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To James G. Carlson, my good friend and faithful editor.

"I'm a weird dude. I like weird shit. I'm a weird guy. I get weird with it."

T.J. Miller


Eddie watched the woman dance from his seat near the neon-lit stage, feeling nothing as he threw down five singles and sipped his overpriced rum ‘n Coke.


What am I even doing here? he wondered.


He’d never been the strip club kind of guy, not even during his college years at The University of Toledo in Ohio. He always felt those places were for perverts and lowlifes, the seedy underbelly of major cities where people go for the illusion of intimacy through visual stimulation.


Looking around, he saw that The Midnight Cabaret was much classier than what his preconceived notions of the club had been. A great black chandelier hung above the center of the four-stage main room, with electronic candles flickering dramatically. From the corners of the room, purple and yellow strobe lights illuminated the topless women as they worked the poles with gravity-defying acrobatics. Off to the left was an open gallery of leather seats, which Eddie presumed were for lap dances. Behind and to the right, where a heavily built man in a black suit stood guard, a sign read VIP Room. Eddie assumed the latter setting was the high-dollar “fun time” men came for.



Only it wasn’t just men surrounding the stage. An older woman, maybe in her early sixties, sat three seats down from Eddie, and she watched the performer with utter fascination. Across the room, a group of younger women sipped drinks from penis-shaped straws, all of them dancing along to the music and laughing as they surrounded a young woman with Bride 2 Be emblazoned on a white sash.


Counting the heavyset man in a green trucker hat at the bar, his back turned to the stage, female guests outnumbered the men by quite a bit.

The place wasn’t so bad, he thought. No one had tried to mug him on the way in. Nor was he hit with an outrageous cover fee before entering the club. The place had some level of class, and much to his surprise, the women onstage weren’t just stripping; they were also putting on a real show on the pole. Their moves were impressive. It was art, he thought.


Right, and you’re just a regular patron of the arts, his inner voice scoffed. What would Morgan say if she knew you were here? Do you think she’d be disgusted, or would she just mock you?


He took a deep drink from his cup, hoping to finally drown out the voices that had been nagging him relentlessly all night. He knew he didn’t belong here, but what else did a guy do when he’d just ended the best relationship he’d ever had? And after a full year of dating! He wasn’t a heavy drinker, nor had he ever enjoyed weed, yet he needed some sort of stimulation he could get lost in for a while, something to whittle away at the anxiety he felt.


I should call her, he thought. Not to tell her how much I still love her, but to tell her I’m not the piece of shit she thinks I am, and that she was lucky to have me in the first place.


Calling his ex-girlfriend from a strip club wouldn’t be ideal for making his point, however. Besides, Morgan was dead.

He decided he’d get drunk off his ass and watch naked women dance, surrender to the primal, carnal desires of the flesh. He’d let the night take him where it would. And he resolved to forget all about the bad breakup by morning.

The performer onstage saw the bills he’d laid out, and she crawled slowly toward him, looking vaguely feline with the sway of her bare pale hips. He watched as she picked up the singles with long red fingernails and tucked them into the band of her black G-string. Then she winked, reached behind her, and undid the clasp of her bra.

He stared at her bare chest as she tossed the article of clothing aside and turned her back to him, showing her black shoulder tattoo of a Chinese dragon before leaning forward onto both palms and gyrating her ass in his face. She was a skinny slip of a woman, no real meat on her bones, so the effect was lost on him. He thought of Morgan’s firm ass and how it fit so snugly into her booty shorts as she sat beside him on the couch each night, knees in her arms as she leaned into the crook of his arm. He imagined the smell of her lavender perfume. Then he recalled the scent of her long red hair tickling his skin whenever she fidgeted, and the taste of her breath on his lips as she leaned in for a kiss.


Absently, he reached into his pocket, drew a five-dollar bill, and set it on the stage before smiling halfheartedly at the performer and standing. Again, he thought, I don’t belong here.



He looked briefly at the glowing exit sign by the front door, then he walked to the bar, where a petite woman dressed in a red negligée was mixing a drink for a patron. He sat down next to a tall, robust woman with short blue hair and a black shirt over her large chest, the print reading Eyes Up Here with two upward-pointing arrows. He set his empty glass on the counter, gestured for a refill, and looked at the woman’s forearm, where there sprawled the large tattoo of a spider. He nodded to it when she noticed him staring.


“I take it you’re a fan of spiders,” he said. God, he sounded lame. Was this an attempt at flirting, or a contest of the most obvious statements?

The woman smiled, though, showing a mouthful of perfect white teeth.

“I sell them,” she said. “I have a tarantula farm back in Michigan, and I go to a bunch of trade shows. It’s what I’m in town for, actually.”

“Is there a big market for tarantulas at strip clubs?”

The woman laughed at the unfunny joke. She was beautiful in an exotic way, a sort of goth-punk girl who obviously had some strange interests. He didn’t even know if that was his thing. Morgan had been a pretty straight-laced girl who covered her eyes whenever they watched horror movies.

