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        BELLE

      

      

      “They’re… nice.”

      I didn’t normally look at other women’s boobs. I had my own, for god’s sake. And while they might be nothing to write home about, I was pretty happy with them. Yeah, the left was a little larger than the right, but I could work with that.

      But Jackie, my best friend at work—actually, my best friend, period—arched her back so I could see hers better.

      Honestly, a blind man couldn’t miss them.

      Her blouse strained—I didn’t know what prevented it from complete rupture—across what looked like two huge balloons. Only they weren’t balloons, just two of the biggest freaking boobs I’d ever seen.

      She looked down on her protuberant chest, nodding in happy appreciation of my compliment. As if she, or anyone else, could miss her new enhancements.

      Could she see her feet over those massive mounds of silicone?

      “I am soooo freaking thrilled with my new girls.” She cupped them and they poured over the tops of her hands.

      I looked around the car dealership, where I was the receptionist and all-round office gopher bitch. From the other side of the showroom, where he sat overlooking our every move, our boss, Ted, caught Jackie feeling herself up. He frowned for a moment, shook his head, and went back to the paperwork on his desk.

      The poor man tried to keep all of us in line, but his efforts were usually futile. Car salespeople are typically a bit on the crazy side, although that didn’t begin to explain Jackie’s eccentricities. But when you’re the top seller by a factor of five, you could pretty much do whatever the hell you wanted to at work. She could come in naked and management would look the other way. Just sell, sell, sell.

      And Jackie clearly wanted to keep talking about her new boobs. I could deal with that—after all, she was that good of a friend.

      “Hold on a sec, would you?” I asked, as I picked up a call and directed it to our service department.

      I returned my attention to Jackie’s boobs. “So. How are you feeling? All the stitches gone?”

      She leaned closer to me, as if she were all of sudden going for privacy. “Not yet. The doctor said he wants to make sure there’s as little scarring as possible. I need to keep them bound up for a bit longer. So, no test-driving yet, but I can’t wait to try them out on some lucky guy. It’ll be so freaking hot.”

      Breaking off our conversation, she scanned the showroom like a shark looking for her next meal. “Gotta go!” she said, thrusting her chest out and making for a couple bickering over a red convertible.

      Jackie was like a shrink for people looking for cars. The car-whisperer, I called her. Somehow, she got the most belligerent folks to calm down, listen to her, trust her, and then of course, buy from her. That’s how she came to be so loaded.

      Not that I begrudged the woman anything. Lord, no. She worked her ass off, and she was generous, to boot. I mean, she had twins at home whose dad did not pay a cent in child support. Obviously, she had to make things happen. And, god bless her, more often than not she paid for me, too, like when we had a girls’ nights out.

      So I got back to the phones and other random responsibilities like checking on the clogged toilet in the women’s room. I also directed a new customer to Starla, Jackie’s archrival in both the boob and sales category. At one time, Starla had been the lead salesperson, powered by a breathy voice, big blue eyes, and an ass that was almost certainly surgically enhanced. But when Jackie came to town, she stole the honor right from under her so fast that everyone’s heads at the dealership had spun. And Starla had pretty much hated Jackie ever since. The rivalry was epic.

      At noon on the dot, Jackie headed my way for lunch.

      “Usual place?” I asked after I hung up, grabbing my purse.

      “Of course. Let’s go.” Jackie said, leading me to her custom-painted gold-tone Mercedes.

      That’s how she rolled.
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        * * *

      

      The smell of a House of Waffles sort of restaurant had always done something to me. Maybe it was going there as a kid, or maybe it was the comfort of late-night drunken meals in college, when I’d earned my useless art degree. Whatever it was, we’d no sooner walked in and I was instantly in my happy place. How was it that a smell from the past could be so damn good?

      And even though House of Waffles specialized in breakfast foods, they had so much more, including an amazing Monte Cristo sandwich I ordered every single time I went there. That day was no exception.

      “Hey, ladies. Good to see you. The usual?” our regular waitress asked.

