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Dedicated to Megan Guppy


My anam cara and memory keeper.




I have no right to call myself one who knows. I was one who seeks, and I still am, but I no longer seek in the stars or in books; I’m beginning to hear the teachings of my blood pulsing within me. My story isn’t pleasant, it’s not sweet and harmonious like the invented stories; it tastes of folly and bewilderment, of madness and dream, like the life of all people who no longer want to lie to themselves.


—Hermann Hesse, Demian (Suhrkamp Verlag, May 3, 1996; originally published 1919)





CHAPTER 1
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I hadn’t seen this coming. Wrapped in a Balinese sarong, I crouched barefoot in a small cottage where I’d delivered my son, Wolfy, three months earlier. We were here with the baby’s father, Arjuna, attempting to survive the most powerful storm in Hawaii’s history. It was September 11, 1992, and Hurricane Iniki had descended on Kauai.


For at least an hour, tree limbs and debris battered the tiny dwelling. The last hit sounded like someone had whacked the house with a two-by-four. “We can’t stay here,” I whispered to my infant, covering his ears with my hands.


“I think it sounds worse than it actually is,” said Arjuna.


I didn’t want to take that chance. “Grab his baby blanket,” I cried. “C’mon.”


The only designated shelter on Kauai’s North Shore was the luxurious Princeville Hotel, ten miles away. More than a thousand people had crammed into the hotel’s conference rooms, grand ballroom, and corridors. I climbed the stairs and navigated the hotel with my baby clutched in my arms and his diaper bag slung over my shoulder. Arjuna trailed behind, bopping out an African beat on an air drum. Finally, when we reached the top floor, people in the hallway moved aside and made room. I set my bag down, leaned back against the wall, opened my shirt, and nursed.


I’d met Arjuna in California less than a year before, performing on the streets of Laguna Beach. He drummed, I danced. Keeping the beat and sharing the rhythm had been the sole focus of our relationship in and out of the bedroom. He lived at the Laguna Beach Hare Krishna temple where we conceived my son. On the walls of his makeshift bedroom were posters of the blue Lord Krishna playing his flute to a cow and the Hindu god Shiva sprawled on a tiger skin with a cobra coiled around his neck. Just the kind of heady mix of sex and gods that I craved.


Idealistic but not stupid, I knew from the start I was parenting solo. The news of my pregnancy came as an offering I could receive or reject. I was twenty-six years old. Old enough, but without viable support, no college degree, and no stable relationship. I never wanted to be a mother, but I had otherworldly reasons for keeping my child.


When I’d broken the news that I was pregnant, Arjuna jabbered on about how abortion was an abominable act, a sin. My eyes rolled. His philosophy was to simply chant Hare Krishna. He was a militant vegetarian and went crazy every time I ate fish. “You’re poisoning the baby,” he’d say. I admired Arjuna’s spiritual devotion but fantasized about stuffing his prayer beads down his throat.


Music and sex are powerful bonds and despite our differences we moved to Kauai when I was five months pregnant. The Garden Island was the closest I’d ever been to paradise. It seemed like the ideal place to bring a child into the world. Plus, Arjuna said welfare was the hippie racket on the island, and we’d have no problem getting by on HUD and food stamps.


After the birth, I sought out a relationship counselor. She encouraged me to end my relationship and find a way out of the welfare rut. Without resentment and with only a smattering of irony, I came to think of Arjuna as The Cumtributor. “Sperm donor” had too hostile and sterile a ring.


“Did I tell you he wanted me to name my son ‘Hari Das’?” I asked the counselor. “Can you imagine growing up with a name like that? How’s it going, Harry Ass?” We both laughed.


My birth name was Melissa Morrow, but in ceremony my shamanic teacher, a Cherokee woman I loved, had given me the name Medicine Wolf Who Knows No Fear. My son belonged to my tribe. I had my own chants, my own beliefs, and my own practices. I named my son Forest Wolf.


Since graduating high school, I knew I wanted to be a healer and a priestess. I eschewed traditional academics for my version of college. At nineteen I boarded a Greyhound bus from New Hampshire to Wisconsin for a Wiccan-Shamanism apprenticeship with Selena Fox. A year later I studied with Donna Talking Leaves. She taught me how to communicate with a stick, cleanse my spirit with smoke, leave my body with breath, and heal with a feather. At a rainbow gathering in Hearts Content, Pennsylvania I met Starhawk. She led me, and women of all ages, through a rite of passage that brought me into deep communion with my womanhood. I learned the power of ritual, how to weave spells with song, and how to align to the phases of the moon. Perhaps because I was so young and hadn’t yet developed a skeptical eye, the magical world embraced me. I was a natural. I understood the energetic realms and innately walked between physical and spiritual worlds.


After a year of travel in Central America, I moved to Hot Springs, Arkansas, where one of my teachers had offered me a job. I spent the next year and a half as the program assistant to an internationally known crystal energetics teacher. I matched his zealous devotion and took vows of celibacy. But at age twenty-four, after a terrifying experience with the supernatural and the untimely death of my spiritual father, which the police classified as a possible unresolved homicide, I took off my hypothetical robes. I would never regain my spiritual innocence. I lost most of my psychic abilities. I renounced my celibacy and fled to California, where sex and dance became my new religion.


A few weeks into my pregnancy, a monk came to me in a dream. He wore Franciscan robes, like the monks I’d met in Arkansas a year earlier. He said: “This is your journey. His job is finished.” A cryptic pronouncement, but I knew what he meant. I embraced my impending motherhood and scribbled father unknown on the birth certificate. I’ve wished at times that that monk would return and offer a little more direction—but dreams like that probably only happen once.


