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    “When we go it alone, when we deny our interconnectedness, and miss the opportunity to mean something important to each other, we throw away the chance for real satisfaction and real beauty.”
  


  
    Tom Sheibley, 1955-2004
  

  
  
  


  
    This is a book of memories. Everything in it happened. Names have been changed to protect the guilty.
  

  
  
  


  
    ACT ONE
  

  
  
  


  
    INTRODUCTION
  


  
    THE TOKYO BUSINESSMAN
  


  
    I’m a bit behind in the rent. It is the fifth of the month, and I’m short $175. I’ve been playing this game with my landlord, tiptoeing around during the day so that she won’t hear me and come up to collect the envelope. The envelope is not ready yet.
  


  
    The men have been coming into the peep show as usual, but they just haven’t been picking me. Sometimes they don’t. Some girls claim that men are drawn to them when they’re ovulating, constantly picking them out of the lineup. Maybe I’m not ovulating.
  


  
    It’s about halfway through a Saturday-night shift when I leave my booth to go upstairs for a break. Suddenly, I see a Japanese man in a gray suit headed my way. I stop and slowly start walking backward, back to my booth. I just have a feeling about him.
  


  
    Japanese customers are my favorite: They seldom make eye contact, and they rarely speak. They don’t ask my name or age or say that I am so beautiful, and that they could make me feel so good, if, you know, I went out with them sometime? They don’t plead.
  


  
    They like white girls, and I am white, which means very often they will like me, and give me money, which makes me like them. They put 
     their faces close to the glass and squint and say nothing. They understand the transactional nature of the experience. It might have something to do with Zen Buddhism. The two are very similar, although many others confuse the peep show with a church, with the two-sided booth as a stand-in for a confessional and me for the priest.
  


  
    The Japanese man comes up to me, as I knew he would. I explain the cost to him and he doesn’t understand: “Type it!” he asks, confused, holding out his palm. This is an Asian custom, I have learned; they trace out numbers or letters onto palms when failing to understand a dialect or language. I move to write the number 35, the price of a show, onto his palm, but stop when I see Ahmed, the security and change man, shaking his head at me: The girls are not allowed to touch the customers. It is the number one rule.
  


  
    There must never be contact.
  


  
    It must also be a custom in Japan to tip exotic dancers throughout the course of their performance, even if they are behind glass instead of on a stage. They’re the only ones I’ve ever seen do it in the peep show: dropping dollars or fives through the slot every time I do something different, or smile, or turn around. They nod quickly, as if they understand something, something important I am saying without words.
  


  
    That’s what this man does, except instead of dollars, he uses twenties and fifties. During the five minutes I perform, if you could even call it that, a steady stream of bills drops through the crudely sawedout money slot and piles up on the floor. The Japanese businessman says nothing and makes no eye contact, focusing his gaze intently on the area above my knees but below my neck. He watches carefully, as if he is trying to figure something out.
  


  
    He keeps his hands folded in his lap, eyes scanning my body as if he will be tested after the show. I imagine the porters interrogating him behind the booths, leaning on their mops, cigarettes dangling from their mouths: And did she have any scars or unusual marks? they would ask.
  


  
    What about tattoos?
  


  
    The money is still coming through the slot, piling up on the floor. I had heard about thisnights like this, customers like thisbut always dismissed them as legend. “And then he gave me $400,” a girl would say in the dressing room. “For no reason!” I never believed them. Now I know these girls are telling the truth.
  


  
    What impresses me the most about all the money on the floor is its senselessness, its arbitrariness. The Japanese businessman says nothing, studiously avoiding eye contact. When the show is over and the curtain closes, I hear him quietly collecting his briefcase and jacket and leaving. It doesn’t make any sense at all.
  


  
    I take a cab all the way back to Brooklyn that night. I put some of the money in the envelope when I get home at one in the morning. I don’t have to tiptoe around anymore.
  

  
  
  


  
    “I surrendered to the world of Times Square.”
  


  
    John Rechy, City of Night
  


  
    HOW I GOT HERE
  


  
    The first time I ever came to New York, I ended up on the front page of The Times. I was twenty-one. There I was, above the fold and in color, standing behind a middle-aged woman holding an American flag with the stars replaced by corporate logos. We were protesting, my college friends and I and thousands of others, in front of the Waldorf-Astoria, where the World Economic Forum was being held that year. You couldn’t see my face, obscured by my hair, but it was me; I was there.
  


  
    It was midnight, and I’d been walking with my friends to a party on a boat in Chelsea. I stopped into a bodega to see if that Sunday’s early edition was out yet and to see if news of the protest had made the front page.
  


  
    I pointed frantically at my image to the Indian woman in a sari behind the counter.
  


  
    “Three dollars,” she said.
  


  
    I clutched the bulky Sunday paper in both hands and skipped out onto the sidewalk, holding it up victoriously for my friends to see. There was Patrick, the nerdy folk musician, who had wrapped himself 
     in a blanket, and Hope, the spacey sociology grad student. There was Meredith. . . . Actually, I didn’t know any of them that well. They weren’t my friends at all, really, just acquaintances at best. I’d joined their caravan because I wanted to protest that month’s injustice, sure, but mostly because I wanted to visit New York.
  


  
    

  


  
    “What up, baby girl!” boomed a small black manan Eighth Avenue hustler typewho snuck up behind me while I was sitting outside my closet-size booth at the peep show, startling me so badly that I yelped and jumped out of my chair.
  


  
    “Smoke dope?” he hissed.
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “Do you get high?”
  


  
    “I . . . no. Do you want a live show?”
  