      Jackie looked at me and rolled her eyes. “You’re getting the same damn thing as always, aren’t you?”

      The waitress laughed, scribbling on her order pad. “Don’t give the girl a hard time. She knows what she likes. What’ll you have, Jackie?”

      “Ummm…” Jackie said, flipping through the menu, as if she didn’t know by heart everything they served there. As much as she gave me a hard time for ordering the same thing all the time, she did the same thing, herself.

      “I’ll have the Greek salad,” she finally said as she handed her menu back to the waitress. As if there really were a decision to be made.

      The waitress clicked her pen and nodded.“ All righty, ladies. Be right back with your ice teas.”

      “So how are ya?” Jackie asked from across the booth, where her newly acquired breasts rested on the tabletop.

      I shrugged. “Good, I guess. Why?”

      “Eh. I don’t know,” Jackie said with an inquisitive look. “I thought you looked a bit frazzled this morning. Did your classes already start up?”

      Did I look that bad?

      “No. I haven’t enrolled for this semester yet. Classes start in a couple weeks. I gotta decide what I’m doing about continuing in accounting or not.”

      “What are you waiting for?” she asked.

      Lowering my voice, I leaned toward her and looked out the window to the parking lot.

      “I guess I’m feeling a bit of a setback. And it’s actually been a huge distraction.” I saw a familiar car slowly pass by, and the temperature dropped twenty degrees inside me.

      “Don’t beat yourself up, sweetie,” Jackie said, her eyes glancing out the window but not seeing what I saw. “You’ve been through some shit. Do you think he’s still looking for you?”

      I shivered in the overheated restaurant as thoughts of my asshole ex-husband threatened to ruin my lunch.

      “I want to believe he’s not looking and that’s he finally forgotten about me, but I’m not sure I’ll ever get there. I could have sworn I saw his car the other day. I started shaking and froze right there in place. I need to be more resilient. Tougher. You know what I mean?”

      Our food came, and I dove into my sandwich. At least I still had my appetite.

      “Well, I’m sure you’re just being paranoid. He’ll never find you here. L.A.’s too big.” Jackie watched a splotch of salad dressing land on her bosom, leaving an oily stain right on top of the girls. One of the downsides of having big ones?

      I took a deep breath and looked at her, hoping to god she was right. I needed her to be right.

      “So, that’s what’s been weighing on me. Now you know,” I told her, deciding it was time to change the subject. “Hey, did I tell you the cutest guy came into the dealership the other day? He was so nice, chatting me up and all. Then Starla swept in and dragged him away.”

      “Ugh. She’s such a whore.”

      The rivalry to end all others. I never should have brought her name up. No good would come of it.

      And true to my fears, Jackie strung together a barrage of swear words that aptly conveyed her contempt for Starla. I got it—it was pretty much unheard of for a busy car dealership to have one top-selling woman, but to have two was freakishly uncommon. And those two went at it like pissed-off alley cats when the customers weren’t around. The story was that when Jackie joined the company and started giving Starla a run for her money, all bets were off. Bigger screaming matches had never been seen or heard. Apparently the worst of it had been put to rest long before I’d joined the company—but their disdain for each other was barely concealed.

      “Hey, we’d better get back,” I said, checking the clock on the wall. “I don’t want Ted yelling at me for being late. Again.”

      “That old windbag can suck my dick,” Jackie said as she pulled out a twenty to cover our bill. She always paid at House of Waffles. I’d offer to pitch in or leave the tip, but she wouldn’t allow me to. Like I could ever pay her back for all she’d done for me. Not in this lifetime.

      Having something in common like abusive ex-husbands, as Jackie and I did, builds a serious bond between friends. We’d been thick as thieves ever since we learned each other’s stories, and seriously had each other’s backs.

      She hooked her arm through mine as we walked back to her Mercedes.

      “Ya know what, sweetie? I think you need a little nookie.”

      No shit. “I know I need a little nookie. Actually more than a little. But dontcha think I have bigger fish to fry at this point?”

      Ignoring my prudence, she continued. “I may have an idea for you.”