Now I was squatting in a hotel lobby, in the eye of a hurricane, and I needed to pee.


“I’ll watch him. Go stretch your legs for a minute,” offered Lisa, a sweet massage therapist sitting with us. The Cumtributor lay curled in the corner snoring. We’d been there for hours. Grateful for the opportunity to move, I thanked Lisa and left my three-month-old son sleeping on his blanket.


Downstairs, a huge picture window offered a spectacular view of the storm. As I peered out, a strong gust blasted through the parking lot, toppling cars and snapping palm trees. The massive window shuddered. Screams rose and a crowd darted for cover in the stairwell. The hair rose on the back of my neck. Wolfy. I raced upstairs, pushing against the oncoming tide of people.


At the landing, I froze. A hole gaped where the roof had been minutes before, and water and sheetrock poured directly onto the spot where I had left Wolfy sleeping.


“He’s okay. He’s okay. He’s right here.” I turned toward the voice. In a huddle of stunned people, Lisa held my groggy-eyed son, his head speckled with paint flakes. I thought my son was dead. I held back a torrent of tears as adrenalin coursed through my body. In that instant, I understood how a mother could pick up a car to save her child.


Thirty-five-foot waves pounded the coastline for hours after the storm passed. Fourteen hundred homes had been destroyed and another five thousand were seriously damaged. The trees and foliage were pillaged and stripped of their flamboyant blooms, leaving the Garden Island bare and scarred. It seemed like a miracle that only six people had died.


I was amazed we made it home the next day and found the cottage intact. But weeks later we were still without electricity. We washed clothes in the hot tub, switched from cloth diapers to Pampers, and had sampled MREs, the disgusting “meals-ready-to-eat” field rations that the military airdropped in Kilauea.


Mental health practitioners were flown in to help the locals cope with life turned on its ear. In the emotional aftermath of Iniki, and for the first and only time, I questioned my choices. Did I have what it would take to provide for my precious little boy?


I sat across from Bob, a social worker from Sacramento, at a makeshift FEMA office in Hanalei, chewing my nails, a habit that had always infuriated my mother. Wolfy slept in the baby carrier at my feet. “Bob, would Wolfy be better off with two parents who could take better care of him?” I dropped my head in shame as tears streamed down my face.


“Do you love your son?” Bob asked.


“I love him enough to give him up to folks who are better prepared to take care of him.” Bob’s next sentence would carry me through many storms to come.


“Then that is enough,” he said matter-of-factly. He assured me that above all what my son needed was me. I believed him and determined that my most important gift to Wolfy would be love, the kind of embodied unconditional love I had never received from my parents. Love that held your hand when you stepped out of the box and said, “Yes, go for it. Be a poet, be a dancer.” Or in Wolfy’s case when he was little, “Yes, of course, you can be the pink Power Ranger.”


I’M sure The Cumtributor thinks he made a heroic effort at father-hood. To his credit, he panted through Lamaze classes with me, but I went into labor watching a friend give birth to her fifth child. Our due dates were only a few days apart. She panted and puffed and pushed her little girl out in less than five hours. Her birth was practically painless; she made it look simple.


Convinced I was experiencing sympathy contractions, my midwife sent me home. Her prescription? “Relax and have a glass of wine.” That sounded like good advice. I obeyed, but my contractions persisted.


After several hours, my midwife said I had dilated to six centimeters—time to prep for the water birth. I called Patty, my friend and landlady who lived in the big plantation house on the same property. She filled the hot tub. I climbed in, expecting to recreate the serene water births we’d watched in Lamaze class. I was young, strong, ready to birth my baby. I wanted to give him a peaceful entry into the world. But laboring brought out a wild cat in me.


Patty’s husband set up photography lights to catch my sublime birthing on film. Instead of floating in bliss as I had envisioned, I flailed and slid around. In the single hot tub photo, I’m snarling. After twenty minutes, I gave up on the water birth and waddled naked and dripping back to the cottage under the full moon.


Inside, I crawled on my knees and hugged the furniture during the throes of labor. My midwife pressed her hands into the small of my back as I clung to a worn reading chair. I howled like never before on that quiet May night, screaming, “FUCK,” like a mantra. The entire jungle listened as my cries pierced the lush canopy. Each time I cussed, Arjuna, terrified over the karma of his unborn child, flinched in the corner. Rubbing his rudraksha beads, he chanted, “Hare Krishna, Hare Krishna, Hare Krishna.” My wails and his prayers trundled across the old pineapple plantation to the edges of Kilauea Town, announcing the arrival of Forest Wolf.


