cássia replies. “She hasn’t learned, and I’m sure the clients won’t like it.”

“But today is her initiation, we agreed on this...”

“She’s not prepared for that,” Cássia says with such firmness it even surprises me. “If she goes out there, it’ll be a disaster.”

“Then make sure this whore circulates. She needs to be seen by the clients,” Franklin turns to leave, but then looks back at me. “Congratulations. Today you’re going to get a nice present. Or rather, you’re going to lose one.”

I try to control the tears that want to fall at all costs.

Franklin has already left.

“Stay calm,” Cássia tries to soothe me. “If you’re lucky, maybe they won’t even see you.”

“But one day, they will see me.”

“I got you out of the strip-tease that was supposed to happen today.”

“But I don’t know how to do it.”

“Because I didn’t teach you, but one day I or another woman will have to teach you,” she starts fiddling with my hair. “Now, keep to yourself and don’t look at anyone.”

“Okay.”

Very loud, frenetic music is playing. Several girls are dancing naked and the men are already all over them.

They spread their legs, go down to the floor, get on top of each other... The men throw money on them. Whenever I see how they expose themselves to these men, I get scared. It’s so explicit, right in front of a bunch of strangers.

I go to the bar in the corner of the room and stand there. I don’t look at anyone, I just stare at the floor.

I feel a strange sensation, as if someone is watching me. I try not to look, I do everything not to raise my head, but it’s stronger than me.

I look forward and see a man sitting on the sofa. He stares at me with a serious look.

I lower my head and keep looking at the floor. I silently pray that no one comes near me. If that happens, I’ll have my first time as a prostitute.

“Girl,” I hear Franklin’s voice. I look up and see he’s next to the man who was staring at me. “This is your first client. Be gentle and make it worth it.”

The guy in the suit continues to look at me seriously.

“Let’s go to the room!” he orders, and I see the key in his hand.

He goes ahead and leads me to the last room.

I enter the room and stand there, motionless, looking at the wall.

“First time?” he asks.

I nod my head in response.

“You just need to relax a little,” he touches my shoulder and I end up jumping from the shock. “Calm down, I won’t hurt you.”

My legs are trembling and I feel like I’m going to faint.

He starts taking off his suit jacket and, right after, his shirt. Various colorful drawings cover his body, I can’t say exactly what they are. There are some names and drawings... It’s impossible for me to read the names.

“Do you like tattoos?” he asks.

“I’ve never seen a person so covered in drawings up close,” I reply, still looking at the drawings on the side of his body.

“Really?” he arches an eyebrow. “Tattoos are so common these days.”

I never went out much, I hardly saw people during my life. And lately, I’ve been locked up here. It’s not like I know what happens outside.

“Relax a little,” he says in a soft voice. “It won’t be so bad.”

It won’t be bad for him.

His hands go to the straps of my dress and he lowers one of them. I try not to slap his hand away. Soon after, he lowers the other, then he removes my bra. My breasts are free. I cover them with my hands.

“I won’t hurt you,” he whispers, making small circles on my shoulder.

“Then let me go,” I ask, unable to stop the words; they just come out of my mouth.

“It’s your first time. It’ll be with me or with someone else. At least I guarantee I’ll be careful and I’ll stop if you want me to. Just think about that.”

I think a little about what he said. I take a deep breath. If it’s not with him, it’ll be with someone else, and more will come after him.

I lower my hands.

I have to get used to this, and this man knows it well.

His argument for being my first man.

I finish taking off my dress.

I feel my face burning. This time, I control my urge to cover the rest of my body.

I go to the bed and lie down. I think about everything my mother said: ‘You have no future, you’ll end up like me and you’ll have to put up with a man like your father. A man who doesn’t love you and who beats you every day and every night.’

“Relax,” the man kisses my face, then moves down to my shoulder.

I do as he says, I try to relax, not to think about my past. Actually, I have the stupid thought that this man who is kissing me so calmly is the man who loves me. I think he is my future and that woman was wrong about me ending up with a man who will abuse and abandon me.

But then I look at him again, who tries to touch my intimate part...

“I can’t!” I say loudly and he stops. “I’m not ready. I’m sorry.”

I get up from the bed, grab my dress from the floor, and leave the room.

I don’t want to be like my mother.

​
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CHAPTER 2
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Matt

Hours Earlier

“YOU’RE LEAVING A JOB at this company to become a bum?”