      No, no, no. Jackie saying ‘I may have an idea’ was akin to someone saying ‘hold my beer.’ Disaster was usually the result.

      “Jackie, I know all about your ideas. Thanks, but no thanks.”

      “Just give me a chance, Belle. You gotta trust me.”

      I smiled out the window. “You know what happened last time I trusted you.”

      “Hey, it wasn’t my fault the guy used a fake picture on his profile,” Jackie pleaded. “But he did pay for your drinks. So there’s that.”

      I gave her the best stink eye I could muster.
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        * * *

      

      “Miss Belle,” Ted boomed.

      Why was he hanging out behind the reception desk? My reception desk?

      A quick look at my watch told me I was returning right on time. Not that it mattered. My backups in the service department always covered for me if I were late. ‘Course, I did the same for them.

      “Hi, Ted.” I put on my headset and punched a few numbers on the phone console.

      “Belle,” he started, staring straight down at me in my chair.

      Why did he have to be such a douchebag?

      “I have a bone to pick with you,” he continued.

      Yeah, no shit, Sherlock.

      “What’s up, Ted? Is something the matter?” I asked with my best fake-pleasant voice.

      “You didn’t get me a very important phone message,” he said in that imperious ‘I’m the boss and I’m always correct’ voice he used far too often.

      “What? Are you sure?”

      “Yes. A Mr. Reid called for me this morning. He’s one of our best customers. Buys a new car for himself and nearly everyone in his family every year. He called me back just a few minutes ago, furious I’d not gotten back to him.”

      I turned to my computer and typed maniacally. I always entered online the messages I took and forwarded them to whoever was supposed to get them.

      “There, Ted. Right there.” I pointed at my screen that proved I had indeed sent him his message.

      “Where? I don’t see it. Where is it?” he asked, squinting through his glasses.

      Dude needed to get his vision checked.

      “Right there,” I said, pressing my finger on the computer screen so he couldn’t miss it.

      “Oh,” he said, snapping back up to his full height. “Well then.”

      Ah, the sweet taste of victory. “Is there anything else I can help you with, Ted?”

      “No, Belle. There is not.” He hurried back to his desk like his pants were on fire, while I just watched, shaking my head.

      Christ, with men like him all over my ass, no wonder I’d not gone on a date in a year. Or had it been even longer?

      And as if Ted’s admonishment hadn’t been humiliating enough, Starla happened by my desk.

      “Hey’ya, Stella-Bella.”

      She thought we were good enough friends that she could nickname me.

      “What’s up, Star?” I asked.

      “Oh, I hate that,” she said, wincing. She leaned closer, like she wanted to girl gab with me.

      “So how ‘bout those new tits on Jackie? How much ya think she paid for them?”

      “I really don’t know, Starla. I didn’t think to ask.”

      Of course I knew. Jackie had shared every last detail, even going so far as to ask my help on background checking the doctor. But that was between Jackie and me. Not Starla, who watched Jackie across the showroom work her magic on another bickering couple.

      “Oh! Looks like my customer came back. Gotta go,” she said, running as fast as she could in her six-inch stripper heels.

      Finally, some peace. I pulled up the website for L.A. City College and found they still had room in their upcoming accounting classes. Could I pull this off another semester? I’d nearly killed myself last time, juggling school and work and trying to pay for the damn tuition. But if I didn’t want to answer phones at Beverly Hills Motors for the rest of my life, I needed to get a degree in something more useful than art.

      “Hey.”

      It was Jackie, and she’d scared the crap out of me.

      “Damn. You okay?” she asked.

      I lowered my voice and looked around. “I was checking out the class schedule at City College.”

      “Oh, awesome. Hey, I was thinking about your comment earlier today. I still want to help.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      She cleared her throat and lowered her voice. “You know. About getting some.”

      She raised her eyebrows to make sure I was following..

      When she was convinced I wasn’t a total dolt, she continued. “There’s this place. It’s called Players.” She held a white business card in her hand.

      I reached for it, but she snapped it back.

