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To all young women:


Love, honour and cherish yourselves. We are precious, and it is our time to shine...


‘Thus I gave up myself to ruin without the least concern, and am a fair memento to all young women whose vanity prevails over their virtue: nothing was ever so stupid on both sides.’


From Moll Flanders by Daniel Defoe




Why I wrote this book


What is lap dancing? Whilst many people have an opinion on this subject, many are unaware of what actually happens inside the clubs themselves. The aim of this book is to give a voice to women who have direct experience of lap dancing but are often unheard, and to peel away some of the gloss surrounding this industry.


I grew up in the North West, where I attended a local comprehensive school. I did well academically but didn’t really enjoy the whole experience of school. Due to my good grades I was able to attend a very good college where I completed my ‘A’ levels. After I finished college, I had neither the money nor the inclination to go straight to university; instead, I moved to another country to work for a season in a holiday resort. Upon returning to England I worked in several bars and clubs on minimum wages, but after a couple of years I realised that I was tired of working in poorly-paid jobs and living hand to mouth. I decided that I wanted a degree so that I could eventually start a career in business and get myself out of the minimum-wage grind.


At that time I believed that I could not afford university. I had become used to living independently. I didn’t want to share a student house as I was now older than the average student, and I didn’t want to do a full-time degree whilst also working a full-time job. A chance meeting introduced me to lap dancing. I met a woman who told me what she earned for two nights dancing topless in a club. It was more than I earned in a week in a regular bar. I felt frightened of doing full strip, but topless seemed less scary, and I convinced myself that this was the only way that I could go to university and achieve what I wanted in my life. Hindsight has revealed that this was not the truth; I could have taken on greater debt, or lived more humbly, but my decision was made and I began a two-year sojourn in the world of lap dancing.


I worked in one club mainly, but when the money dropped so did my personal standards. On two different occasions I went to other clubs where I performed full strip. The first time I pulled my knickers down I felt my soul fall out, but as I was convinced that money was the be-all and end-all, I worked the entire weekend. And then, months later, when money was tight again, I went and did another weekend of full strip.


My time as a lap dancer is documented in this book in greater detail; I am one of the contributors to the ‘Experiences’ section. Eventually the reason I stopped dancing was that I met the man who was to become my husband. Love made me realise how unhappy I was in that job, and how damaging it had become to my life. I never told anyone other than my closest friends that I was working as a lap dancer. All the people on my university course must have thought me cold, as I always refused any social invitations. I only told my family what I was doing as one day I had a horrible thought: ‘What if I was attacked one night?’, or ‘What if the train I took to work crashed?’ - and they would have no idea where I was.


In my final year of university I had the opportunity to complete a dissertation on the subject of my choice. I was studying for a degree in business, but - with absolutely no relevance to my degree! - I based my dissertation on the lap dancing industry in the UK. Through studying for this dissertation, I found that there was little documentation of lap dancing, and that very few of the articles or pieces I found reflected my own experience and what I had seen and done. After reading my dissertation my lecturer encouraged me to explore this topic further. Although I initially received a high grade for the dissertation, when it went to the external examiners they marked it low, justifiably, as it was completely unrelated to my studies.


However, doing the dissertation gave me the confidence to believe that this industry needed to be talked about, and to an extent exposed, and that I had the ability to do it. I researched online organisations that might be interested in my dissertation, and found OBJECT. They had a campaign called ‘Stripping the Illusion’, which was exactly what I had been trying to achieve. I met with Sandrine Lévêque, who at that time worked for OBJECT, and so this book was born.


Nothing in life is ever all bad. Through my time as a lap dancer I made some great friends, so I was able to ask them to contribute their own experiences to this book. Sandrine, in her work with OBJECT, had also met women who either worked in or had been affected by lap dancing, and she asked them to contribute.


Working on this book has been difficult, as it has meant exposing myself as a former lap dancer. Despite my justifications to myself for being involved in this type of work, overall I have kept it a secret. In writing this, I have felt afraid of the consequences on my future career, and also the effect on my family. I am happily married, have a good relationship with my parents and family, so why not just leave all this in the past and move on with my life? This book isn’t going to cure cancer, end wars, or abolish nuclear weapons, so what is the point of potentially destroying all that I have achieved so far? Who cares about lap dancers when there are so many other serious societal problems as well as atrocities taking place in the world?


The short answer is that I do. I know that this industry is of no value, despite all the assertions to the contrary, i.e. that it generates money for the economy, gives women confidence, allows women the opportunity to be independent and self sufficient who otherwise may be unable to work, etc. I know that I am capable of more than taking my clothes off for a living and so are all the other women in this industry. I once watched a speech given by Eve Ensler, author of The Vagina Monologues, in which she said that you should put into the world what you would like to have found yourself. I would like to have read this book before I began lap dancing, so I could have had some idea what I was getting myself into. I would like to give that opportunity to other young women.