“I don’t have a calling for this company. Maybe it’s better to be a bum,” I reply, playing with the piercing in my lower lip.

“And you still have the nerve to show up looking like that,” my father says, pointing at me.

“I’m not going to hide my tattoos and piercings for you.”

“You’re ruining your life. First it was your cousin... For God’s sake, Matt, look at how our family was destroyed.”

“Our family?” I arch an eyebrow at Otto Dalgliesh. “They were never my family, and it was your brother who started all this when he tried to kidnap Lucas.”

“What do you think you’ll do for a living, Matthew? What do you think you’ll gain by being involved in all that? Your only legitimate businesses are the tattoo studios.”

“I have money in the bank, investments, and I’m Chris’s partner in the hotels.”

“A partner, not the owner!”

“I came to work here out of pity,” I say, raising my voice above his. “You made such a big deal about having no one with you that I ended up agreeing to come. That ends today. I have no further connection to you.”

I get up from the chair and leave my father’s office. The secretary, a woman in her fifties, looks at me as if she’s afraid of me. In fact, everyone looked at me that way.

When I first came to this company a few months ago, many looked at me like I was a stranger, maybe a criminal. Most people don’t know me; I never came around here.

I never made a point of hiding my tattoos and piercings. Sure, I also enjoy pissing off my father, but I’m not going to hide who I am because of him.

“Mr. Dalgliesh,” the secretary calls.

“No ‘mister,’ please,” I smile at her.

“Miss Richardson is waiting for you.”

I look to the left side of the room and see Ava reading a magazine.

Taking advantage of her distraction, I walk in the opposite direction. I open the door to the stairwell, descend a few floors, and then take the elevator.

Ava was the worst mistake of my life. I should have listened to Christopher and Vincent when they said Ava was only after the status my last name gives.

Ava told every gossip site about our relationship, spun a whole fanfic about it. And I didn’t deny it because I’m trying to stay out of the media.

When I have a shred of patience left, I’ll kick her out of my life, because calls and texts haven’t worked.

My father is thrilled to see his son with a woman like Ava. She’s a famous model and considered very influential. To this day, I don’t know how anyone could consider her an influence for anything.

My father is so happy he’s already thinking about marriage, and of course, Ava is more than happy with that.

I step out of the elevator and hurry to my car. Before I start driving, I turn on my phone and see countless missed calls from Franklin, the pimp I met a few weeks ago.

I return his call to find out what’s so urgent.

“What happened?” I ask.

“Change of plans. Can you come by the Red House?”

“On my way.” I hang up and drive, heading in the opposite direction of my apartment.

All I wanted was peace...

Peace that’s going to take a long time coming...

First, there’s Henry and Charlie, loose out there and definitely plotting something. And I still have to find Camille and Christian, Whitney’s children.

No leads on the girl. She must be about twenty, and Christian about eight, but Whitney isn’t sure. She lost track of time when she was imprisoned because of Henry. She only remembers the girl Camille once was, and nothing more. She remembers little of Christian; he was taken from her arms as soon as he was born.

Whitney is in a house near Juan’s, for safety.

I reach the suburb and park my car in front of the Red House. The security guard lets me in.

As soon as I enter the place, I come face-to-face with a few women practicing on the pole dance stage. I immediately look for Samira, but unlike the last time I was here, she’s nowhere around.

It irritates me a little. I wanted to see her again, to take advantage of the place being well-lit to see what she really looks like.

One of the women informs me Franklin is waiting in his office. She leads me to her boss and then leaves.

“What do you want with me?” I get straight to the point.

“Sit down,” he says, pointing to the chair in front of him. I sit and immediately notice my watch on his desk. “I see you’ve already spotted your watch.”

“Need more?” I ask, already prepared to pay any amount.

“No. Change of plans. Samira’s been making the rounds at the club, and a lot of men are interested in her beauty. So I changed everything. There’s an auction happening here tonight. Highest bidder takes the girl.”

“Excuse me?” I clench my fists, trying to control my anger. “I paid you upfront, and you told me to wait until Samira learned pole dance, or whatever the hell she was supposed to learn.”

“I need money, and so does Samira. I don’t care about this watch; I’ll make triple that here.” He points at my watch as if it’s trash. “Want to fuck the slut? Come tonight and place the highest bid.”

I stand up from the chair.