A month after Wolfy’s birth, Arjuna’s eight-year-old son, Vishnu, flew over from the mainland to meet his little brother. Vishnu was a handsome boy with a my-daddy-abandoned-me chip on his shoulder that fumed through his slitted eyes. I vowed I would never let this wound be passed on to my son. The four of us resembled a family as we walked the eleven-mile trek known as the Kalalau Trail. The trail winds along Kauai’s iconic Na Pali Coast and is considered one of the most dangerous hikes in America. I felt no fear as I inched along the narrow, eroding red dirt footpath, holding my seven-week-old baby tightly. I stopped and nursed him atop a large rock, watching the swells as they crashed at the base of the dramatic three-hundred-foot cliffs. Graceful white-tailed tropic birds hovered above us like angels before plunging in spirals to the sea. We camped that week with the outlaws, wily squatters who made the Kalalau Valley jungle their illegal home. There was always a big pot of goulash at the outlaw camp, often supplemented with a freshly killed goat culled from the herd that populated the steep cliffs above the beach. The Kalalau Trail became my Camino de Santiago, and I would hike it again and again through the years. Wolfy would go from sling to baby backpack. Eventually, when he was sixteen, we would walk the trail together.
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IT was in Lamaze class that I met and bonded with Renée and her husband, Sky. They were older, in their thirties, and possessed a sense of stability and togetherness I envied. They’d moved to Kauai to start a catering business and build a home and they were following through on those dreams. Renée and Sky were the only friends I had who weren’t living hand-to-mouth, and I was too proud to ask them for help. I’d been estranged from my parents for years, and even when I was little, we were hardly close. My mother burned so brightly that childhood felt like dancing on the hot sand. My dad, well, I’m sure he wasn’t always a shadow, but that’s how I remember him—a shadow that offered no shade. As an adult, I kept a minimum of three thousand miles between my momma and me. I visited every five years to remind myself not to visit again for another five years, but with Wolfy’s birth, the gulf became more painful, especially when they decided that having a grandson out of wedlock gave them a grandparents’ get-out-of-jail-free card.


I’VE never understood why pleasure is considered such an anathema to faith, why Western religion deems the body profane and the spirit holy. As if you could have one without the other. Maybe that’s why Halloween has always been my kind of holiday. With its Pagan roots in Samhain, the randy celebration of harvest, All Hallows Eve is the ideal day to unveil the more risqué sides of our personalities we usually keep under wraps. It was a perfect opportunity for Renée and me to reclaim our identities as sexual beings.


I watched Renée rifle through boxes of provocative clothes— sequined bras, satin blindfolds, and intimate items made of chain mail, spandex, rubber, and patent leather. She dug out pair after pair of spiked high heels, feather boas of every color, and skimpy getups that looked more like spider webs than clothing. She dangled a strappy neon number from her fingers. It was hard to tell the top from the bottom, and I could see myself getting knotted up in the thing. Renée and I laughed as I held it up to my swollen breasts. It felt good to laugh while our babies slept in the next room, good to forget the chaos outside the walls of Renée’s condo.


She fished out a gossamer R-rated fairy costume and shimmied it. I shook my head. I was drawn to the darker attire. “What girl doesn’t like dressing up in wings?” Renée asked. We tried on different outfits, mixing and matching pieces, and as we did I wondered why she had so much of this garb, and where and when on this hippie-dippy island had she found occasion to wear it.


I learned that before she and Sky moved to Hawaii, Renée had worked in San Francisco as a successful madam. It was a lucrative and empowering chapter in her life. She bought her first home at eighteen with her earnings, and look at her now: she lived on Kauai and was building a beautiful life.


Renée viewed sex work like any other profession. Her attitude was completely devoid of guilt or remorse. I was fascinated and felt a heat spread at the base of my spine. Being a prostitute had not blemished her character, and sleeping with strangers for money had not sullied her soul. She reminisced about her past with the glazed-over glee of an ex-football star. I scanned her husband’s face for signs of reproach when she talked about her escapades, but there were none. He adored her. They were quite simply the happiest people I knew.


Jaws dropped when Renée and I entered the party at the Aloha Beach Resort that Halloween night seven weeks after the hurricane. We arrived together, two buxom women, breasts heavy with milk, dressed in S&M attire, cradling infants in black latex diapers. Too bad we can only dress like this once a year, I thought, soaking up the attention. I’m sure Renée and I wore the only matching leather and chain mail ensemble for thousands of miles. Sky donned a pimp hat and Arjuna walked by my side, collared and tethered on a leash. Jump ahead fifteen years and we would’ve fit right in at a Kink.com party at the Armory in San Francisco 2,500 miles away—minus the babies.
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WHILE I struggled to support Wolfy on my own, it was Renée’s wholesome attitude toward sex work, not to mention those boxes of costumes she gave me, that encouraged me to move to Seattle and eke out a better living in strip clubs. “Way leads on to way,” as the poet Robert Frost said. Exotic dance led to S&M performance art and that, in turn, opened the door to my most profound desires and my darkest impulses. From as early as I can remember, I lived life on my own terms and willingly bore the fallout that inevitably arose from this choice. I never struggled with integrating sexuality into motherhood. Self-sacrifice, abjection, and denial were not part of my parenting style. My motherly love for my son and my lasciviousness lived side by side in me. For the most part, being a single mother by choice empowered me, and I felt sexier than ever.


The Cumtributor and I fumbled through another month together. Not wanting to raise my child on government cheese, I suggested the man get a job, but I knew it didn’t matter. I knew we were done. The sun lingered a little longer in the sky each day, and with it, my anger. I inherited my mother’s volatile temperament, and though I try not to succumb, nothing evokes my disdain like a weak man. When The Cumtributor rolled in without even a mango to feed us for the third day in a row, I exploded. Frothing like a demon, I roared, “Get the fuck out of here, you lazy son of a bitch.” And he did. He wandered off to another island where he proceeded to make more babies. But I never forgot our departing words.


“You’re a package deal now,” he told me. “No man is gonna want you.”


I laughed. “Let me make one thing clear,” I said. “If you can’t emotionally, physically, and financially support your son, then stay away, and I’ll never ask you for a penny.” Arjuna was years behind in child support with son number one. He would face jail time if I asked for child support too—I never did. You can’t squeeze blood from a turnip, my mother once said.


With The Cumtributor out of the picture, my son and I were orphans and misfits, and we were better off that way. With FEMA money from Iniki, we traveled to Bali on our first mother-son adventure. I delighted in toting my son through temples, tourist shops, and villages. The Balinese were fascinated with my baby’s blue-white skin, and as we drifted through Indonesia, hands of all sizes reached for him, touching him as if he were baby Krishna.