  
    “Yeah, but I’m tryin’ not to spend all my money. You want some dope? I can give you that. Weed,” he elaborated.
  


  
    “I need to get paid in real money,” I told him.
  


  
    

  


  
    All night, men came in off the street and told me things. They were usually alone. They dropped their pants and masturbated behind glass windows. They shamelessly bargained and asked us if we “did sex.”
  


  
    “Two hundred dollars,” they’d repeat over and over in foreign accents, unblinking, until I laughed or sighed or tried not to scream.
  


  
    A bored Southern salesman chewed a toothpick while watching me. A sloppily dressed schoolteacher from Westchester passed a note through the slot reading WEAR THE FLOWERED SCHOOLGIRL PANTIE$!! They stooped and genuflected to put money through the slot sawed into the red-painted booth. We told the men the show was five minutes long, but the curtain went down after three and a half.
  


  
    Sometimes, one of them might enter his side of the booth and cry. I was not equipped to handle all of this heaviness. It was better to think of myself as a channel: letting people and their stories flow through me, releasing them back out into the world.
  


  
    My survival was based on hustling, convincing the neon-overdosed tourists and curious college boys and ghetto kids from the Bronx and Mexican laborers and guilt-ridden street preachersplus the natives, 
     the sundry damaged goods of Times Squareto pay $35 to watch me take my clothes off, with the bare minimum of enthusiasm, behind glass.
  


  
    My fellow live girls were mostly Spanish or black and from the Bronx or the projects. But one girl, named Violet, came from a similar background. She was white, like me, a plain-looking girl with a constant, amused twinkle in her eye. She was around my age and from the Midwest. She had an open relationship with her fiancé, a handsome Asian boy who often visited her at the peep show and took shows with her coworkers. He never picked menot that I cared, or wanted him to, but sometimes I wondered why he didn’t.
  


  
    “Violet, your man was da bomb last night!” said Strawberry, strolling up to Violet’s booth. She was an athletic, striking black girl who once threatened another chick by putting razor blades between her own teeth. Her rough edges had since been dulled by classes at the Barbizon School of Modeling. “He was strokin’ that thang, ooh, girl, he looked so good, that I came”
  


  
    “Oh, yeah?” said Violet, intrigued. “He told me, ‘Strawberry said she came, but I don’t believe her.’”
  


  
    “Naw, girl, believe me, that shit was for real. . . .”
  


  
    Like me, Violet had a college degree. Hers was in social work.
  


  
    “I just wish I were using my degree somehow,” she said one day, sitting in the dressing room.
  


  
    “Oh, you are,” I said, thinking of the nightly parade of dysfunctional men. She looked at me askance.
  


  
    “So, are you, like, an artist or a student or something?” she asked. I shrugged. I wasn’t sure either. I was alone in the city, and the peep show provided a place to hide. No one there knew quite what to make of me. Did I just move here? Couldn’t I have found anything better? Was I sort of a loser?
  


  
    Violet was addicted to the peep show. She made at least $400 a shift and worked five nights a week. I couldn’t figure out why she made so much money: She wore her hair long and mousy brown, with glasses, no makeup, and a plain cotton bra-and-panty set. She spent her shifts leaning against the door of her booth, one white-platformed heel crossed over the other, flipping through upscale shelter magazines, deciding what to buy next.
  


  
    It was impossible for me to make money when she was there, and I tried to schedule my shifts around her. It was because she had breasts. “Modelesque” was the term used by men who preferred me, meaning that I was skinny and flat-chested.
  


  
    “Don’t ever change them!” a short businessman once exclaimed while backing out of his booth, holding his hands in front of his chest to indicate balloon-size breasts and rolling his eyes.
  


  
    But Violet was articulate, and she spoke for everyone in recognizing the dissociative unreality that we all experienced several nights a week in Times Square.
  


  
    “So last night, I was in a show, right?” she said. “And I was down on the floor, on my knees, you know, pretending to suck this guy’s dick through the glass or whatever. And I’m looking up at it, I’m looking this guy’s dick right in the eye, and it’s looking back at me, and suddenly I thought to myself ... how the hell did I end up here?”
  


  
    

  


  
    Walking into Gotham City Video for the first time in the summer of 2006, I was assaulted by the smell: sharp, pungent, and sickly sweet, a cocktail of Pine-Sol, Windex, and bleach, plus a surface cleaner sprayed liberally around the store as air freshener.
  


  
    The overall effect of the porn shop at 781 8th Avenue dulled the senses and was profoundly unsexy. Nothing is as numbing as rack after rack of pornographic videos, their covers showcasing clinical, fully splayed genitalia of every variety (“Shemale,” “Barely Legal,” “Animal”). Mirrored walls were covered with dildos, vibrators, fakefur-lined handcuffs, and little outfits, the cheap themed kind that came in clear plastic bags. Overhead fluorescent lights were as bright as a Guantanamo prisoner’s cell at night, and the stairs were in rainbow colors, each one labeled with the words LIVE! SEXY! FANTASY! GIRLS! A banner at the top advertised LIVE SEXI GIRLS. The carnival environment would lose its effect over time; after a few months, I wouldn’t even notice the flashing lights and the dildos.
  


  
    When I first wandered into the peep show, it was six o’clock, which meant that men were filing home from work, getting distracted by the neon, and slipping furtively inside. It was prime time in live-girl land.
  


  
    At first, getting regular work was easy. I got my first job in New York by writing a letter. After reading a review of the Classical Theatre of Harlem’s version of Medea in The New Yorker, I sent them my résumé with a note detailing my experience in costuming, which had been my major in college. I was already thinking about leaving Detroit. While I was visiting New York one weekend, the theater called to offer me a job.
  