      “Give me a sec. I need to explain,” she said. “If you call this place, the owner, Zenia, will help you, ya know, get back in the saddle.” She finally handed over the card.

      The only thing on it were the words Players, a website URL, and a local phone number.

      All printed on some thick, high-quality card stock. Rich and creamy.

      I flipped it over a few times in my fingers. “What is this? A dating service? Like Match.com?”

      She looked around again, and only when she saw that the boss was on the other side of the showroom, did she continue. “No, that’s not what it is. It’s an…um…escort agency.”

      An escort agency… when Jackie said get back in the saddle, she wasn’t joking.

      “Oh. Well. Thanks. But I’m not interested in dating women. You know that’s not my thing.”

      I pushed the card back toward her. She wouldn’t take it.

      “No, dummy,” she said. I mean, I knew I needed to get some action. But escorts? “They don’t have female escorts,” she clarified. “They have male escorts.”

      No freaking way. How did a male escort service even exist? I mean, did women really hire…dudes?

      “Well, I’m not sure that’s the thing for me. And it’s probably really expensive, anyway.”

      “You’re right about that. It’s not cheap. That’s why I got you a gift certificate. I’ve already arranged it all with the owner, Zenia.”

      “You what?”

      I looked around. Shit, I’d been loud, but the showroom was mostly empty, thank god.

      “You what?” I repeated, whispering. “Why?”

      She took a deep, patient breath. “Take the card home with you. Just think about it.”

      “I suppose you’ve done this before?” I asked.

      She nodded and a huge smile spread across her face.

      “Sure. Every now and then I want something a little different. Players always fits the bill. So to speak.” She winked with great flair. “Oh, a customer. Gotta run.”

      She hustled across the showroom floor and out the door onto the lot, the smile never fading from her face.
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        XANDER

      

      

      Hell if I knew why I agreed to work out with Sandy. All he wanted to do half the time was flap his goddamn gums.

      I put my weights down and glared at him as he finished complaining about the lack of ‘tone’ for his glutes. Seriously, not what I needed to listen to.

      “I’m going to give you the straight talk about why you’re not getting the results you want, San. You never shut up and actually do anything. It’s that simple”

      Sandy, Players’ only gay escort, rolled his eyes. “What can I say, Xander? Not everyone likes working out like you do.”

      He looked me up and down, licking his lips. I didn’t mind. I mean, I didn’t play for his team, but hell, he was my friend. And his evaluation of the male body was dead-on. If Sandy liked the way a guy looked, you could bet all your money the female clients would, too.

      Instead of arguing, he pointed to one of his tattooed triceps. “I’m not doing so bad. I mean, I’m hot, right?”

      Dammit, he always somehow trapped me into giving him compliments. “You do look good, Sandy, for sure. I just thought you wanted to bulk up a bit.”

      He took a deep breath and sighed. “I do. I just didn’t know it would be this hard.” He put his hands on his hips and look around distastefully, as if the weights were dirty. “Seriously, how do you guys deal with all this…mass?”

      Classic Sandy. Always unhappy with his lean body, but never wanting to do the ‘dirty’ work of gaining muscle.

      Trying to set an example, I grabbed the dumbbell he found so offensive and started working my own bicep, raising and lowering it in the slow, even cadence of two up, four down. If he wanted to waste a workout, fine by me, but I was going to get my exercise on. I never missed a day.

      He sank onto the weight bench opposite and watched my curls. You’d think he might do a few himself, since he was just sitting there. Instead, a giant smile spread across his face. “So, you have any interesting clients lately?”

      It never failed. Time and again I’d tell him I didn’t talk about my clients, and time and again, he’d come sniffing around for gossip. First off, it was against the rules to discuss clients, and our boss, Zenia, head of Players, was all about rules. But second, it also seemed like an invasion of privacy. If I’d hired an escort for myself, I wouldn’t want them talking about me. That shit was private. I wasn’t a kiss-and-tell kind of guy, regardless of whether I was getting paid to spend time with a woman or not.

      I had nothing but respect for my clients. All of them.