“I don’t think you know who I am.” I lean toward Franklin, and he flinches back. “I’m the one who will destroy your shitty life. I’m not talking about reporting you, and I’m certainly not talking about my money. I’m talking about death. I work with Stephen. I know people who can end you, but I’ll have that pleasure myself. This shithole club is only open because I authorized it.”

Franklin tenses up. He hadn’t imagined this. Actually, it was Stephen who authorized it, because when this club was opening, I was busy with Christopher, trying to sort out the Henry mess.

But the threat is real.

“Want to pay to find out if I’m telling the truth, Franklin? No virginity auctions in my territory!”

“Okay, I apologize for the mistake,” his voice becomes very meek. “Samira will still be yours. You can come tonight.”

Day After Chapter 1

HOW BAD CAN IT BE TO get interested in a prostitute?

I threatened a pimp and spent all day today thinking about Samira. About what we didn’t have last night because she ran off, still scared of this life.

It’s decided. I won’t go back to that place. I’ll find another woman. That’s it.

I didn’t even kiss Samira...

Fuck! Won’t this girl get out of my head?

Samira will get used to this life. Many will use her...

Other men touching Samira...

A prostitute? Seriously, Matthew?

“What’s your problem?” Brittany startles me. “Why did you jump?”

“I was thinking about life,” I reply.

“Does this have to do with Abitch?” Brittany laughs at the nickname she gave Ava.

“No, it’s something else.”

“A woman?” She arches an eyebrow. “Did you find Camille?”

“What does Camille have to do with this?” Brittany is crazy.

“A storyline that... Forget it.” She shrugs and smiles. I’ve always thought this girl was nuts, and I don’t know how Alejandro believes she’s a well of good sense. Brittany’s okay, but she talks more than everyone else combined, just like Vincent. “Is Jessica here?”

“Yes.”

“And Christopher?”

“Him too.”

“Then why are you out here?”

“Where’s Dulce?”

“With her father.” She wrinkles her nose. “Women make men boring.” She opens the door to go inside.

“It’s not a woman!” I shout.

“They all say that,” she says, closing the door.

Is it that obvious?

“What are you doing out here?” Chris asks.

“Jessica saw me sitting on the couch and asked me to help with Lucas. I thought it would be something easy. Man, he’s my nephew, but diaper duty is all yours.”

“You’re the worst uncle in the world. Lucas loves you.”

“I love him, but I don’t like the things produced inside him.” Chris laughs at my answer. “Why do we have to get together?”

“Your mother’s orders. Family lunch. Everyone will be here soon.” He sits beside me. “Why the long face?”

“I quit the company, and I plan to get rid of Ava.”

“Thank God I never got close to that girl.”

“I was alone, kind of needy,” I justify. “Alejandro’s almost here.”

Alejandro appears carrying Dulce and gets straight to the point.

“Franklin called me yesterday. Actually, he had someone else call me. He asked if I know you. Seems you threatened him.”

“Yes,” I confirm.

“Over a prostitute?” He looks incredulous, and as he says it, Chris makes the same face.

“You threatened a pimp over a prostitute?” Chris asks.

“Samira is different,” I try to explain. “I mean, she’s a prostitute, but so what? She’s beautiful...”

“What’s so special about her that you’d threaten a pimp?” Chris presses.

“She’s beautiful.” I shrug, but end up opting to vent. “I know everyone hates Ava for being a gold-digger, but Samira... I can’t explain it.”

“Loneliness?” Chris is still finding the story funny, and so is Alejandro.

“She’s beautiful, her eyes, her voice...” I stop talking. “But she’s a prostitute.”

“And now you’re imagining someone else touching her.” Alejandro sighs. “I’ve seen this before at the club. Clients got jealous of their favorite girls.”

“What did they do?”

“Some clients paid for exclusivity.” I pay close attention to Alejandro’s words. “At your club, maybe they have that, but since you don’t go much, you don’t know how it works. The price for exclusivity is very high, but the girls were theirs for at least a few months. No other man could touch them. Of course, it has to be mutual; the woman has to agree.”

“You think I could...”

“At least she wouldn’t be touched by others.”

I get up and walk to my car.

“You’re going to buy Samira?” Chris asks with a laugh. “Man, think about your actions...”

“I’m going to secure the exclusivity,” I reply. “At least, for now, Samira will be mine.”
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CHAPTER 3
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Camille

I LOOK AT MYSELF IN the mirror and feel like trash. Trash, just like my mother.

Yesterday, I began my life in prostitution. I never really understood when my mother said I’d make a great stripper; I couldn’t grasp the meaning of the word. Until I saw a movie with those kinds of women in it...

