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Chapter 1

Ida
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I COULD ALREADY FEEL the ogling of the customers, stepping into the main room of The Houz and hoping that I could get through the crowd as quickly as possible. But, looking at all these people standing in front of me, I could tell that doing that wasn’t going to be simple.

I felt some tightness in my chest. It wasn't that I didn’t like big crowds, but that this strip club, in particular, made me feel like ripping the flesh off my body.

I turned my head slightly to the right, finding a woman sashaying down the stage like she owned it. I couldn’t help but feel a huge wave of repulsion, asking myself what she thought she was doing with her life.

I’d seen so many times what she did after The Houz closed. She went out to the alley in the back and allowed men to abuse her for some cash. I’d never say that I felt proud of my job, but at least I didn’t have to do... the things she did for money.

My salary was just enough to survive, and I wouldn’t say she was doing much better than I was. Quite the contrary, I was assuming. She probably made as much as I did, without the benefit of not having to sell out for some dollars.

If I could, I wouldn’t be working here. I would be kicking back on the beach, sipping some coconut water, and making plans for the next luxury car I would buy.

I sighed, pushing through the crowd while holding a heavy bucket of water and a mop. I needed to reach the makeup room, or dressing room, or whatever it was called. In essence, it was where the ‘performers’ went to retouch their makeup and fix their hair.

Try as they might to look pretty, they couldn’t change their souls. They sold them to the devil a long time ago. And while part of me blamed them for that, I knew that it wasn’t that simple. Our failing economy and inflation were driving people to do the stupidest of things.

But that was enough rambling. I needed to keep pushing through this dancing, drinking crowd and reach that room. Upon getting there, I needed to make it look squeaky clean.

It wasn’t that I thought I could really make that happen, though. The makeup room was usually dirty, and more often than not the girls that worked here took their clients there when they couldn’t wait until they could find a more appropriate place.

Chicago had so many motels and yet people still had sex there. I didn’t know what was usually going on in their minds, but it surely wasn’t anything pretty.

Again, I pushed the rambling away and thought how ironic it was that a virgin woman like myself was working in a place like this. And being 21 now, with my parents having died a long time ago, I had to remember I wasn’t in this situation because of my fault.

Or, maybe it kind of was. I was saving myself for the right man. So many of my friends – not the ones from church – kept insisting that I was making the wrong decision, that I was missing out, but they couldn’t understand my motivations.

I grew up watching my mom and father being the happiest couple ever before they were killed, and they followed the same path I was.

A tear rolled down my cheek, remembering the day they died. My sister wasn’t with me then, and I had to run back home to comfort her. Her crying made me break down too, and at that moment, I cried like a dam had burst.

Ever since then, I promised to keep Dalanie safe, and that’s what I was doing. Even now, when she kept making it pretty clear she didn’t like me one bit.

But she was only 17. I was pretty sure that, with time, she was going to realize I was the only thing standing between her and a life of complete misery, living in the streets and having to depend on other people to make ends meet.

Nevertheless, it wasn’t like that was much different than what I was doing now, I thought with a frown.

I exhaled in pure relief when I finished pushing through the crowds and just when I thought I was safe, I felt something liquid and wet splashing on my shirt.

I snapped in the direction it came from, finding a white man in his early twenties with a grin on his face, holding a slightly-turned glass in his hand.

“You should be watching where you’re going, ni-” he was saying before someone bumped into him, making his hand finish turning the glass until all of the beer in it splashed on my shirt.

On other occasions, when I was still starting out here, I would be fuming at what he did. But I’d be lying if I said this was the first time this was happening.

I shook my head, still holding the bucket with water in one hand and the mop in the other. I put the water bucket on the floor, rubbed my hand over my shirt in a futile attempt to dry the beer, and then turned and tuned that man out of my mind.

He was a racist jerk and, in this establishment, there were plenty of people like him. I needed their money to keep surviving in here, though, and it wouldn’t be good for my boss if I insulted him, even though that idiot had almost called me the n-word.