One day, with Wolfy bouncing in his backpack, I walked to a remote school run by Robin Lim, an author, poet, and midwife I admired. On our way back to town I noticed a subtle, slithering movement under my foot. A snake! I stopped mid-stride and quickly back-stepped, almost landing on its sibling. Robin had casually remarked earlier that day that a cobra lived under the school, but she never mentioned a litter. I watched the young cobras glide away, their heads hooded and held upright. “Look, Wolfy.” I pointed to the snakes. “One for you and one for me. It’s our snake medicine.” I was relieved not to have been bitten, but more than that, I was awed to have witnessed what seemed an important omen.


IT was a year of miracles and storms and omens. Being born in 1965, the year of the snake, I always thought snakes were my good luck charm. I’d cut my teeth in the Wiccan tradition and claimed its symbols of healing and transmutation as my own. Wise women had taught me to view the earth and all her creatures as sacred. Their songs and stories pollinated my budding girl body. Duality would become an overriding theme in life, as if those two snakes that crossed my path in the time of new motherhood and transition were mirror images representing sex and spirit, pain and pleasure, mother and whore. Enchanted, I trotted back to town chanting, “Snake-woman shedding her skin, shedding, shedding, shedding her skin.”


We do for our children what our parents didn’t do for us, often swinging to the extremes. In my twenties, I may not have completely understood this dynamic, but I knew instinctively to keep my son close. We slept in the same bed for his first two years. I made sure he experienced sacred places like jungles, forests, and oceans. I believed that the experiences I offered Wolfy in his first years would imprint him for his lifetime. I wanted to imbue him with a visceral connection to nature. I wanted him to know that he belonged, to me and to the natural world. I wanted him to experience art and music as a part of his everyday life. Most of all, I wanted him to know he was loved, no matter what storms we faced, and who might leave us. We had each other.





CHAPTER 2
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Brenda says she’s been training you and you’re ready to hit the floor.” Frank scanned me like a salesman sizing up a used car. Good rack, long legs, nice ass, attractive face—irregular but kind of exotic cheekbones. Yeah, good enough. He grunted. At twenty-eight I was a little old to start dancing, but I didn’t know that. I looked young enough, and Frank didn’t care.


Brenda had filled me in before we turned the car into the parking lot of Talents West, the office for Frank’s strip clubs on Lake City Drive. In his seventies now, the legendary Frank Colacurcio Sr. was still a formidable figure. He was implicated in several ongoing federal investigations and had served time for tax fraud. The Mafia ran the clubs in Seattle and, I suspected, in much of the rest of the country as well. They cashed in on the customers’ voracious appetite for sex and fantasy and the endless supply of girls that queued up to meet the demand. I was just the next pair of pretty tits in line. Frank’s smug grin told me as much as he appraised me across his desk.


“You do drugs?”


“No, sir.” I felt okay about that lie. It wasn’t like I was a junkie or anything and Brenda wasn’t going to say anything. He grunted again. A real affirmation.


On the walls behind Frank were photos of dancers and a framed black and white of a younger Frank chewing on a cigar as he exited a courthouse flanked by two men I presumed were Frank Jr. and his lawyer. A minor offense, I hoped. All three men had Al Capone’s I’d just as soon kill you as look at you smile.


Frank repelled me, and at the same time I felt oddly comfortable around him. The smell of cigar smoke and the feel of his office reminded me of my grandfather’s den in his home back in Connecticut. The wall behind Poppy’s bar was decorated with weapons—spears from Africa, bayonets from France, an antique jungle machete. For my sixteenth birthday, my grandfather gave me a set of mid-nineteenth-century dueling pistols. Not necessarily an appropriate gift for a mixed-up teenage girl. I shot one of those pistols into the trees Wild West style before pawning them and running away from home for the umpteenth time. Poppy’s walls also contained lots of black-and-white photos of him shaking hands with men who, come to think of it, looked an awful lot like Frank. Poppy had gotten his start in business with vending machines and jukeboxes, something else he shared with Frank. Whenever I reminisced to friends about how much fun it had been to have jukeboxes in the house as a kid it always elicited the same response. “Wow—are your folks in the Mafia?” My grandfather’s business, Cornwall Automatics, was attached to organized crime, but I didn’t figure that out until I was much older.


“I’ll need your adult entertainer’s license and a copy of your driver’s license.”


“Got ’em both right here,” I said, slipping them into Frank’s fat fingers as he reached across the desk.


“Thank you. I’m so excited,” I said, and stood up.


He came out from behind his desk to shake my hand.


“You show her the ropes, Brenda.” I glanced at my friend with a naïve, giddy smile and mouthed, “Thank you.” It was official; I was a dancer.


I met Brenda back in Kauai, over sushi at a girl’s night out. She was on holiday, visiting, and one of the first tourists to return to the Garden Island after the hurricane. Brenda sat across from me, braless under a strappy tank top and eating sashimi. I gawked at her lovely boobs. They were round and hard, as sculpted as the breasts of a marble Venus—very different from the hippie-momma titties bouncing around Kauai’s Secret Beach. Her urban style captivated me.


“What do you do in Seattle?” I inquired, as nonchalantly as possible.


“I’m a dancer,” she said with the air of indifference one would expect of a dancer.


I was impressed. “What sort of dance? Ballet? Jazz?”


“Exotic. I work in a strip club.” Without missing a beat, she continued. “How old is your son?” Damn, I thought, she shifted topics on me. I wanted to know more about exotic dance.