      But I also knew if I didn’t throw Sandy a bone, he’d never leave me the fuck alone.

      So I caved. A little. “Yeah, San. I saw a librarian yesterday. She was pretty. All this hair piled on top of her head, big glasses. Curvy.” I switched to a bigger set of dumbbells, really getting into the work, and hoping he’d just leave me alone.

      “Aw c’mon, Xan, you never spill it. Did she suck your dick?”

      “Oh, for Christ’s sake.” I let the weight hit the ground just next to Sandy’s foot, causing him to almost jump out of his too-tight gym shorts.

      “San, how many times have I told you, it’s not cool to talk shit about clients?” I looked toward the door. Zenia was probably in her office scheduling appointments and all, but you never knew when she’d wander into the gym to say hi, maybe even to get some work in herself. No doubt about it, if she caught wind of his gossip, she’d put the kibosh on Sandy’s big mouth in a New York minute.

      He sniffed and folded his arms tight. “You don’t have to be such a bitch about it,”

      But his pout was short-lived. Unlike me, he didn’t hesitate to dish about his clients. In fact, I was pretty sure he actually enjoyed it. He totally got off on knowing how many men wanted him.

      “Well, since you didn’t ask, I had an awesome client yesterday. He was a silver-fox kind of older man, know what I mean?” He shimmied his shoulders. “And I love me a silver fox. Something about a daddy complex…”

      Ugh. There were some things about Sandy’s work I just didn’t want to hear the details of. I mean, how would he like it if I went on and on about how I loved pussy?

      No, scratch that. He’d probably love it.

      But it didn’t matter. There was no shutting him up.

      “Xander, you wouldn’t believe it,” he said, getting more excited by the minute. “Or maybe you would. We did this role-play thing where he was the boss and I was the security guard. I wore a uniform and everything. He wanted me to top him, like most of my dates do. Once they see what I’m packing, it turns even the biggest top into my bottom baby, and this one…oh honey, it was so fucking hot…”

      I raised my voice to drown him out. “Sandy. You mind? Seriously, I don’t need that shit right this second.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Ugh. You’re so uptight. And you know, I can help you loosen up. Come play for my team sometime. A little walk on the wild side would do you good. Widen your horizons, so to speak. I know a couple of twinky bottoms who would have you singing Trap Queen by the time you’re done.”

      Could someone please just shoot me, preferably in the head? I tuned him out and finished with the weights before beginning my transition to cardio. It wouldn't do to bulk up too much—I still had to fit into my designer clothes. There were a lot of demands on a modern-day escort, and fitting a role was one of them.

      “Thanks, Sandy,” I said to mollify his feelings and to keep him from staring at my crotch any more while I stretched. “If I wanted to be with a dude, believe me, you’re the one I’d pick. But I probably never will. Just sayin’.”

      “I’ll never give up on you, baby,” he said with a shrug.

      “Thanks, Sandy. I knew I could count on you.”

      Not content with his security guard story, he carried on. “Oh my god. I didn’t tell you. Earlier in the week I had a date with a couple.”

      Oh cripes.

      “Great. Happy for ya.” I set myself up on the treadmill, hoping the machine’s noise would drown him out.

      No such luck. I seriously had to consider getting some headphones if this was going to continue. “This woman wanted to see her husband with another guy. Of course, when she called Players, Zenia right away said ‘have I got the perfect guy for you.’ So, this woman watched me and her husband get it on. It was pretty damn hot.”

      I was curious for once. “Did the woman try anything?”

      He scrunched up his face. “She tried—little tongue action here and there on the ol’ sack, but I kept redirecting her to her husband. She finally got the hint. I couldn’t just outright shut her down, even though I would have liked to. I mean, that’s what we get paid for, right?”

      Sandy was the gayest gay man I’d ever known. I mean, some gay escorts would stomach being with a woman if it paid well, but not Sandy. He liked dick and that’s all there was to it.

      As the treadmill got up to speed and I felt the sweat really start to flow down my chest, the gym’s door swung open. Our fellow escort, and Agency original employee, Richard, joined us. A bit of a ‘silver fox,’ Richard was also one of the biggest guys in Players, tipping the scales at a ripped two fifty of raw muscle. And he worked for it, too.