He had a brief vision of picking this girl up and taking her back home for a long night of carefree, emotionless sex. He would throw her onto his king-sized bed and tear off her shirt, burying his face between her massive tits and listening to her pleasured moans as he explored her entire body with his kisses.

He was sure she wouldn’t mind the blood. He would tell her it was just corn syrup and that he was in the middle of making a short horror film.


The vision dissipated quickly, and he adjusted himself discreetly in his chair. Was this the reason he’d come here? To find a random stranger he could use for his masturbatory fantasies and help him forget about Morgan? Tempting as it was, his heart wasn’t in it. At least, not what was left of his heart. He still saw Morgan in the background of every waking thought—her wide smile, her dimpled cheeks, her chocolate eyes…


The woman held out her hand. “I’m Kyly. I’m a bit of a regular here. Where are you from?”

Eddie saw a diamond ring on her hand. She was married, and here she was flirting with him. It completely ruined his fantasy of her. Suddenly, the last thing he wanted was to picture this woman naked.

He turned away from her, looking toward the dancer onstage. From the corner of his eye, he saw Kyly lower her hand with a mildly irritated look. She muttered something under her breath and turned back to her drink.


I want to be alone, he thought. But I can’t stand myself. I need to be around people.


He needed something real. A connection. A real kindred spirit he could bleed all over and paint a clear picture that he could look at and see just where he’d screwed up with Morgan.

Christ, he wanted her back.

The dancer onstage stopped when the song transitioned to something more poppy.

“Alright, everyone, that was Crystal,” the DJ said. “Be sure to tip your bartender, and give a warm welcome to our next dancer, the lovely Ruby, coming to the stage!”

The red velvet curtains beside the stage parted, and Eddie’s heart seemed to skip a beat when he beheld the shapely woman revealed in the neon spotlight.

“Morgan…” he whispered in disbelief.

No. It wasn’t Morgan. Couldn’t be her. But this doppelganger was nearly identical.

This woman—Ruby—had long, curly red hair trailing past her pale, slender shoulders. A natural redhead, he presumed, much like Morgan. Her face was pure and angelic: wide, curious green eyes, a perfectly proportional nose, and light pink lips that looked beyond kissable as they curved into a roguish grin. Her large breasts were partially hidden by a red string bikini, leaving little to the imagination. The only discernible difference between Ruby and Morgan was the lack of a star-shaped birthmark on the left side of Ruby’s belly button. And maybe the height—the heels made Ruby much taller than Morgan, but Eddie guessed she was around five-foot-four.

Ruby wiped the pole down with a sanitizing rag. Then she threw the cloth aside, took the pole gingerly in one hand, and circled. She looked faux-nervous as she gave a much clearer view of her hourglass figure and her well-toned ass with a shamrock tattoo on the right cheek.

Then she took a firmer grip, climbed the pole, and threw her legs overhead before sliding down in a slow three-sixty.

The women at the bachelorette table cheered, one of them approaching the stage with a fistful of dollar bills, which they threw onto the raised surface like paper rain. Ruby strutted toward the woman, then gently ran her fingers through the tipper’s short brown hair, took a firm hold of her temples, and buried the young woman’s head in her generous cleavage.

Eddie watched with a smile as the woman shook her head back and forth like a rabid animal, motorboating the breasts to her friends’ amusement.

“They’re real!” the girl shouted, arms raised victoriously. “I can tell by the feel! These are grade-A genuine ta-tas!”

Ruby laughed, covering her mouth with crimson fingernails before approaching the pole again. She climbed midway up and flattened her belly like a board before sinking slowly sideways.

Kyly finished her drink, burped loudly, and wiped her mouth.

“I’m not gay or anything, but goddamn, I’d do unspeakable things to that woman,” she said.

Eddie nodded, transfixed. “Uh-huh.”

The man sitting next to the performance area stood and threw a twenty onto the stage, beckoning Ruby closer with one finger. She bounced happily toward him, bending forward to blow a kiss. Then she turned her back to him, winked seductively over her shoulder, and reached behind her to untie her top. As the garment fell to the floor, she covered her chest with one arm and went to her knees in front of the man.

Then Eddie noticed the man’s hand in his shorts pocket, moving visibly as he ogled the woman’s chest. A bouncer marched toward the stage and seized the man in a chokehold, pulling him toward the exit as the crowd jeered.

“Take that shit outside!” the DJ said.

A sound effect played over the speakers: a loud, orgasmic wail.

Ruby didn’t seem offended by the vulgar display. Rather, she seemed energized as she slowly put both arms behind her head, baring her breasts straight-on at Eddie.

He couldn’t help but stare, scrutinizing every detail like he was studying for a test. Perfection was subjective, but those breasts were certainly as close as a person could dream. Despite their generous size, Ruby’s tits seemed proportional to the rest of her body, certainly a step above average, but not quite cartoonish either. Her peach-colored areolas were the size of silver dollars, their light color contrasted by the bright red lipstick on her pouty lips.


Jesus Christ, Eddie thought. She wasn’t merely Morgan’s lookalike, but her upgrade, like the negative photo to his ex’s prudish sexuality.