“Wolfy just turned a year old. Do you have any kids?”


“I have a boy, too. He’s four.” She smiled. “I hope I’m not being too nosey, but do you make good money?” I asked.


“I do, around five hundred dollars a night.”


I almost choked on my crunchy tuna roll. The prospects for employment were bleak on the North Shore for a single mother. Kauai, my one-time paradise, was starting to feel very small. I knew I needed to do something about it. Burning with island fever, I studied Brenda’s face. Pretty, yeah, but not that pretty. She did have a cute little figure and held herself with confidence. I sized myself up against her, wondering if I could make that much money. Shit, if I made half of what she made I’d be ecstatic, and rich. After dinner, I pulled Brenda to the side.


“I know you don’t know me, but I need to find a way to support myself and my son. Do you think I could be an exotic dancer?” I took a step back so she could look at me. She giggled.


Brenda offered her home as a base camp while I got started. Two months later Wolfy and I moved to Seattle.


BEFORE the big move back to the mainland, Renée came over one day to give me a box of sexy outfits, a pair of painful heels, and an “earth momma to stripper” makeover. Wolfy and I had moved to Princeville when Arjuna and I split. The condo we shared with my friend, Jeremy, had suffered mild hurricane damage so the rent was cut in half, making it very affordable. The carpets had been torn up, but we had a stellar ocean view.


“Step one,” she said, “you’ve got to wax your bush.” Black curls sprung from the sides of the hot-pink thong and spread down my inner thighs. I examined myself in the full-length mirror propped against the wall and agreed something had to be done. I looked like I had trapped a tarantula in my crotch. I didn’t usually wear underwear or bathing suits, and I picked at the spandex string stuck between my butt cheeks.


“This is so uncomfortable,” I complained. “I’m going to be pulling this damn thread out of my ass all the time.”


“Oh, you’ll get used to it.” Renée placed a beach towel under a chair and set a pile of waxing paraphernalia at her feet. She waved me over with a pair of scissors. “Come on,” she coaxed.


“Oh god,” I moaned. “This is going to hurt.” I stepped out of the thong and collapsed into the chair.


“First, I’ll give you a little trim so it will hurt less. Stay still.” Renée explained the next step as she trimmed away. A small pot of wax simmered on the stove. The waxing strips were about two inches wide, and she would do one side at a time. She’d paint on the wax and then lay down the strip. I was instructed to hold the skin around the strip taut.


Renée coiffed her dainty red pubes into a heart shape with electrolysis treatments, something I didn’t have the time or money for. The very idea of every hair follicle being individually singed made me queasy.


The warm wax felt good. I watched as she placed the paper strip over the wax and pressed it into my pubic mound and leg crease.


“Ready?”


My heart picked up its pace. “Okay,” I mumbled. I didn’t have much choice. There was no going back.


“OW, OWW, OWWW. Holy Fuck. OW. JESUS. Hare Fucking Krishna, OW!” I screamed. “Get me an ice pack! Please!”


The two-by-six-inch strip of skin instantly turned bright red and began to welt.


“I think you’re having a reaction,” Renée said, looking surprised.


Lesson #1—Get waxed by a professional.


Traumatized by the waxing procedure, I hung out on the deck with a cold beer can cradled between my thighs while Wolfy napped. The walk-in-heels-like-a-rock-star lesson would have to wait until after the swelling went down. Later, I practiced lap dancing with my housemate, Jeremy, in my living room while the Red Hot Chili Peppers blasted from a boom box.


I towered over Jeremy, wobbling in my six-inch heels. He looked tense and shrank into the chair, which from my bird’s-eye view, looked very far down. “You’re kind of scary looking—like a drag queen,” Jeremy said, as I clung to his shoulders for dear life. “Maybe you’re too tall for those shoes.”


“Maybe you’re too short and scrawny,” I said.


“Please don’t step on me,” he whimpered, lifting his feet a few inches off the floor. The folding chair rocked backward under our combined weight.


“Jesus, put your feet down, we’re going to fall!” I shouted. Jeremy lunged forward, wrapping his arms around my thighs and saving us from toppling backward. His face planted into my crotch, and we both started cracking up. Lesson #2—Don’t practice lap dancing on cheap folding chairs with your gay housemate.


Terrified I’d break an ankle, I hobbled up and down the condo’s hallway with both hands sliding along the walls, practicing my strut. I felt like a giraffe on stilts. I was an island girl accustomed to going barefoot and I could do no more than teeter in Renée’s stripper heels. Frustrated, I kicked off the stupid shoes and swiveled my hips in belly dance combinations with vertical figure eights and double hip drops.


Despite my clumsiness in heels, I remained optimistic. I loved nothing in the world more than dancing. I had never been in a strip club before and didn’t have a clue what to expect. These were the days before we searched Google and YouTube for everything from porn to pie recipes. Nobody I knew owned a computer. Only geeky city folk were familiar with the information superhighway back then.


But music had always poured through me like a possession taking me over at bars, clubs, and shows for as long as I could remember. In California, I discovered belly dance and became an instant devotee. When I met Arjuna I billed myself as Soultana, the dancing poet. I hoped my experience as a belly dancer and performance artist was enough.


STEEL clouds dropped nickel-sized snowflakes on our first day in Seattle. I took the divine spectacle as a sign that I had made the right decision to move to this unknown city and trust a woman I’d met only once. The giant crystals fell onto Wolfy’s long blonde wisps. We giggled as I twirled him around in my arms with our tongues outstretched. Seattle was throwing us a welcome party.