  
    I decided right then not to go back to Michigan. I already knew what would happen on Monday, when I was scheduled to return: The tires would be stolen off my car again. I would ride the bus to work, continue typing on a flickering computer running on Windows 95, stirring cheap coffee with a pen, and reporting for a labor publication from an office held together with duct tape and plywood. Our little magazine had been bleeding subscriptions for a decade. Everything in Detroit was ghettoized, shuttered. The city had been dead for years, and it would continue its death rattle whether I stayed or went.
  


  
    It wasn’t just that. There were other things that I wanted to get away from, signs of too many people giving up.
  


  
    A few months before, a coworker, Tom, a former long-haul truck driver, had shot himself in the head in his truck parked outside his apartment on Hubbard Street. Nicknamed Red Row, it was the street where all the leftists in Detroit lived. He was forty-nine.
  


  
    I’d only known him for a couple months, but he was a gentle soul whom I was drawn toward. He was quiet and never smoked or drank. He was so tall that whenever he went in the basement office, he had to stoop, but he never complained. He was also a deeply religious man. We went to the same church on the East SideTom weekly, me occasionally. We both liked the rowdy, demonstrative service: Black churches gave you a show for your money.
  


  
    “This is the God I know,” he’d said to me once after a service.
  


  
    No one will ever know if he killed himself on a Sunday on purpose or not, but he did, and I wonder if his faith had finally been shaken to its core, or if it was just a final “Fuck you” to God for not alleviating his psychic pain. He had laid out his identification and the contents of his wallet neatly on the kitchen counter, taped an unused ticket to a Tigers ballgame to the front door, and went out to his new truck 
     with a shotgun. One of my coworkers found him after Tom hadn’t shown up to the game.
  


  
    After his death, more and more things came out about Tom that I hadn’t known. I knew of him as a truck driver and union reformer, but did I know he had also been a pastor? A Harvard graduate with a degree in theology? A commentator on NPR? What I still didn’t know was how such a gentle person could have inflicted such a violent death upon himself.
  


  
    I began having a recurring waking dream. In it, I would go down into the basement office after hours, where Tom would be hunched over his computer.
  


  
    “Oh, hi,” he would say, as if nothing had ever happened.
  


  
    “How are you?” I’d ask, or maybe I’d suggest that he take a break, or go home.
  


  
    “Oh, pretty good, pretty good. But you’ll have to excuse me,” he’d say, turning away from me and back to his desk. “There’s so much more to get done.”
  


  
    Which was how I was beginning to feel about Detroit. There was so much else to do, so many places to go that were less sad and less broken. There was so much more to get done.
  


  
    

  


  
    Two hours after the phone call, I found myself backstage in a drafty theater on 145th Street, painting whiteface onto a cast of black actors.
  


  
    “Oh, honey,” said Billie, the eighty-one-year-old dreadlocked director, after seeing my confused face. “You didn’t even know what you was walking into, was you? Welcome to Harlem. This is how we do it, baby.” The play was called Funnyhouse of a Negro.
  


  
    Later that night, while the production was going on, the actors who weren’t onstage were in the dressing room talking. I felt woozy after sewing for six hours and skipping lunch, and the backstage conversations mixed and jumbled in my head with the lines coming from the stage:
  


  
    “You know those apartments with the old-fashioned sloped tubs?” said Trish, the forty-year-old retired ballet dancer. “I spent two nights in that tub, because I was in so much pain. . . . ”
  


  
    “She hung herself! The poor bitch hung herself! The poor bitch!” floated back from the stage.
  


  
    “I called the director,” Trish continued, “and I’m like, I can’t do this anymore. He said, all right, I’ll give you one night off, and I was like, no, I mean, I can’t dance anymore”
  


  
    “She was a funny little liar!”
  


  
    “I trained in dance since I was, shit, eleven, and I only got five professional years out of it”
  


  
    “Her father didn’t kill himself in a Harlem hotel room when Patrice Lamumba was murdered! I know the manhe’s a doctor, married to a whore! And he eats his dinners on a white glass table.”
  


  
    “I mean, yeah, I’d like more TV and film work, but then again, who wouldn’t?” Trish continued, patting on her makeup. She paused to survey her work in the mirror, looking satisfied. “I do ‘girl’ really well,” she said. “Goddamn, after forty-some years, I’m really good at this girl thing.”
  


  
    Lincoln, a small, wiry Jamaican man in his late forties whose day job was a masseuse, was playing a post-crucifixion Jesus dressed in yellow face-makeup and rags. He was sitting in the men’s dressing room when I went upstairs to hem some pants. His head was in his bloodied hands, going over his most important lines, repeating each word three times: “I always . . . believed . . . my father . . . to be . . . God . . . but . . . he . . . is . . . a . . . black . . . Negro . . . from . . . Africa . . .”
  


  
    Every night, I smeared stage blood on the face and head of the actor playing the ghost of Patrice Lamumba, an affable guy who drove up from Philadelphia every day. Every third night, I took the laundry basket, the costumes inside splattered with bright red stage blood and dirt, to a Laundromat on 147th and St. Nick’s. People gave me strange looks, then moved out of the way.
  


  
    “Tell me about your character,” Billie asked the new actress playing the Landlady as I kneeled beside her, sewing sequins onto her housedress.
  


  
    “Well, I was thinking, you know, Lower East Side . . .”
  


  
    “Right,” Billie encouraged.
  