      “Hey, guys.” He slung a towel around his neck and adjusted the weights on the first machine in his rotation for the day, shoulder presses.

      “Well, if it isn’t Dick!” Sandy squealed. “It’s a better day with Dick around!”

      Richard closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. “Sandy. Nice to see you, too. And don’t call me that.”

      “Oh, Richard. You know I love to tease. And may I say, you are looking good?”

      “Thanks, San. You too. Hey, Xander. How’s things?”

      “Going good, man. Been busy. Zenia let me take some extra clients, so I’m getting some money in the bank. Building my nest egg in case my acting doesn’t take off.”

      Richard smiled. “What? You want to leave all this behind?” He gestured around the room, two thousand square feet of private gym that was as well-equipped as any public club in LA. “But seriously, dude, good for you.”

      I had to hand it to Richard; he was always doing me a solid as one of my biggest supporters. He really believed in me when others were just naysayers.

      There are too many actors in L.A.

      You’ll never make any money.

      What do you know about show business?

      I’d heard it all, and I didn’t care. Someday I’d act, and I didn’t mean in commercials. I meant really act. Besides, I couldn’t escort forever, anyway. I mean, it was a good living and a lot of fun. I met some very nice ladies. But it wasn’t a forever job. So I spent a good chunk of my free time and my money taking acting classes, doing improv shows, whatever I could to get miles under my belt, as one of my teachers called it.

      “You’re gonna make a fabulous movie star, Xander,” Sandy said, watching Richard and me work up a sweat.

      “Thank you, Sandy.”

      “Hey, Zenia says we have pretty full schedules for the next several weeks. As you can imagine, she’s very happy about that,” Richard said. “So you might want to take your ginseng and ginko pills with your shakes.”

      I liked that. And so did my bank account. I had plans, and the most important one was not to end up like my parents in dreadful military housing, moving from one base to another every two years of their lives. It had been my life, too, until I was old enough to get out.

      “And how are you, Richard? And things at home?” I asked to pace myself. Fast enough to push out short bursts, not so slow I could just chat away.

      He shrugged. “Same ol’, same ol’.”

      “Rich, you are not still living with your mother, are you?” Sandy asked, rolling his eyes.

      Richard adjusted his weight stack up a little higher. It was well known that he took care of his mother, who’d been laid up for almost as long as I’d known him.

      “Yup. I am.”

      “Ugh. You gotta get out of there.”

      “Dude, I’m not going anywhere. She has dementia. She needs me.”

      “She still in the dark about your line of work?” I asked curiously. After all, how would you tell an eighty-two-year-old woman with dementia that her only son was an escort?

      “Hell yeah. She doesn’t need to know what I do. She thinks I’m a mailman. Problem is, she asks every mailman she sees if they know me.”

      “Oh, shit.”

      He hopped up from the shoulder-press machine, rolling out his arms as he came over. “It’s kinda funny when you think about it, though. Here I am, escort extraordinaire, living with my elderly mother. Not very sexy at all. But no one knows that ’cept for you guys. Anyway, Xan, you fall in love with any clients lately?”

      That cracked Sandy up.

      “Hey, fuck you both. I have a lot of respect for my clients,” I said.

      They could be such asses.

      Richard looked at Sandy, ignoring me. “Translation: Xander falls in love easily.”

      “Whatever, guys.” I dismounted my treadmill and rubbed a towel across my face. “Just because I respect them and not just their money doesn’t mean I fall in love with them.”

      “Uh-huh… hey, I saw your American Express commercial the other day.” Richard said.

      “Seriously? They’re still running that?” I asked, pleased. “Christ, I made that thing ages ago.”

      “What’s up with the acting, anyway?” Sandy asked. “You still trying to make it on pure talent, or have you finally decided that the casting couch is your ticket to fame and fortune? You know, you could skip the waiting line—so to speak.”