It was December of 1994 and Wolfy and I were camped out at Brenda’s. Her top-floor apartment on The Hill had a million-dollar view of Puget Sound. Buoyed by the exhilaration that accompanies a fresh start, my feet barely touched the ground that winter. I had drawn a new hand, exchanging palm trees for evergreens, the bucolic seaside for the buzz of urban life, and my welfare card for an adult entertainer’s license and the promise of easy money. I didn’t look back. I lunged into my new life.


By the end of the week, Wolfy and I had rented an upstairs attic room in a large, drooping house with another family in Ravenna. Wolfy had built-in playmates. When I asked the mom if she knew of any babysitters in the neighborhood, she offered to watch Wolfy while I worked. She could use the extra money, she said, and he’d be asleep for most of the time anyway.


On my stripping debut night, I got ready at Brenda’s. Before leaving our house, I kissed my son goodbye, although, half-buried in a pile of toys with a new friend, he barely noticed. I was glad to be the momma leaving and not the weary one stuck at home with two toddlers, an eight-year-old, and a sullen teen.


At Brenda’s I was her understudy, watching as she spent over an hour in front of the bathroom mirror, applying her makeup. Start with a base of foundation. Equal brushstrokes of blush. Coat after coat of mascara. Soundgarden on the stereo.


A big man with a boyish face scurried to meet Brenda’s car as we pulled into the parking lot. He opened her door and wished us a good night. I was already getting out when I noticed him hustling around the back of the vehicle to open my door too. She introduced me and explained Chet would escort us to and from the car each night. I’d never been escorted from a car before.


The club’s dressing room resembled a high school locker room with benches running down the center. I mimicked Brenda’s routine, taking off my boots and street clothes and tossing them into the locker next to hers. I pulled out my new Ellie platform stilettos and faux leather two-piece held together with metal rings, and glanced around the room at girls of every shape, size, and color. Several leaned into the long rectangular mirror, lining their lips and curling their hair. A bubbly blonde in a slinky Santa dress adjusted her Christmas cap. Two solemn girls huddled and whispered in the corner. An older dancer squatted in front of a lower locker and sipped from a shiny flask. Multiple conversations sizzled by my ears. I twitched with excitement.


More night-shift girls pushed into the dressing room. A leggy brunette marched in, her sex appeal on high. I couldn’t help myself from staring. Never had I seen such swagger and temerity. She shoved past me to claim a locker, setting her extra-large makeup kit on the bench. I noticed her tapered red fingernails as she unzipped her leather jacket and flipped open a locker. I didn’t paint my nails, but looking quickly from her manicured hands to mine, I thought maybe it was time to start. I couldn’t hate long, painted nails forever just because they reminded me of my mother. The sexy girl wiggled out of her street clothes inches away, smelling like winter and Clairol Herbal Essence shampoo.


“Hi, Sugar,” Brenda greeted the sexy girl.


Sugar sighed. “I wish I was high.”


“This is my friend . . .” Brenda paused, searching for my stage name.


“Zoe,” I said. “Hi, I’m Zoe.” The routine greeting on Kauai was an aloha and a hug, but I sensed the formalities had changed.


“This is Zoe’s first night,” Brenda added.


“Welcome to the shithole,” Sugar said, rolling her eyes. She adjusted a jewel dangling from her belly button and looked me up and down. She glared with disdain. “Break a leg, Zoe,” she said. My cheeks flushed. What a bitch.


The dressing room soiree wasn’t one big goddess circle gallivanting around in thongs as I had imagined. It was a new world, and new rules applied. I’d have to adapt. Brenda slammed her locker shut and grabbed my boobs, jostling them in their new halter top.


“You look great.” She grinned. “Follow me. Let’s check in with the floor manager.” I slipped on my clunky six-inch heels and stepped out of the dressing room’s safety. Blinded by the darkness, I followed Brenda through the club like a pup. Dancers undulated like waterfalls over shadowy men in the booths along the walls. The thump of sex traveled through the music and up my calves. And higher.


At the bar, Brenda introduced me to the bartender and floor manager. Then I signed in at the DJ booth, choosing “Blood Sugar Sex Magik” for my first song. “Welcome aboard, Zoe,” said the DJ. He sounded like he was offering me a seat in first class. “You’ll be up in about an hour. After Mercedes.”


“Thanks,” I said. “Who’s Mercedes?”


“Just listen for her name.”


Brenda and I sat on the couch in front of the bar facing the stage.


“Time to make some money, girlfriend,” Brenda said. “Dances are ten dollars and twenty dollars.”


“What’s the difference?”


“I’ll show you. Just follow me.” We walked together to the other side of the club. Vinyl booths lined the walls and small cocktail tables littered the floor. Brenda plopped her tiny body into her client’s lap.


I took a seat in a chair beside them. “Hi,” I said timidly.


Brenda ran her fingers through her client’s hair. He was a fairly homely looking middle-aged man, but beamed under her touch. “It’s her first night,” Brenda said, and grinned. “Buy a couple of dances, darlin’, so I can show Zoe how it’s done.” It sounded like more of a sugarcoated demand than a request, but Brenda’s client nodded. We all got up and moved to the back booth at the club’s far side where most of the dancers were giving lap dances.


“This is a ten-dollar,” she said to me, standing up and stepping between his legs. Brenda’s body cut through the thick air like a fish in water. She moved in ripples. She moved in waves. Then the song was over. “Now, for a twenty-dollar dance, turn up the dial from a four to an eight.”


I had studied belly dance with an accomplished teacher in Costa Mesa before moving to Kauai, and I had even taken classes in Los Angeles with Suhaila Salimpour, the heir of American belly dance. When I met Arjuna, I was performing at coffee houses as a dancing poetess. In Kauai, I had been confident I could transition into exotic dance, but was feeling uncertain now. I had no reference point. Except for a couple of sample lap dances from Brenda, I’d never seen a stripper in action.