I wasn’t going to pretend it didn’t bother me. It did – a lot, and I was already feeling my blood boiling. If I didn’t need this job at all, I’d already be slapping the shit out of him and kicking him-

Oh God, what the hell was that thought that was crossing my mind now? I thought before opening the door of the dressing room and stepping into it.

Just not having to listen to the full volume of the music they played in the main room was very relieving. They played those kinds of shitty songs to keep their clients in some kind of haze in their minds, thinking about nothing but sex.

Alcohol and sex. What could really go wrong in a place like this?

As soon as my eyes scanned the room, I found what I was looking for. Some kind of weird goo on the floor, and it was probably the sperm of a man with a woman’s bodily fluids mixed in it.

The thing itself made me feel a lot of repulsion, urging me to step out of this room right away. And it wasn’t even empty either, I noticed, finding some girls standing not too far from me, talking among themselves.

In here, in The Houz, I was a nobody, and it wasn’t like that would ever change. If anything, the women that worked here were going to keep thinking that way about me, looking down on me all the time.

I’d made a lot of noise, some water splashing out of the bucket when I walked into the room. And even then they didn’t even turn their heads to me.

A lot of people would be feeling revolted at that, but not me. I actually kind of liked being treated as a ghost. I could come in and out of the strip club without anyone noticing me.

When walking outside, going to a supermarket to buy some groceries, and doing anything that didn’t involve being here, I liked thinking that there was a pretty high chance nobody was going to recognize me.

I stepped to the goo on the floor, wondering if those women had been involved in the sexual matter that happened here not too long ago. My boss had called me to tell me I needed to wipe the floor clean right away.

He didn’t really care what it looked and smelled like, only that he couldn’t let a client potentially walk into the room, finding it in this condition.

But it wasn’t like their minds would be able to process what had happened anyway, I thought with an uncomfortable, tight-lipped smile on my face.

I put the head of the mop into the water in the bucket, wetting it and then pulling it out. I rubbed it on the ground, right where that goo and stain were, hoping that it was going to be cleaned quickly.

I pulled the mop back, exhaling in annoyance as I found the goo and stain still right where they were. I had a dirty handkerchief put in one of the pockets of my pants, and I pulled it out as soon as I realized I was going to have to do some scrubbing.

Not really the ideal solution, but it was going to have to do. I wished we had some kind of cleaning product for situations like this, but as far as I knew, we didn’t have any.

Getting on my knees, I couldn’t stop my stomach from churning. The stench was so horrible it was making me wish I didn’t have lungs.

I finished scrubbing the stain, already counting the minutes I could be out of here. I grabbed the mop, dried it somewhere outside the strip club, and then stashed it with the now-empty bucket of water in the cleaning equipment room.

I wasn’t going to have to touch them until something-

I heard my phone buzzing in the pocket of my pants. My boss didn’t say that I had to leave it in silence mode, and the music here in the dressing room was still loud enough to make it impossible to hear the ringtone I’d chosen for it.

I pulled it out of the pocket, putting it on my ear after pressing the green button.

“Yes?” I had to remain calm and composed, even on an occasion where it most likely seemed he was going to verbally abuse me.

If only I didn’t have to depend on him to pay the bills and the rent of the shitty flat where I still lived with my sister. As soon as our parents died, we lost our house.

Through some legal loopholes, our asshole uncle managed to snag it for himself. And the worst thing about it was that he wasn’t even living there.

I couldn’t hide my frustration, anger bubbling up in my blood.

“I’ve got some good news. You can leave now, if you want. You don’t need to stay until after we are closed to help with cleaning it.”

I felt my heart jumping, trying to figure out if I’d heard that right.

“Are you sure? This has never happened before.”

“Yeah, I am. I just thought that you needed to relax a little, maybe go out tonight with your boyfriend to some bar, and kick back with him.”

I never told him that I didn’t have a boyfriend. It was no wonder he was assuming, once again, that I had one.