  
    “ . . . Jewish . . .”
  


  
    “Uh-huh,” Billie said. “And?”
  


  
    “And . . . and . . .” she floundered, eager to please but at a loss.
  


  
    “And, she’s at home in the middle of the day, and she’s been drinking, and she’s been looking at the TV. Right?”
  


  
    “Oh, yes, yes. Right!”
  


  
    Billie came into the dressing room after that night’s show to give notes as everyone was changing. She grabbed my hand, clasping it in hers for a long time.
  


  
    “I think you’re doing a great job out there,” she said, still gripping my hand tightly. I wasn’t sure what she was referring to. I worked backstage. I wore all black, so the audience couldn’t see me as I waited in the wings, costumes held at the ready, waiting to perform quickchanges.
  


  
    “Thank you,” I replied. “Absolutely. I was just, you know, changing for the party . . .”
  


  
    I’d spent the last hour sewing a thrift-store robe into a dress for the opening-night reception.
  


  
    Later that evening, as I was reaching across the table for another glass of wine, the sleeve of my dress brushed against a candle and briefly caught fire.
  


  
    Lincoln approached, also fuzzy around the edges. He had crooked features and a crinkly, warm smile. He moved with the assurance of someone acutely aware of his physical self, his wiry body chiseled down to only the essentials: muscle and bone. His demeanor was charmingly childlike.
  


  
    “I do not know how to handle these things,” he slurred. “I am too shy. Everyone, when they meet the real me, is disappointed. Because myself, I am not so free and open, like my character . . . . ”
  


  
    His character was Jesus. How could people not be disappointedmeeting God, only to find him to be a shy Jamaican man with crooked teeth?
  


  
    At the end of the night, I sat alone in a chair up against the wall, sipping wine out of a plastic cup, surveying the scene. It was one of the moments that I loved about New York: All of a sudden you’d find yourself thrown into a place and wouldn’t know exactly how you got there. Here I was, already working in the city when I was supposed to just be visiting, at an opening-night reception in Harlem for an Off-off Broadway play which I was now a part of. A man wearing sunglasses and a rabbit-fur coat sat down beside me. He’d caught on to my newness right away and seemed to be reveling in it, like a predatora wolf, I thoughtplaying with his prey before going in for the 
     kill. I glanced over at his black, shiny cloak disdainfully: rabbit fur. The cheapest fur, I thought.
  


  
    “You gotta watch out in this city, girl,” he was saying to me. “You better watch it. It’s full of wolves, baby.”
  


  
    With that, he was off. His explanationthat the wolves were at my door, that they would pounce with the slightest provocationwas a boring cliché. I had a feeling that of all the things to be afraid of, wolves were the last on the list.
  


  
    

  


  
    With this, I had a job$125 a week before taxes, five shows a week, a commitment of about twenty hours. I was also homeless, alternating between various friends’ floors and couches. They were labor people, mostly, kids from college whom I had done activism with. About a dozen of us had scattered here and were trying, with mixed success, to find union jobs where we could “continue our activism in the workplace.” We had meetings.
  


  
    I knew I was imposing, but they were philosophically bound to do me a favor, and I was obviously desperate.
  


  
    Each couch and empty bed I slept in came with a different room in a different neighborhood, with new sounds keeping me awake.
  


  
    In Park Slope, it was a knocking radiator set at what must have been eighty degrees. In Flatbush, the radiator made a gnawing sound, like a rat. The girl whose bed I occupied was gone for the night, sleeping on a tugboat moored somewhere off the East River. Her mattress, with its mounds of clean white sheets, was the only thing filling her empty, wood-floored room.
  


  
    Another night, on the foldout couch of my Teamster friend Juliananother Detroit refugee, living in Windsor Terrace, BrooklynI was either dreaming or half-awake when I felt a body crawl in and arms wrap around me from behind. I had no idea who it could be, but it felt so comforting that I fell into a deep sleep. When I finally forced myself awake to figure out who was in my bed, there was nobody there; of course, there never had been. Not quite a dream, but a highly palpable figment of my imagination or, perhaps, an equally lonely ghost.
  


  
    After about three weeks, out of friends to impose on, I discovered the Malibu Hotel, a flophouse on 99th and Broadway that charged $20 a night. It had to be the cheapest bed in town. The Malibu was 
     also terrifying, with rows of creaky metal bunk beds housing men and women in the same room. I’d open the door to the large dormitory at midnight after getting off work and wait for my eyes to adjust to the darkness before stumbling toward an empty bed. I dragged my backpack into the bunk with me and slept with my coat on.
  


  
    “Shove your wallet down the front of your pants,” advised my dad when I checked in with my parents and told them where I was staying. “We used to do that in the army.”
  


  
    After a couple of nights I began to break down. The Malibu scared me: sleeping in a roomful of strangers who could conceivably maim or kill me with impunity, the surly clerk who glared at me like I was dirty just to have ended up there, the seedy mirrored ceiling in the lobby, the labyrinthine hallways. After that, I shelled out $60 a night and got to know the city’s various youth hostels.
  


  
    For several weeks, I stayed in an empty room in a huge, decaying mansion in Jersey City, occupied by my tattooed longshoreman friend Aaron and several of his rarely glimpsed roommates. I slept in a giant room with a fireplacebut no central heaton the mattress of its former occupant, a schizophrenic who had gone off his meds and disappeared. I lived in hopes that he would not return. During the day, I rattled around the house’s four floors with a fur coat thrown over my shoulders, like an estranged heiress on some vast estate.
  