I watched the stage while I waited to hear the DJ call Mercedes’s name. Some of the dancers looked amateurish, but others blew my mind. They were artists—artists of Eros. I made mental notes as I scrutinized them on stage. Don’t be like Dakota and hump the floor like a frog. Don’t plié and pirouette like Roxanne. Don’t you dare try to climb the pole like Jezebel. She’s a pro. I’d undoubtedly fall on my head. I liked how Jasmine crawled across the stage, but I wasn’t sure I’d get back up to standing with her panache. Dancers kept their costumes on during the lap dances but most got naked on stage. Surely Brenda had mentioned this, but suddenly I felt shy. What was I going to do up there?


Then Luna lackadaisically climbed the three steps up to the stage. Her music was dark and haunting, something I hadn’t heard before. A simple choker graced her elegant neck. I could see my-self dancing to her music and wearing her fingerless opera-length black gloves and platform boots. Her mysterious and brooding élan was my kind of sexy. I branded her moves into my brain.


Finally, the DJ announced that Mercedes was up next. I moved to an empty table close to the side of the stage. My heart beat faster and faster. You can do this. You can do this, I chanted. Ground. Ground to earth. I closed my eyes and imagined roots shooting down from my first chakra and the earth sending me strength from her core.


“Put your hands together for Zoe, making her debut tonight.” My stomach flipped as the DJ called my name. I willed myself not to wobble as I walked and hugged the mirrored wall for support. I prayed to no one in particular: Please don’t let me fall on my face. Brenda was seated now stage front and, with a finger, she motioned for me to smile.


My smooth body hadn’t lost all of its post-pregnancy nursing weight, but I was too naïve to be self-conscious. I hadn’t been plugged into mainstream culture in years. I didn’t own a TV or read Cosmo. I was comfortable with my sexuality and naked body.


At center stage, I leaned into the mirrored wall for support. With my back against the solid wall, I felt confident I wouldn’t fall, I could do this. I sank into the song’s erotic rhythm.


I was hot and cold, shy and bold, turned on and about to come. Swathed in the red lights, my body turned creamy velvet— my skin slippery and my nipples hard. I was meek; I was powerful. I never felt more electric. I tossed my halter top toward the stairs. Men watched me. Men wanted me. Sex magic. Sex magic. I shimmied my panties to my ankles. I am magic. Sex magic.


I didn’t fall on my face. Nobody booed me. Brenda whistled and clapped. I stepped off the stage with a massive smile.


“You owned that stage, sexy girl! Good job.”


“That was a rush,” I said, beaming. I put on my leather top again and adjusted it.


“Now go make some money,” Brenda ordered. “Start over there in the corner and go from guy to guy until somebody says yes. All you have to say is, ‘Would you like a dance?’ And definitely tell everyone it’s your first night. Got it?”


“Got it.”


I could see her sights were already on her next target. I started walking.


“And don’t forget to smile. You’re beautiful when you smile,” she called out.


Thankfully, the second guy I approached said yes. “Want a ten-dollar or a twenty-dollar dance?” I asked.


“Give me your best Andrew Jackson,” the guy said.


Was this a trick question? Andrew Jackson, Andrew Jackson, Andrew Jackson, like from the Jackson Five? No, that wouldn’t make any sense. Andrew Jackson was one of those early presidents . . . right? Was he on a $20 or a $10? No, I realized Andrew Jackson was a fucking $5. This dude is trying to scam me. What a dick. Brenda never told me to study the mugs stamped on our common currency. Jeez.


“Fake it ’til you make it,” Brenda had said on the car ride over. I smiled and swayed my hips in little circles, then quickly turned around and started rubbing my butt on his lap. This seemed to be a staple move, but within moments my thighs started to burn, and my forearms trembled. I felt like a cripple in those hellish heels, or worse, like I was squatting to defecate. I turned around again to face him and slyly slipped off my stilettos as I straddled his lap. This deft shoe removal maneuver would become my M.O. for the next three years. I wasn’t 5’2” like Brenda. I was 5’8” (without heels) and towered over the guys if I didn’t artfully stoop so our eyes could meet. I looked like a giant and nobody wants a lap dance from the fifty-foot woman. From the start, I lap-danced barefoot. When the song was over, the guy handed me a twenty-dollar bill. Hello, Andrew Jackson.


Around the room girls jiggled and shimmied, swayed and swam across the customers. It was easy to copy their moves; they all did variations of the same thing. It felt more like simulated sex than dancing, but I liked it. I watched Brenda, puzzled that she never sat down. With her bony body, she moved seamlessly from lap to lap to lap, collecting bills as she went. What were her secret powers? How did she do it?


“Well, aren’t you a hot mama,” said another nameless client as I settled into his lap, toward the night’s end. “All the way from Hawaii, huh. Welcome to the Emerald City, island girl. How ’bout another dance?”


I leaned into him. His hands swept along my thighs, his lips dove into my cleavage. Suddenly, I felt my milk threaten to let down. I stood up with a start and pressed my hands against my nipples. “You okay?” the man said.


Oh my god, don’t start leaking now. “Yes, I’m . . . good,” I said, and laughed, still holding my breasts. Wolfy was mostly weaned, but I still nursed him when I put him down for bed. My thoughts turned to my son. How was my sweet angel? Did he fall asleep without me or did he cry for mommy? Was he okay? My heart flipped. Don’t panic, I told myself. He’s fine. I’m sure he’s fine. I imagined him asleep in our attic bedroom, his tiny fingers coiled around the little zebra stuffed animal he’d been carrying around lately. I’ll be home soon, Wolfy.