      Richard rolled his eyes. “You’re an asshole sometimes, Sandy, you know that?”

      “Whatever, Rich. Xander has an adorable bubble butt. It’s gonna make him famous. I mean, can’t I say that if I want?”

      I ignored him when he talked about my ass. Or any other body part, for that matter.

      “It just so happens I have a couple auditions coming up for action-type martial arts roles.”

      Sandy screeched. Why? Because that’s what he did.

      “Ohmygod, I know you will get it. I just know!” He jumped up and down, clapping his hands. “You have to promise⁠—”

      A female voice interrupted, cutting through Sandy’s excited screeching like a belt. “Excuse me, gentlemen.”

      We whipped around to find our beautiful benefactor, Zenia Porter, standing in the doorway, her nearly-six-foot-tall frame draped in a clingy black column of some designer garb I was sure had been ungodly expensive. Yup, she still had it in spades.

      With the press of a button, my treadmill whirred to a stop, and Sandy and Richard leapt to their feet.

      It wasn’t that Zenia was foreboding or anything like that. In fact, she was warm and lovely, and had an easy laugh that could make you relax and feel good about your day no matter how shitty it had been. At least, when she liked you. And luckily for the three of us, she liked us. Of course, she made a lot of money off us. I never saw the Excel spreadsheet, even if there were one, but I bet we guys scored in her top five on a regular basis.

      But what was unusual was that she seldom made in-person appearances. Most of the time we communicated with her, she was on the other end of a phone or text message. In fact, such long periods of time would go when we wouldn’t see her that we’d begin to forget what she looked like, aside from being the tall, dark-skinned goddess that she was.

      Rumor had it that when she was younger—in L.A., that meant any time before a woman hit her fortieth birthday—she was a marginally successful character actress. Meaning she wasn’t famous enough for anyone to recognize her, but she worked steadily enough to make a good living. And when she reached her ‘expiration date’ and Hollywood was through with her, she funneled her cash into a venture more lucrative than any acting job she’d ever coveted.

      Thus was born Players.

      That’s what she had named the company that first employed Richard, and later Sandy, me, and a handful of other guys, some of whom were her longtime lovers. Players was a company name so ambiguous it took on any variety of meanings. It was whatever clients wanted it to be, by design.

      “Zenia, good to see you,” I said. And it was good to see her. She was even more beautiful than the last time I’d laid eyes on her. Some women, they hit a peak in their teens, some in their twenties or thirties. One in a million, though, are like Zenia, aging like fine wine.

      “Xander, hello. And Richard and Sandy.” She elegantly acknowledged each of us with a nod. “I wanted to check in, say hi, see how everyone’s doing.” She clasped her hands, and without waiting for anyone to comment, continued. “We have a busy few weeks coming up. It’s that time of year, and your regulars keep coming back. Better yet, I’m getting referrals for all of you, and new women are wanting to meet you. Except in your case, Sandy, it would be men.”

      Sandy fist-pumped the air. “Daddy do me right!”

      Zenia looked away from him, trying not to laugh. She pampered Sandy when she could and tried to make sure that his clients would please him just as much as he pleased them.

      “I just wanted to take a moment to reinforce that what Players offers is companionship. Nothing more, nothing less, both by Agency rules…and state law. As you know, that means you accompany your dates to events, dinner, on trips—anything they want and are able to pay for. Taking things to the next level—” she paused to look at each of us, one at a time, “—is up to you as consenting adults. Players neither condones nor condemns sexual activity between its employees and clients.”

      God, I loved that place. I could get laid. Or not. It was all up to me. Well, and my clients.

      She continued. “This keeps Players above board, on the right side of the suits downtown, and out of trouble. I just like to restate this every now and again.”

      She turned for the door and stopped. “I’ve known you all for a good bit of time, especially you, Richard. Seems so long ago that we started. You’re all loyal and hardworking, and I will never forget that. If the next few weeks go as well as I think they will, there will be nice bonuses in it for us all.”

      Yes.

      Needless to say, we were all smiles. We couldn’t wait to get to work.

      Who could blame us?
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