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Not many people know I was a silent partner in a burlesque show in Houston, Texas from 1978 thru 1983. I did it to help an old buddy from the Army. Seemed a great way to meet girls when work brought me down that way. Turns out it got me up to my neck in trouble a few times, too. Let me tell you about one of them. This one happened in June of 1980, and it was one of those incidents where I couldn't stop what was happening until it was already too late . . .
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JUNE IS HOT AS HELL in Houston, but it's nothing compared to July and August, where the temperatures soar into the triple digits and hang there for weeks on end. The humidity factor locked in at around ninety percent despite the number of hurricanes and tropical downpours, making it a hothouse version of Hades served on a bed of Sturm und Drang. But that would not start until a month or more off.

I was in town for a trade show, and that meant a lot of visitors in winter weight suits sweating their asses off and providing a lot of laughs to the locals who were smart enough to wear summer weight ones or just short sleeve button down shirts. No ties for that latter group. No one wants to dress like an airline pilot unless they must.

While the show was going, I dressed like a local day and night. Beyond the show itself there was a lot of schmoozing going on, married men behaving like bachelors and a scant number of professional women who looked the other way because to do otherwise meant their jobs. I'll be the first to admit the 1980s sucked for anyone who wasn't pale and equipped with gonads, but it was a little better than the 1950s and a lot better than the 1880s. I was around and active for the former and read up on the latter. Despite the best wishes of the young and idealistic, history reminds us at every opportunity that the strides that matter are not big, fell swoops, they are incremental. The big ones receive the biggest backlashes, while the smaller ones settle into the culture the smoothest. 

Change is never easy, of course. Nothing worth having is ever easy.

But I stuck around town for a week after the show, and it was a week before my birthday on the 21st of that warm, wet month that Dick Lange finished installing a champagne room in the burlesque club. It was an abomination, you ask me. And I decided to tell him that.

Over drinks in his office, I asked, "What's the deal with the champagne room? You turning this place into a brothel or what?"

"Do you even know what a champagne room is?" he asked me, running a hand across the three massive lines of hair that were intended to cover his growing bald spot.

I had to admit I didn't. "Well, if it's delivering half of what I'm seeing on offer, then it's turning our place into a whore house."

"That's just the girls talking. You know how much they love inuendo."

"I'm a fan of whatever end you want to go in, but the cops take a less liberated view."

"No, no, Chuck. They're just telling guys what they want to hear so they will order up a free lap dance and some cheap bubbly. Some of that sauce even ends up in their gullets. But there's no sex in the champagne room. I can assure you of that."

I had to wrap my brain around that. No sex in the champagne room? Decades later, a comedian would make a song out of that concept. From my seat, I was watching girls with red screw me pumps proposition guys with fine threads and fat wallets to follow them into the back room for the time of their lives. They might never have said out loud that there was going to be wall shaking, mind blowing sexual athletics, but I'll be damned if they didn't give the impression.

"Anyone ever get out of hand?" I asked. "Demand a little action they've been promised?"

Dick shook his head. "You get the occasional joker, wants more for his dollars. That's what security is for."

Security was a quintet of biker looking dudes who manned the door and walked the club. Tough hombres with slow drawls and arms hardened by west Texas oil field work as well as prison iron.
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