  
    I’d brought the oversized mink coat that my grandmother had given me on this trip, as well as two pairs of pants, two shirts, and a pair of black boots. At the time, I thought the coat might look glamorous. Now I used it as a blanket to keep warm in various ill-heated apartments, and the fur was becoming matted and worn.
  


  
    Aaron was rarely home, so I often had the place to myself. I stayed for several weeks, boiling eggs and ramen and tea on the antique stove. “You’re still here?” he’d sometimes ask when he saw me, although he didn’t really mind. I knew I should leave; I just didn’t have anyplace to go. I went into the city to work at the theater or go on wild-goosechase job interviews, where various pinch-faced women under fluorescent lights would stare at me, then glance down at my résumé, then say they’d call if something came up. On the morning of my twentyfifth birthday, I woke to a cockroach crawling across my hand and casually brushed it away.
  


  
    The play’s run ended on Valentine’s Day under two feet of snow. After that, I found a temporary sublet in Greenpoint, Brooklyn, for $600 a month, rented from a smarmy musician who was going on tour. I’d chosen Greenpoint because it was a Polish neighborhood, which reminded me of Hamtramck, the Russian-Polish neighborhood in Detroit, which in turn reminded me of my Russian grandfather. Also, it was cheap.
  


  
    I put down my suitcase and sat down on the musician’s bed, a million little questions scratching inside my head, like where was I going to work, why had I moved here so cavalierly (had I expected things to magically work out because I was special?), where was the bathroom in this apartment, and what I was going to do with my life. Wolves.
  


  
    

  


  
    I grew up in a small town in Michigan. My parents were lawyers. My mom had been raised Baptist, and my dad’s side was Catholic. They never quite resolved that difference, so my younger sister and I went to both churches.
  


  
    The worst thing I ever did in high school was skip class to stand in line for Pearl Jam tickets, then lie about it. I didn’t drink or do drugs in high schoolmy parents did a good job of scaring me out of most misbehavior. I wasn’t cool, but I wasn’t quite an outcast, either. Overall, I saw the whole situation as something I would just have to wait out and the second I was set free, I set about exploring. By the time I was nineteen, I was a minor rock star in Flint. I’d joined a band that my boyfriend had, called the Terranauts, playing bass and singing backup. I spent most weekends in dive bars, rocking out for sparse crowds of factory workers and kids from the nearby community college. My boyfriend Ron sang and played guitar, with our friends Rich and Eric “The Boy” backing us up on drums and guitar.
  


  
    Long before I was old enough to drink, I was most likely to be found sitting on a barstool, talking to a thirty-seven-year-old autoworker about his divorce or entertaining the ramblings of a litany of middle-aged drunks. I was more interested in listening to them, absorbing their cigarette smoke and conversation and listening to the rhythms of the way men talked to each other, than I was in hearing a bored professor lecturing to a roomful of sleepy college kids.
  


  
    The rush of performing canceled out the noise in my head. I liked having a gig to look forward to all week, to the ritual of picking out what I was going to wear.
  


  
    The Terranauts played gigs nearly every weekend, in Flint, Detroit, Lansing, Saginaw, Kalamazoo, and Chicago, plus house parties and basements and barns and outdoor festivals. We went on tour, driving down the eastern seaboard in the middle of winter, sleeping in our 1983 Ford Econoline weather-stripped with duct tape.
  


  
    I attended classes in theater and costume design at the University of Michigan for fourokay, fiveyears, taking off on weekends to record an EP in Chicago or play a gig in Akron. We toured during my school breaks. Some evenings, in the recording studio located in the back of a water-treatment plant, I fell asleep with my head against an amplifier, screeching feedback into the night. I didn’t live fully in either world, the rock-and-roll world or cloistered university life, but always felt suspended in between.
  


  
    

  


  
    After a girl reaches a certain age, it becomes nearly impossible to lose her virginity. That was the predicament I found myself in at twenty-one. I was terrified of sex because I’d waited too longconvinced that I really was supposed to waitand now I’d worked myself into a frenzy of shame and terror. In turn, guys were terrified of being entrusted with the responsibility of my first time.
  


  
    

  


  
    I decided that I had to rid myself of this problem a few weeks after returning from that first trip to New York, the one that ended with the Times photo. I was going to be twenty-two in a couple of months, and I was dating a nice grad student who studied piano, and it just had to happen; it had long passed the point of ridiculousness.
  


  
    It happened when I was supposed to be contributing to the so-called work holiday. I was living with a hippie collective of two dozen students in a ramshackle red house named after the socialist labor organizer Eugene V. Debs, and we were all supposed to be doing chores around the house starting at nine in the morning, a Soviet tradition. The sex was unremarkable: neither good nor bad, just a sticky, slightly painful physical act that left the disconcerting scent 
     that I now recognize to be condom lubricant. Afterward, we climbed out my window and down the fire escape so my housemates wouldn’t see me skipping work, walked over to the old Fleetwood diner on the edge of town, and had omelets.
  


  
    

  


  
    After graduation, I went to work as a labor reporter in Detroit. (The Terranauts, plagued by a marijuana-related arrest that didn’t allow our singer to leave the state, disbanded.)
  


  
    Recent college grads don’t move to Detroit. Nobody in their right mind moves to Detroit, save for a few dozen earnest leftists working to revive the labor movement in the shadow of a dying auto industry.
  


  
    Built to hold three million people, it held about seven hundred thousand, and those left were fleeing fast. It was a vast, postindustrial ghost town that had a raw, apocalyptic beauty. Abandoned mansions lined wide-open boulevards. Empty lots were reverting to fields. Everything was vacated and forgottencrumbling storefronts, entire factories, even the eighteen-story Michigan Central Depot had been abandoned and loomed over the city like a rotting skeleton.
  