All the experiences in this book are from women involved in or affected by lap dancing within the last five years. This industry is still thriving and growing. As a developed country, we must look at the causes and effects of such an industry that is entirely based on the sexual objectification of women. As I have said, there are terrible things in this world that must be addressed, and for many people lap dancing doesn’t rank high on the list. But I believe that in order for change to happen in our world, people who know about things that are harming other people and causing them to suffer must stand up and share their experiences, so that we can all grow. If you know about the destruction of the environment, stand up! If you know about labour abuses, stand up! If you know about nuclear weapons, stand up! If you know about human trafficking, stand up!


Whatever you know that can help another person avoid suffering, please stand up. I know about this, so I have stood up.


In the next section of this book, women working within the industry, as well as those affected by it, are given an opportunity to express their own experience of what actually happens in lap dancing clubs, and to share the impact this thriving industry has had on their lives. Media depictions of lap dancers often fall prey to caricatured and stereotypical images of the women involved. This book aims to offer a voice to the women themselves, and thus to provide new insight and perspective into a still secretive and largely undisclosed world.


Jennifer Hayashi Danns


August 2011




Part 1


EXPERIENCES




Alicia


At just 25 years old, I have already travelled the world three times, whilst doing a degree. The first question on everyone’s lips is: ‘Where did you get the money to pay for it?’ I do not have rich parents; no one died and left me a huge inheritance. I chose to enter the world of exotic dancing. Easy money, some might say.


My original motivations for lap dancing were not to do with money, rather to prove a point. For most of my teenage years, I had been dogged with unpopularity at school. Not feeling liked by people made me feel that I had missed out on something. I was making up for lost time in a big way, taking recreational drugs, partying, promoting club nights and podium dancing. I so strongly wanted other people my age to be envious of me. Lap dancing somehow seemed like the next logical step.


I did some research and found the number for a club, and before I knew it, I was sat face to face with the manager. He outlined the fact that working there would involve fully nude lap dancing and told me that he wanted to make sure that this was something I would be comfortable with. I replied a confident ‘yes’, secretly toying with my moral conscience.


I returned on a weekday, having arranged to meet with another dancer. I was shown around the club which was quite decadent, bathed in black and leopard-print with velvet dancing rooms and a looming lap dancing pole. There were bottles of Cristal and Dom Pérignon champagne in prime position behind the bar. It did not appear to be a sleazy sex establishment, but quite an upmarket venue. This provided me with some justification. I thought that only the most beautiful women would be asked to work there and felt lucky to be one of them.


As the dancer was guiding me around the workplace, she explained that a full nude dance would cost £20. I was to wear an evening dress, which specifically had to be below the knee, so as to create an air of sophistication and leave something to a man’s imagination. My job would be to spend the evening persuading men to take me for a three to four minute lap dance. I would also be required to perform regular stage shows, involving the lap dancing pole.


We were expected to operate under an alias known as a stage name. I chose Alicia. The name held no significance to me. When I was working at the club, I would leave myself, the bumbling student, at the door. I was to become Alicia, the sexy, confident lap dancer. It was by this very disassociation that I would be able to cope with some of my later experiences whilst working as a lap dancer.


With my first lesson over, I hung around at the bar and ordered myself a drink, wanting to get a feel for the club and how it worked. Music began and a dancer took to the stage. She created sensual shapes and spun weightlessly around the pole. The final move consisted of an ascent to the top of the pole. There, at the precarious top, she spun upside down so that only her legs stopped her from falling. My heart flipped as she shot downwards at break-neck speed, stopping abruptly, just inches from the stage floor. The dance had been breathtaking and filled me with self doubt. I realised that I was afraid of the pole and wondered if pole dancing was an innate skill.


During the subsequent week, I would sneak downstairs, warily scouring the room to see if anyone was watching me. There, in the unnatural light, loomed the lap dancing pole: a beast that had to be tamed. I gripped it nervously with both hands and jumped up desperately trying to anchor myself with both legs, but feeling myself slowly sliding back down it, until my body slumped on the floor in a defeated heap. The dancer who had previously given me the guided tour began to show me that it did not need to be this difficult, and that the key to creating the perfect spin was where you placed your body weight. Soon, I could perform one simple spin. I had by no means mastered it and the moves that acted as fillers were awkward, but I had learnt something.


On my first night, I had borrowed a long red dress, originally worn by my house mate at her ‘A’ level leaving do. I wore very little make-up and compared to the other girls, plastered in make-up with dresses that screamed ‘fuck me’, I stuck out like an awkward sore thumb. I did not yet know how to be sexy.