I quickly recomposed myself, straightening my back. I was going to take everything I could to have a slightly better night, even though that still meant turning on the TV and pretending that there was something good being played on it.

“Uhhh, thank you, sir. I appreciate it.”

“Then, go have some fun. I’m sure you have some plans, but,” he paused, breathing in loudly, “if you find yourself thinking that your boyfriend is a huge waste of time, you know where to find me.”

And there he was, hitting on me again. It had happened a lot of times in the past, and it was one of the many reasons to walk out of this establishment one day and never look back.

“I... don’t think that will be necessary,” I affirmed, ending the call after he wished me to have a good time with whatever I was going to do with my boyfriend.

I actually liked that he didn’t know much about me, still thinking that I had a normal life like everyone else.

If there was one thing I was thinking about doing tonight that I usually didn’t, it was whipping up something special for dinner.

Now that I had more time, maybe I could do that.
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Roman
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MY BROTHER WAS STANDING on the other side of the desk, leaning against the wall and putting his head on his forearm. He was still chuckling and laughing, like he thought that what was happening here was some kind of joke.

“Oh, man. You really should have seen the look on your face when she told you how old she was.”

“I really thought that she was in her early twenties, and then she showed me her ID, and it turned out she was almost forty.”

“Yup, that kind of thing happens.”

“Not in my world, though. I like knowing the age of the women I meet.”

“Some of them fake it pretty damn well,” he said, straightening his neck and walking until he put his hands on my desk. “You’re really hellbent on finding the right woman for this job, aren’t you? Even though that doesn’t really matter.”

“To make this business really work, I need only the best of the best,” I stated. And lowering my voice, I added, “It’s the only way to be successful. Without that, we would only be wasting our time.”

“I know, I know,” he said, pushing himself off the desk and then stepping to the door. He was the one sorting the right candidates that managed to get here, after going through a selection filter I designed for this purpose.

Looking at my brother was like looking at my reflection in a mirror that changed my clothes. He looked just like me. He even tried to maintain the same body shape, going with me to the gym so that we could work out together.

He was my twin, having been born at about the same time as me. Well, to be honest, I was a little older than he was, but a difference of a couple of minutes never really meant much when we were growing up.

And through the door stepped someone that I knew, right away, couldn’t even be 18 yet. What she was doing here at the Soul Groove, I didn’t know and I didn’t want to know.

I was going to have to have a long talk with the men that were supposed to be selecting these girls for the position I was looking to fill. I stressed out often enough that we weren’t taking underage girls – at all.

I’d already had problems of a similar nature before, and right now I wanted to keep our operations obfuscated to the authorities. It was the only way to finish laundering the money we got from that bank heist.

The news channels were still talking about it, months later. And the feds managed to jail only a few of us, who were our scapegoats.

“Sergei, get her out of here right away. I’m going to have a long talk with Gleb about how serious he’s taking his job.”

But Sergei wasn’t a man that usually took orders from me without spinning them to his own benefit, already opening a wide smile and annoying me.

“Why don’t you hear her out first?”

I didn’t give him the satisfaction of answering that, already standing up quickly and striding to that young African-American while trying not to look too angry.

I could see that she was only a desperate teen trying to make some money. She was just not going to get any of it here, I reaffirmed to myself.

“You’re not allowed in this establishment, whoever you are,” I growled, grabbing her arm with enough confidence to make her shoot her eyes wide, but without hurting her.

“Hey, let go of me,” she whined, trying to shake her arm off, but I was hellbent on getting her out of the Soul Groove before someone had the chance to record this.

One video and it would be enough to make the police come down here. I doubted they would be able to hurt my strip club without more evidence, and they wouldn’t look too hard into this matter, but the less attention I had on this place, the better.

It was already located underground, without even a sign outside showing what it was that we did here. We relied on sending the right information about this place to the right people, by carefully hand picking them.

Not really the most effective and quick method of finding new customers, but we managed to find the right ones – the sharks that were willing to overspend to have a good time.
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