  
    A Wild West mentality pervaded the city. Vigilantism was not only popular but the only means of protection in a place with no infrastructure, left to its own devices. A vast underclass and a barely perceptible aboveground economy resulted in a kind of controlled anarchy. Burned-out churches sat next to liquor stores, and the men behind their counters openly polished the shotguns on their laps.
  


  
    I lived in the basement of a crumbling old house in Mexicantown for $195 a month. My housemates owned it as part of a women’s collective that was loosely associated with the punk collective over on Trumbull Street. Homes were cheaper than cars in the Motor City; you could get something for a few grand. If you could protect it from the looters stripping the wiring for copper, it was all yours.
  


  
    I held dinner parties on the rooftops of abandoned houses and drove my ten-year-old Oldsmobile around empty streets at night, smoking a joint. It didn’t matter. There was no one around, no cars, no people on the streets.
  


  
    The labor magazine was located in a run-down, bullet-scarred office on the Southwest Side directly next to a strip club called the Hardbody Café. The club featured an eighteen-foot-tall pink neon sign of a blond naked woman wearing a top hat and heels. The music usually started around 4 PM and pulsed through the walls of the office, where I might be on the phone with my main hotel-union source in San Francisco, a retired hospitality worker who always sang Grateful Dead songs as introduction.
  


  
    The lefties and socialists I worked with were alternately amused and unsettled by what was going on next door. Of course, no one really knew what was going on next door: Not a single one of us had ventured over. Debates occasionally broke out, over lunch or while sitting around stuffing envelopes, about the nature of these mysterious strippers. Everyone had an opinion, from the grizzled Teamsters to the fresh-faced college interns. Some said they were our sisters, working-class folks like ourselves. Others said they were being exploited and exploiting themselves, or doing bad things in the back room. We were all fascinated by the Hardbody Café.
  


  
    One afternoon, the intern showed up with beer to celebrate making deadline, and everybody stood outside on the sidewalk, drinking and watching as a flatbed truck full of construction workers pulled up and began to dismantle the pink neon lady. Then a crane arrived.
  


  
    Were they going to take her away? Suddenly I was worried. She had been causing a lot of controversy in the neighborhood since her arrival, mostly among the Catholic Mexicans and Polish. As it turned out, they were just hoisting her up, six feet higher, so she could be seen by more people.
  


  
    After that, the neon lady seemed to be trying to tell me something, flashing on and off in nightly Morse code, luring passing motorists inside with her long, pink legs.
  


  
    

  


  
    Another hot summer afternoon soon after, while unloading a vanload of the magazine’s most recent issue in the alley, I caught sight of one of the Hardbody’s dancers, hanging out the back door of the club, smoking a cigarette. She was white and pale, with long, straight brown hair, wearing a black bikini with tall black boots. She caught me staring, smiled, and waved. I shyly waved back.
  


  
    Being a stripper was pretty much the last thing I could imagine myself capable of doing. I was terribly shy and awkward. I still felt hopelessly behind when it came to sex, or dating, or even socializing. I was a wallflower and a late bloomer. I spent a lot of time waiting for things to happen to me. I waited for people to talk to me, to call me, to invite me places, to ask me out. It hadn’t yet occurred to me that I could take charge of my own life. Even if it had, I figured that any potential rejection just wasn’t worth it. So I watched, and waited.
  


  
    I hoisted a box of magazines and went back to work, just as I was supposed to, just as I had always done. She was still there, leaning in the doorway of the club, sucking on her cigarette and squinting in the sunlight, when I left.
  


  
    

  


  
    Two years later, alone in New York, I showed up at 30 West 31st Street, after answering an ad for “dancers” on Craigslist.
  


  
    The club, if you could call it that, was on the fifth floor of a decrepit walk-up. I trudged up the rickety stairs with a red plaid skirt, black halter top, and black high heels in my bag. The costuming aspect wasn’t what intimidated meI wasn’t one of those girls who didn’t know how to walk in heels or anything. I loved clothes, and I loved costumes. After all, one of the easiest ways for a shy person to express herself is through the armor of clothing. But being comfortable naked, or being naked at all or accepting the idea that someone might find me attractive without cringing in embarrassment or hating them for thinking thatthat was completely beyond me. That was what I couldn’t get my mind around. That was why I was here.
  


  
    The man in charge was a guy named Lou, a Lebanese Jew who looked like a sweaty George Costanza. I changed into my outfit in a makeshift dressing room with a bunch of Russian girls. A sign informed me that dancers were prohibited from wearing stiletto heels due to past problems with them being used as weapons.
  


  
    The club was a low-key setup. Guys found out about the place through its website, then showed up after work to swill bottom-shelf liquor and chat up trashily dressed girls, as if they were at a cocktail party. It was up to us to hustle for lap dances and money. These men were time-sucking energy vampires, passive-aggressive manipulators 
     in their forties and fifties who mostly seemed lost, wondering why they were there, and angry about the fact that they were.
  


  
    Giving lap dances was shockingly intimate, not the lighthearted one-sided performance I’d imagined. It was also unremarkable and only vaguely uncomfortable, just like the first time I’d had sex. My first dance was with a light-skinned black man, pleasant-enough looking. As I climbed onto him, my senses were overwhelmed by unfamiliarity: the material of his suit, his cologne, the oiliness of his graying hair. Unconsciously, I turned them off.
  


