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Chapter 1


	OLIVIA

	“Why did you do it?” I asked Max.

	We sat in a small, quiet café in the center of the town. I insisted on the meeting in a public place. I no longer trusted him after what I saw in the office. Max had been a dangerous man. I should have known better.

	“Do what? Are you talking about Tim? I only advised him to tell Courtney the truth.”

	“I’m talking about what you did at the office. Are you out of your mind?”

	“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Olivia. I swear.”

	“You swear? And what about Tim? Is he really a golf coach, or perhaps your colleague?”

	“Courtney told you.”

	“She did. And you hadn’t said a word earlier. Why?”

	“What was I supposed to do? Tim wanted to tell Courtney himself. If I told you, you would have told her. And you didn’t tell me about Courtney’s job, either.”

	He shouldn’t have lied to me about Tim’s job, and it wasn’t right to lie to him about Courtney. But it didn’t matter now. If he lied about his friend, he probably lied about his involvement with what happened at the agency’s office, too.

	“That’s beside the point now. Why did you break into the office and point everything at me?”

	“Olivia, I really don’t know what you’re talking about. I wanted to speak with Victoria before your meeting, but Tim told me something that changed my mind.”

	“Like hell he did. Max, do you realize you ruined my life?”

	“I didn’t do anything, Olivia. You have to believe me.” He placed his hand on mine. I still craved this man, but I couldn’t stand his touch at this moment.

	“Please take your hand off mine, Max.”

	“Olivia…”

	“Please.”

	He took his hand away and raked it in his hair. He had bloodshot eyes, as if he had skipped a night of sleep. All the proof pointed at him.

	“I didn’t do it, Olivia.”

	“It’s hard to believe you after our conversation yesterday. Let me quote you: ‘I’ll find a way to get you out of this business.’ That’s what you told me yesterday. I go to the office today and Victoria tells me I’ll never work as an escort anymore. Convenient, isn’t it?”

	“Tell me exactly what happened.”

	“For what? So that you can come up with new lies? I spoke with a neighbor. She described someone eerily similar to you wandering around the office in the morning. Were you checking out if Victoria found the mess you left there?”

	“I was in the neighborhood, but I didn’t do anything. I swear.”

	“I’m sorry, but I can’t believe you. Nobody else had any reason to pull this shit on me.”

	“Please tell me what happened, Olivia.”

	“I don’t want to talk with you, Max. You don’t even know how you fucked up my life.”

	“Please. If you don’t want to see me for a couple weeks, fine. But let me find out the truth. I’ll bring you the proof and show you it wasn’t me.”

	I sighed. Why did Max have to have this effect on me? Even when I was mad at him, I couldn’t say no. “Fine.”

	He leaned his face forward.

	“I went to the office to talk with Victoria about my return. The whole place was messed up. Overturned furniture, stuff flying in the air. And there was a piece of paper that said if I ever worked as an escort again, you would burn the office and hunt down Victoria’s family.”

	“It wasn’t me. Do you honestly believe I would be so fucked up to do this shit? I’m an escort, not a fucking criminal.”

	“If you find the proof it wasn’t you, bring it to me. Otherwise, leave me alone for a couple weeks. What you said yesterday… I don’t want this kind of control in my life. And I have other stuff on my plate. I need to find another job if I don’t want to starve.”

	“I can give you some m—”

	“No. I’m not going to accept any money from you.”

	“Fine. I’ll show you it wasn’t me. I promise.” He rose up, kissed me on the forehead and left.

	I desperately wanted to believe it wasn’t him, but there was no reason to think otherwise. I shoved the thought aside. I had a more pressing issue now. I was almost broke and I could no longer work as an escort.

	One hour later, I was back at home staring at the wall. I sat on the bed with Luna purring in my lap. She had always calmed me down, but the shit that happened today was beyond anything I had experienced so far.

	I didn’t want to ask the clinic for a refund. There was nobody in the world who deserved the surgery more than my mom. I wouldn’t disappoint her, even if she still hadn’t known I paid for her treatment without asking her first.

	I dialed Mom’s number.

	“Hello, darling,” she said in a happy, warm voice. “How are you?”

	Oh, God, how much I loved her. I regretted that she lived so far away, but there were no opportunities for me back in Montpelier, Vermont. The cold weather didn’t help much, either.

	“I’m fine, Mom. I need to speak with you about something.”

	“Tell me. Is everything all right?”

	“It’s about your arthritis.”

	“What about it? If you can’t afford the meds any longer, it’s fine. I’ll manage, honey.”

	“It’s about the new treatment. Auntie told me about it.”

	There was silence in the phone. “I didn’t want you to know about it.”

	“Why, Mom? You know I would do anything for you.”

	“That’s precisely the reason why. I don’t want to ruin your life because you decided to cover my expensive surgery. I’m an old woman. It makes no sense to treat me.”

	“Mom, you’re sixty-two. I… I want you to hold my kids, be a grandmother. If you don’t have the surgery, you won’t be able to tie your shoes in a year or two.”

	Mom sobbed into the phone. My throat tightened. I couldn’t afford to break down.

	“If I decide to have the surgery, will you come home?”

	“I will, Mom.”

	“With your lovely boyfriend?”

	The thought of losing Max pierced my heart, but I couldn’t forgive him if it was he who ruined my career as an escort.

	“I… If his schedule allows, we’ll come together.”

	“I will repay you every single cent, sweetheart.”

	“Mom, please, stop. Paying for this surgery won’t even repay you for all the things you did for me. When Dad died…” I couldn’t hold it any longer. Tears trickled down my cheeks and my hands shook.