I remember my first stage dance. I was thrown in at the deep end and asked to work on a night when I was supposed to be going in for another practice. Mostly, I walked around the pole and did not dare perform my new spin, just in case I fell off. Nobody commented on my less than perfect dancing, but one girl told me that I had a great pair of breasts. I don’t recall the name of the man I performed my first lap dance for, nor what he looked like. I just remember feeling exposed and a tremendous sense of guilt about my boyfriend. I quickly justified it. It didn’t carry the same meaning as when my boyfriend saw me naked, and it was happening to Alicia, not me. I made £40 that night.


My boyfriend had convinced himself of something along the same lines. For the most part, I felt trusted and respected. His friends thought the opposite. They would endlessly try to convince him that it was wrong to let hundreds of men see his girlfriend naked every week; they said that they wouldn’t allow their girlfriends to work there. As a consequence, it became ammunition during any rows we had.


I kept my money in my bedside table drawer when I was at home. Whenever I went out, I took it all with me. This odd habit came about because I had never had this much money before, and didn’t really know what to do with it. What I did know was that I didn’t want to let it out of my sight for one second. Finally, when I was carrying around £100-£200 on a daily basis, my house mate convinced me to put it in the bank. Quite a risk, considering I never paid taxes.


There was a strange dynamic in the workplace at the lap dancing club. The women would get along fine in the changing rooms, like allies. Out on the floor it was a very different scenario, because we were all there to make money. Once a dancer had initiated contact with a customer, under no circumstances could another dancer even so much as look at them, because that customer then belonged to her. If a dancer did particularly well financially, it was generally met with bitterness, rather than congratulations.


Men, male managers and male bouncers operated the club. It was blatant that they did not respect us, nor understand us on an emotional level. For the most part, the bouncers served their purpose in terms of warding off any unwanted customers, but they never stood right next to us. If a customer tried to grope us or verbally attack us during a lap dance, which they quite often did, we would have to diffuse the situation ourselves. Despite the lack of security during these situations, the manager was still happy to take expensive house fees from us and issue hefty fines for nonsensical reasons.


I always thought of the customers as vermin and, ironically, that is what they thought of me. As soon as they set foot through the door, I lost all respect for them. I would think nothing of taking advantage of the drunk ones and bleeding them dry for their money, because they deserved it. It was a ‘gentleman’s’ club and I failed to understand what was so gentlemanly about an intoxicated man using derogatory language towards me, pestering me for sex and getting off on my naked body. I could tolerate it because I didn’t see it as a sexual act, and it was happening to Alicia, not me. Every once in a while, one of them would try to offer some understanding, asking me why I felt I had to expose my body in front of men for money, but at the end of the day, despite their show of sympathy they were still endorsing it by being in the club in the first place.


There were customers known as ‘regulars’. If you had a ‘regular’, this meant that you had a steady flow of easy cash coming in. All a dancer would have to do was sit and endure a lonely drunk man with money, chattering away all night, and she would be presented with upwards of £500 at the end.


I worked three nights per week. I made in a week more than somebody working full-time. I had lots of free time to concentrate on studying for my degree, and did not need to go shopping at cut-price supermarkets for a single tin of beans to last me the week, like other students did. After weighing up the pros and cons, I decided that it was worth putting up with some of the negative aspects of lap dancing.


I told myself that I wasn’t like the other girls. I had had a good upbringing, and was studying for a degree. I worked as a lap dancer because I wanted to and not because it was a necessity. I wasn’t sexy either. I was a sexual person - I’d had boyfriends - but I was still rather naive and innocent. I realised that if I wanted to make money in this capacity, I would need to emulate the other girls. If I could get this part right, I would be quids in.


A dancer from another club brought in clothes to sell for lap dancing every now and again: rails of brightly-coloured lycra costumes and thongs. The first dress that I bought which really made me stand out was white, with latino frills. One side of it was so short it skimmed my buttocks, but the other was knee length, so this was still acceptable. I had sought the advice of another dancer, who taught me how to use eyeliner, and I began to dye my hair all the colours of the rainbow, until I finally settled on jet black. From 9 p.m. until 3 a.m. I worked solidly without a break. I steadily climbed the hierarchy, until I was the highest paid dancer there.


As the money started to roll in, my spending naturally increased. It would be fair to say that, in my youth and naivety, I was rather reckless at first. I would spend money on random items, like a pair of Chilean rats, just because I had the money to spend. I began to buy a lot of designer clothes, largely influenced by fellow lap dancers whom I looked up to. My biggest spend was in Ibiza, where I squandered £1,000 alone on a one-week stay.
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