  
    

  


  
    During the one song I was contracted to dance for, I could only process a string of hard facts: It was cold without my top on. Mary J. Blige was playing. I could feel his hands moving over my shoulders and bare back. I had an unsettling feeling of discomfort, but since I was doing it willingly, I wasn’t sure if this feeling was just something I would have to get used to or if it was a warning that I should stop. I just couldn’t tell. When the song finished, he handed me $20, unimpressed, and moved on to the next girl. Things like sex and nudity were supposed to be imbued with meaning. But isolated from a relationship, they meant nothingor rather, I realize now, they became something to be negotiated, and I became nothinglittle more than a dress-up doll for them to project their narratives onto.
  


  
    

  


  
    Over the next several weeks, I became a difficult, halfhearted stripper, cold and distant with customers. My barely masked contempt was equaled only by my morbid fascination with this den of iniquity, like poking a dead rat with a stick: I shouldn’t do it, I didn’t particularly enjoy doing it, I hated how disgusting it was. But some part of me needed to see what its insides looked like.
  


  
    “The thing about this job,” I cracked a week later, straddling my first customer of the night, a cute, ruffly-haired young guy with glasses from a record company, “is that it’s not rocket science.” Michael was his name. Actually, I forgot his name.
  


  
    “Right . . .” he laughed. “We both know what we want.” But his voice was suddenly husky.
  


  
    Most men remained silenteither terrified or awedduring lap dances. Half of them seemed just as uncomfortable as I was. But 
     Michael was differenthe was chatty, with witty, well-practiced anecdotes about Willie Nelson and peyote and the art of nudging recording artists: “So how are we doing? How’s the record coming? Help me help you. How’s the creative process flowing?”
  


  
    “What’s your favorite movie this year?” he asked. “Remember, I’m a media guyI have to know.”
  


  
    I rolled my eyes.
  


  
    “My definition of being professional,” he whispered, “is doing what you love with people you hate.” He was flirting, playing on the idea that he assumed I hated him on principle but was somehow enjoying my time with him anyway.
  


  
    I hated all the clients: the businessmen, the younger men, the older men, Lou. I gazed over at the dance floor: There he was, doing what he thought were his slick moves to a Rod Stewart song, in his cheap suit: “If you think I’m sexy, and you like my body . . .” Lou pointed and grinned at a bleached-blond stripper while attempting to twirl her around with his other hand.
  


  
    My fantasies involved machine-gunning him down on the dance floor. Multiple bullets would send blood spurting from his chest, splattering all over his white shirt. The other girls would scream at first and then start laughing like hyenas.
  


  
    But I couldn’t hate Michael. He was too young; we had too much in common. His face, his mannerisms, his voice: They were all disconcertingly familiar.
  


  
    I avoided eye contact, anything resembling intimacy, but I could see him gazing up at me, looking into my eyes, blowing cool air onto my stomach, something that only a lover would do. Before I knew what was happening, he covered my right hand, resting on the side of the couch, with his, and I froze. He had broken the cardinal rule: the rule of my hating him, my professional, psychological boundaries. What started as a crude service between strangers became just a moment between two human beings.
  

  
  


  
    THE TURQUOISE DRESS
  


  
    The mood in the dressing room at the start of the night was always ebullient. We always came in with blind optimism: We were really going to make money tonight1ots of it, more than anyone had ever made before.
  


  
    The following Friday night, the music was pumping, and Lou was handing out champagne. Yes, we all thought. Yes. Tonight was going to be a good night.
  


  
    Lou had secured an empty spa on the fourth floor of a building in Little Brazil. 30 West 31st Street had been closed down for buildingcode violations, and he had been scrambling for spaces.
  


  
    Ever the hustler, he’d rented the space from a woman who was part of a couple who frequented his swingers partiesan entirely separate line of his business interests that I wanted to keep far away from. From what I’d heard, it involved middle-aged couples from Jersey who were into wife-swapping.
  


  
    Oversized plush sofas and leopard-print folding chairs were scattered throughout the spa. In the waiting room, heavily made-up and 
     scantily clad dancers sat in wait, lounging on blood-red couches, smoking or sleeping, boredly waiting for the men to arrive.
  


  
    A girl came out of the dressing room in a skimpy black crochet outfit, sat down, smoked a cigarette, left, and appeared minutes later in an identical white crochet dress.
  


  
    I decided to change clothes, too. I went back to the makeshift dressing room and changed out of my little black dress into red, ruffly underwear and a red bra. It didn’t look quite right. I could never really get it right, no matter how hard I tried. Some element of my outfit, of my hair or makeup, was always wrong. I squinted at myself in the mirror, trying to figure it out.
  


  
    Simoneone of the oldest dancers at Lou’s who worked nearly every one of his partieshad finally had enough. “Honey, no,” she said. She was a brunette in her thirties who smoked like a chimney, had a little girl and a husband, and lived in Brighton Beach. She had a super-aggressive Eastern European hustle and made more money than anybody else. Yet, she hardly touched her customers and didn’t allow them to touch herevery time I looked over, she was sitting on their lap while whispering into their ear. She could do that for thirty minutes straight.
  


  
    “What is this, what are you doing? Take this shit off.” She tugged my underwear down and handed me a dress.
  


  
    “I thought it was cute,” I meekly defended myself.
  


  
    “Here,” she said, producing a dress from her oversized duffel bag and tossing it at me.
  


  
    Some older strippers made a side income selling their old costumes to the other girls at the club. The first dress was yellow and green with glitter and made me look like an alien. The second dress, red and silver, wasn’t much better. But there was one more.
  