	“I love you, Olivia. I will do it for you, honey.”

	“Please speak with Auntie. Let her handle the surgery. And don’t be mad at her. She made the right choice telling me about it.”

	“I’m sorry, Olivia. I feel so bad hiding it from you.”

	“It’s fine, Mom. Everything will be all right. I love you.”

	“I love you, too.”

	I put the phone away and gazed at Luna playing with a piece of twine on the floor. Sometimes I wished I was a cat. Life would be so much simpler.

	I reached for the phone again and dialed Courtney’s number. After several rings, I hung up. She had probably already started her shift at the night club.

	There was one more person I could ask for help, but I wasn’t ready for this step yet. I would wait for Courtney and find out if she could help me get a job as a stripper. If not, I would make the call that would fuck up my life forever.

	If I had enough guts to take the job, of course.

	MAX

	I knew it was a mistake to speak with Olivia about changing her job. If I hadn’t asked her about it the day before the appointment, I wouldn’t be the first person on her list of suspects.

	Now I had a huge problem on my plate. I was as close to being a private investigator as Tim was to being a golf coach, but there was no other way to make Olivia trust me again. I had to find the person who blackmailed Victoria.

	I left the café and drove straight to the agency’s office. I parked my car in the driveway of the small one-bedroom beige-painted house I saw that morning. A teenager on a skateboard passed me on the sidewalk. He gazed at me with a suspicious expression on his face. It was peppered with acne.

	I walked the steps of the porch and knocked on the door. A thirty-something brunette with curly hair and black glasses opened the door.

	“How can I help you?” she said.

	“I’m looking for Victoria, the manager of your… agency.”

	She examined my face and glanced at my Mercedes parked in the driveway. “Who are you?”

	“I’m Layla’s boyfriend. I believe we have the same goal.”

	“Let him in,” an unpleasant, raspy voice said.

	The brunette sighed and opened the door ajar. “Come in.”

	I walked into a huge living room that had been transformed into an office. There were stacks of paper in one corner of the room. A large black desk, a bookshelf and a black leather sofa were overturned. Parts of a smashed printer littered the floor around the desk.

	A tall, slim woman with short red hair and pursed lips crouched beside the bookshelf and collected the papers that lay under it.

	“Holy shit,” I said. “What happened here?”

	“What do you think?” the woman said. “We had a nice party and some of us got carried away, Mr. Stranger.”

	“I’m sorry for my manners. I should have introduced myself. I’m Max Moreira. Layla is my girlfriend.”

	She rose up and extended her hand.

	“Victoria Nelson.”

	Her hand was as cold as her dark green eyes, but when I smiled at her, her face relaxed. Being a handsome man certainly had its perks at times.

	“Layla thinks it was me who made this mess. But I swear it wasn’t me, even though I really want her out of this business.”

	“You’re a smart guy, Max. She doesn’t belong here. I need tougher girls than her.”

	“I didn’t do it.”

	“Then who did?” she asked, distrust on her face.

	“Who do you think did it?” I asked.

	“Someone who didn’t want her working as an escort. If it really wasn’t you, perhaps a close friend or a family member?”

	“Her family doesn’t know and her close friend… she’s a stripper.”

	“Anyone else who knows she’s an escort?”

	“I have no idea. What about her colleagues? You’re her new boss, right? Was she close with her ex-boss?”

	“Not so close that Alexis would pull off this shit. Besides, Layla’s ex-boss is a close friend of the owner of this place. She wouldn’t do it.”

	“Who else, then?”

	“I have no idea. Layla hasn’t really socialized with the rest of the workers in the agency. She hasn’t spoken with anyone from here in the last four weeks, except for me.”

	I nodded. I gave her plenty of entertainment to make her forget about work.

	“Thanks for your help, Victoria. If you remember anything, let me know. I really want to find out who did this.”

	“I’m on it, but I don’t care about Layla either way. I’m not going to let her work here and will discourage other agencies from taking her on. She’s arrogant and irresponsible.”

	“Fine. Just help me find who did it. The rest is between you and Layla.”

	I shook her hand and left the office. I walked to my Mercedes. The teenager on a skateboard stood by the hood. He took a selfie.

	“You like it?” I asked.

	He jumped and turned around. “I’m sorry. I didn’t meant to touch your car.”

	“It’s fine. I’m Max.” I extended my hand.

	“Jacob.”

	“Nice to meet you, Jacob. You’re a Mercedes fan?”

	“I love German cars, dude. This one is a true beauty. Almost like the one I saw parked here last night.”

	“Last night? When?”

	“I couldn’t sleep so I took my board for a ride around two in the morning. Damn, what a sweet ass black W212 it was.”

	“Who was driving it?”

	“The black guy who works here, or used to work here. Yesterday was the first time I saw him here in over a month.”

	“Do you know his name? Have you spoken with him?”

	“No fucking way, man. He’s a fucking huge dude. He would have killed me if I said a word to him.”

	“Thanks, man. Wanna take a ride with me?”

	“Holy shit, man. Sure I would.”

	“Hop inside. I’ll take you for a ride around the block.”

	Twenty minutes later, I dropped Jacob by his house. It was a couple homes away from the office. I parked in the driveway of the agency’s office again and knocked on the door. Nobody replied. I waited for a minute or so and rang at the door. I pushed on the knob. The door was locked. 

	Fuck, I should have gone back to the office first and then expressed my gratitude to Jacob. Whoever the black guy was, he was responsible for driving Olivia away from me.
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