God, I almost screamed from the horror.

Naked women rubbing themselves on men, spreading their legs, shaking their asses, their tits... In the movie they weren’t naked, but when I got to real life... Here the women dance with no clothes on, exposed to a bunch of strangers. The money thrown on the floor is quickly scooped up, and then the division of the cash begins—if they take any without Franklin or a security guard seeing... Punishment!

Some women take the men to a room, and then sex starts in exchange for money... I sigh.

A girl offered me something to relax, but Franklin found out and argued with her. I know Franklin is against those things that make women “happy and relaxed.” My mother uses them; she swore it was relaxing, but afterwards I’d have to run from her or she’d grab me by the hair and beat me until she got tired.

One of the strippers said I should use that stuff to relax and disconnect from the world. A syringe with liquid inside. She took a little rock, put it on a spoon, held a lighter underneath, and the rock melted; then she added something else I couldn’t identify, and both melted together. She took the syringe, drew up the liquid, then used a shoelace to tie off her arm. Her veins popped up and she injected it, right in front of me, just like my mother used to do.

“The world of prostitution is sad and not pleasurable at all,” the girl who’d just shot up said.

Now I know what she meant.

Yesterday the man arrived, spoke calmly to me, but also said if it wasn’t him, it would be someone else... I couldn’t do it. I fled that room. I don’t know what happened, but no one forced me to go back to the club.

I just went to the room where I sleep with Christian, changed my clothes, cried what I had to cry, washed my face, and went to sleep with Christian, who noticed something was wrong with me but didn’t press the issue.

And today will be the same thing, but with a different man. Not just one—Franklin said I have to take on as many clients as are waiting for me.

Today I will lose my virginity to a complete stranger.

I still held out some hope that something would happen to stop me from entering this life.

I leave the bathroom and walk to the room where I sleep with Christian. He’s already awake and isn’t looking at me kindly.

“Where were you?” he asks.

“In the bathroom.”

“Since last night?” He crosses his arms and stares at me seriously. “The security guards locked me in the room and you didn’t come back.”

“I did come back...”

“After that. You came into the room and you weren’t okay, then you lay down with me and hugged me, but then you left again and didn’t come back.”

“Of course I came back, Christian. How do you think you ended up in this room?”

Yesterday must have been very confusing for Christian. I took him from our room, put him in another one, and still had to leave him alone with security guards. Then I returned to the room with a tear-stained face, slept with him, and left...

But this will repeat from now on. I’ll be down there, working as a prostitute, and Christian will be locked in the room. This will go on until Christian gets older, and from then on, he’ll have to work for Franklin, doing what, I don’t know.

All my mother’s fault!

I remember exactly the day my mother came home and talked about the news as if she’d won a prize... And she had, she’d won money by selling us.

Memories

“I HAVE GREAT NEWS!” my mother comes into the house, almost jumping for joy. “I can’t believe this is happening to me!”

“What happened?” I ask, not recognizing this woman. She’s never truly happy. Adélia never smiles for something real. “Did you find money on the street?”

“I got something that will improve our lives.” She looks at me and at Christian. For a moment I wonder if this is the effect of the stuff she takes and injects into her body; most of the time her happiness comes from something that only exists in her mind, and she swears it’s real. But the look in her eyes... It’s something real. “Come on, get up off that couch!”

Christian looks at me with a confused face, showing he doesn’t believe her either, and quickly grabs my hand. He doesn’t trust our mother; in fact, he’s terrified of her. I’m scared too, but I’ve lived with this madness for so long I’ve almost gotten used to it. But...

Our mother is never truly happy...

“I found a place for you to earn money.” She squeezes my waist and I push her hand away. “Now go get ready and I’ll wait for you.”

“What are you talking about?” I ask, taking steps backward because she tries to touch my hair.

“Go to the room and get ready.” She gestures with her hand, telling us to hurry. When we don’t move, she grabs me by the arm and practically drags me to the little room where I sleep with Christian. I try to pull her hands off me, but she squeezes so hard I can’t get free. When we enter the room, she practically shoves me, throwing me inside. “There, I just have to drag you and the boy follows.” She looks at Christian, practically hugging the doorframe, frightened, almost trembling with fear of this woman. “Get in!” Her shout is terrifying, it inspires fear. Christian runs and clings to my legs; I stroke his hair, trying to calm him. “Grab some nice clothes!”
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