  
    “This one, yes,” Simone said. It was shimmery deep turquoise with swags of black tulle at the hem.
  


  
    “Wow,” I said, staring at myself in the mirror. I looked like a naughty ballerina. “My red shoes will look so good with this.”
  


  
    “Red shoes, what red shoes?” I handed her one, a red patent leather pump. She sighed, as if trying to teach a lesson to a very slow child.
  


  
    “No,” she said. “No, no, no.” She threw the shoe at my bag. “Put this shit away.” She sighed again.
  


  
    “Honey,” she said slowly. “It’s a very beautiful shoe, but to wear with jeans, or out dancing, you know. Not for this. What size do you wear?” She rummaged around in her giant duffel bag.
  


  
    “Ten.” There was no way she’d have a pair of size-ten stripper shoes.
  


  
    But she did. They had a high platform of clear plastic, and a stiletto heel, also clear plastic. I hated them on sight; they were so tacky.
  


  
    “I can’t,” I said, slipping them on, but they actually looked kind of good. They were just part of a uniform, I realized. I didn’t have to like them.
  


  
    “You look good. Tell her she looks good,” she commanded one of the Russian girls.
  


  
    “You look good,” the Russian girl said dutifully.
  


  
    “There,” Simone said, reaching over and adjusting my dress again, then gently turning me to face the mirror. “There,” she said again, softer now. “Now you looklike woman. Get out there and hustle, honey.”
  


  
    

  


  
    I went back out into the waiting room with the red curtains and the couches.
  


  
    A tall, dorky-looking guy with glasses came in, the first to arrive. I recognized him as the one who had come to the previous Tuesday’s party. He was only interested in getting dances from a gorgeous black girl with a British accent named Bella, an NYU student. He came into our lair and sat down beside her.
  


  
    “What’s up?” he asked awkwardly.
  


  
    “Um, this is kind of the girls-only hangout room,” she replied icily.
  


  
    He left, more awkward than ever. Lou barged in a minute later.
  


  
    “Bella, a gentleman has booked an appointment in the Fantasy Booth with you.”
  


  
    The Fantasy Booth was just a closet with a chair in it that customers could rent out for half-hour private dances with a girl of their choice. There wasn’t room inside for anything other than that.
  


  
    “I don’t want to go in the Fantasy Booth,” she pouted. Lou pulled her up by the hand, sweet-talking while leading her out the door.
  


  
    “It’s just like a regular lap dance, Bella, but in a private booth. Nothing to be worried about, okay? How are we feeling, then? Good? You look great, by the way.”
  


  
    His cell phone rang, and he searched behind him in his back pocket to answer it.
  


  
    “Hi, Ellis? Yeah, we’re having a real nice party, a real nice party. Yeah, everybody’s having a good time. So, what should we do about garbage when we’re done? The alley? Okay, we’ll put it out back. Yeah, okay, Ellis, great. Listen, I gotta go, okay? All right.”
  


  
    

  


  
    At the end of the night, I had to give the dresses and the shoes back. I’d made almost no money, and Simone had given them to me on contingency. The entire evening had been a disaster. I couldn’t perform the socializing required for this job, the endless conversations that the club’s well-off but socially inept clientele required you to entertain them with before you could actually make a fucking sale, in increments of $20, lap dance by lap dance. They needed their egos to be puffed up and stroked first, and I couldn’t do it. My own nervousness made other people nervous.
  


  
    I owed Simone $30, and the house $60. Nobody was getting paid. I left early, trying to figure out my inability to do this. Failing at stripping was a bad feeling, but it was trueI was bad at it. It had nothing to do with how I looked; the problem was my personality. I left the turquoise dress and shoes behind, folded up in the dressing room.
  


  
    I took the subway back to Brooklyn, catching the beginning of the morning rush hour, and sat in front of a bodega waiting for the B61 bus to my neighborhood, watching the sky beginning to get light.
  


  
    

  


  
    Two months later, my last night at Lou’s ended with the words, “Cops! Everybody put your clothes on!” Twenty girls huddled in the makeshift dressing room, furiously getting dressed while hiding drugs and panicking about immigration status. I sat down in the shower with two Russian girls, resigned to the fact that everything was beyond my control.
  


  
    Would we all be arrested, handcuffed, and led down the five flights of rickety wooden stairs to a paddy wagon? Would my photo be splashed across The Post under the headline VICE SQUAD BUSTS ILLEGAL STRIP JOINT? Had I made enough money that night to bail myself out? I didn’t care either way. I almost looked forward to the change of pace a night in jail might provide from the grind of the club.
  


  
    “Jesus Christ, try to act normal,” said Vixen, the head girl and assistant to Lou, sounding cross. “It’s not like we’re doing anything illegal, so chill.” Vixen, with long, dirty-blond hair and a penchant for black knee-high boots, was pretty in a hard-bitten sort of way. She said she liked her neighborhood in Queens because they let her keep her pit bulls and because it was “all white.”
  


  
    Yet, like a pair of fishnet stockings, Vixen’s statement was full of holes. For instance, I doubted that the loft was in full compliance with New York’s labyrinthine cabaret and vice laws, especially if one considered that it was most likely serving liquor without a license, allowed under-twenty-one drinking, and hired under-eighteen dancers from Jersey, plus an assortment of foreign girls without work visas or other legal documentation. Those were the sorts of things that might be of interest to the law.
  


  
    I could hear Lou outside the door, talking to the cops, cajoling them, and they soon left.
  


  
    This is over, I thought, still crammed inside the shower stall with three other girls. But it had really only just begun.
  

  


End of sample
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