“If your jaw drops any lower, it’s going to hit the floor,” said a voice behind him.

He turned and saw the bartender leaning on her elbows, watching the stage with a bemused look.

Eddie looked down at his drink, suddenly embarrassed.

“Hey, I’m just messing with you,” the woman said. “She really is something, isn’t she?”

“That’s an understatement.”

“You should buy her a drink,” she suggested. “Get a head start on her before she gets mobbed for lap dances.”


Eddie looked at the woman’s nametag—Leanna. Her black hair was pulled back in a short ponytail, showing off her lightly made-up face, and she winked at him. She wore a low-cut shirt with long sleeves.



Maybe she has some unsavory tattoos underneath, Eddie thought.


“The strippers tip you out at the end of the night, don’t they?” he asked.


“The performers are generous, yes,” she corrected him. Grabbing a small rectangular menu from below the bar, she put it in front of him and rested a finger on the glossy surface. “The standard drink for the gals is called an angel drink. That’s thirteen bucks. But I think Ruby prefers wine. Would you like to buy her a glass of cabernet?”


Eddie shrugged, peeking over his shoulder as Ruby slid, inverted, down the pole with her legs spread wide overhead. “How much?” he asked.

“Twenty,” Leanna answered. She smiled, raised an eyebrow, and added, “Don’t come to The Midnight Cabaret on a budget, friend.”

Ruby’s second song ended, and Eddie leaned forward to grab his wallet from his pants pocket. He drew a twenty and a five, placing them on the bar.

“Keep the change,” he said.

She smiled knowingly. “Coming right up, sweetie.”

As she uncorked a bottle of red wine and poured a glass, Eddie tracked Ruby as she put her top back on and moved through the red curtains and offstage.

“That was Ruby dancing for you,” the DJ said as another song came on. “Coming next to the stage is someone very special, the beautiful Ebony!”

Eddie watched as a thicker woman in a black corset walked onstage and, like the other performers, wiped the pole down. He looked at the door beside the DJ booth expectantly, nervously, as he waited for Ruby to re-enter the room. Damn, he hadn’t felt this way since high school, when he had the cliché crush on one of the cheerleaders who was out of his league.

He felt a hand touch his shoulder, and he turned to see Crystal smiling at him as she pushed her full body against his arm.

“You look like you could use some company,” she purred. “Mind if I sit next to you?”

He smiled sheepishly. “I’m, uh, actually waiting for someone else.”

Crystal feigned a frown, still rubbing up against him. “Ruby, right? All the guys want Ruby. But I give way better lap dances. How about one song together?” She put her mouth to his ear and whispered, “Trust me. We can have a lot of fun in just three minutes.”

“Umm…no thanks.”

She pulled away, now looking irritated. “Your loss, babe. Go see Miss Big Tits.”

Crystal walked away, sauntering toward another table of men who’d just entered the building. She plopped down on one man’s lap, stroking his beard with one finger.

“Pretty competitive market,” Kyly said, amused. “Stripping, I mean. Is this your first time here?”

Eddie sipped his drink. “First time at any club.”

“Oh, shit!” Kyly said excitedly, turning fully toward him. “We need to get you taken care of, then! Ruby, this kind gentleman’s got a drink for you!”

He turned his head to where Kyly was looking and saw Ruby coming through the dressing room door beside the stage, now wearing a see-through orange top over a bikini. The new look made her somehow even sexier, promoting her perfect body by partially concealing it. He sat up straight in his seat, rounding his shoulders subtly as she approached him with a wide smile.

“Oh my gosh,” she said, looking at the glass of wine. “That’s so nice of you! Do you mind if I sit?”

Eddie laughed nervously. He’d never pictured a stripper saying something like ‘Oh my gosh.’ It might’ve been part of her stage persona, but if so, she was selling it well.

“Take my seat,” Kyly said, standing with her drink in hand. “I’m out for the night.”

“Tell me you’re not taking your motorcycle home,” Leanna admonished her. “You’ve had enough beer to kill a small horse.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it, m’lady.” Kyly winked conspiratorially at Eddie, like they were old friends. “Take care of my girl. Tips for tits, and all that.”

Kyly walked on uncertain feet toward the exit, patting the bouncer on the shoulder as she walked by. When she reached the door, she turned around, took the bottom of her shirt in both hands, and flashed the room. The woman onstage stopped her sensual gyrations to wave.

“She does that every night,” Ruby explained. “I can practically paint her tits from memory by now.”

“Oh, are you…” He trailed off, about to say ‘lesbian.’ But the word died on his tongue when he realized how rude the question was.

Ruby laughed as she sat down and scooted closer to him, setting both legs on his lap.

“Is that something you’re into?” she asked. “You know we can get a private room, where we can be as naughty as you’d like. Would that turn you on?”


God, she was straightforward with the pitch. He supposed that was how it had to be, though. She was on the clock right now and, much like in the service industry, quick customer turnover meant more money. If he wanted real time with her, he’d have to pay for it.


“I love your shirt,” she said, rubbing her palm down the front of his plain black tee. “And you’re muscular, too. You must work out all the time.”
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