My client pulled out his money clip conspicuously flashing Benjamin Franklins—a face I recognized—and paid for his three dances. “What are you doing when you get out of here?” he asked.


“Going home to nurse my baby.” The words left my mouth before I had time to suck them back in.


“Oh,” he said. His face twisted in on itself like he was trying to decide if I was serious or joking.


I blew him a kiss. “Have a nice night,” I said. “See you around.”


“HOW much did you make?” I asked Brenda on the drive home.


“Six,” she replied, matter-of-factly.


“Six hundred dollars?!”


“Yeah. That’s about average for a Saturday night.”


Holy shit, I thought. How the hell did this girl do it? Her hustling acumen was impressive. I doubted I’d ever have what it would take to come close to her inimitable skills. My hands probably traced my body a little too fast as I danced that night, and I’m sure there were plenty more awkward moments and interactions. I hadn’t learned to turn my sexuality inside out yet and cast it as a net over each man, but my innocence had shown through and my arousal was palpable.


“I’m stoked with my $260,” I told Brenda. “Thanks for showing me the ropes, sister. You’re my hero.”


“You’re welcome,” Brenda said. “I’ve been in your shoes before.”


“Hey, I’ve been wondering,” I said. Who else was I going to ask? “What do you do when you’re bleeding? You know . . . with the string?”


“You tuck.”


“You tuck?”


“Push it up and out of sight.”


“Oh.” I blushed. “Duh.”


“I should have mentioned it. Nothing will trash your night quicker than a glowing tampon string or piece of toilet paper stuck to your butt. If you haven’t noticed, anything white glows in the black lights.”


“No way.”


“Yes way.”


I tiptoed through the creaky house and up the skinny staircase to our bedroom. Wolfy was sound asleep on our futon. I took a quick shower, checked his diaper, and curled up next to him. The night replayed in my mind. Brenda had said that the guys weren’t supposed to touch us during a dance, but they sure got pretty handsy—especially in the twenty-dollar dances. Yet I was independent and self-sustaining again, and that meant the world to me. I was free.


Two weeks earlier, in Kauai, I had watched the sunset on Crater Hill, hoping to see the green flash one more time. Now I was a stripper living in a city on the mainland. It was as if the gods had picked me up and dropped me into a completely different life.


I lit the candle on the nightstand. Beside it was my birth necklace, strung with African beads, bone, a piece of coral I’d found on the beach, and amber and pre-Columbian Mayan jade beads that were given to me years earlier by my Mexican lover in Palenque. It was the most sacred object I owned. Hanging from the center was a brass ouroboros pendant, the serpent eating its own tail. I felt a primordial connection to the symbolism: life circling and constantly recreating itself. Originally, the necklace beads hung in my hair. I’d met a gypsy on the beach in Kauai, and she had offered to wrap a lock of my hair as a baby blessing. A prayer accompanied each bead. The heavy strand swung from my head until after my son was born, and then I cut it off and turned it into a necklace. It carried the passion of my first love, the kindness of a stranger, and the memory of my maiden-to-mother initiation. Perhaps, I thought now, it also held the seeds to my future.


I blew out the candle and pulled Wolfy’s purity and baby beauty into me. “I love you, son,” I whispered. “We’re gonna be okay.” Then I softly sang the chorus to the only lullaby I knew. While other mommas had Mother Goose, we had Led Zeppelin’s “Thank You.”


“If the sun refused to shine, I would still be loving you. When mountains crumble to the sea, there will still be you and me.”





CHAPTER 3
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Reeking of innocence and enthusiasm, I did well my first couple of months. Men crave variety and are eager to try out the new girl. They often got away with more from a newbie who didn’t yet know what was appropriate for a $10 versus a $20 lap dance. An experienced dancer would charge $20 to have her breasts fondled or surreptitiously sucked in the corner booths. I had to get molested a time or two until I learned to dodge unsolicited gropings.


Inexperienced dancers are easy to pick out—they’re clumsy and move too fast. They haven’t quite figured out the difference between erotic and lewd. This is where my belly dance training paid off. My teacher drilled into us that the pelvic thrust always went down, never forward. Her words came back as I scrutinized the dancers on stage. Do not thrust your hips forward like a common stripper. I was confident I had the slink of an old timer, at least with my shoes off.


On stage, I’d strike a pose and hold my body in exaggerated angles accentuating my lithe legs and form—features I barely recognized until I began stripping. All the women on my mother’s side of the family have model legs and showgirl boobs. My grandmother was a Broadway dancer in the 1920s, and my mother was a fashion model.


I mentioned this during a rare phone chat with my mother and she corrected me, saying, “Your grandmother was not a Broadway dancer, Melissa.”


“What do you mean, Mom?”


“She was a showgirl.”


“What’s the difference?”


“The difference is huge. A dancer trains and rehearses. I’ve been backstage with the Rockettes, you know.”


“Impressive.”


“A showgirl just parades around in skimpy costumes and headdresses.”


“Thanks for the clarification, Mom.”


IT took a couple of months, but I grew more comfortable and less clumsy in my platform heels. My ankles got stronger. I didn’t need to trail the wall or cling to booth backs for support anymore. I felt enormous adding six inches to my five-foot, eight-inch frame. But after watching another dancer my height glide across the floor like an Amazon goddess, I learned to own my size, flaunt it, and work it like she did.


The girls were skilled hustlers, cloaked in fabricated sensuality. They took stage names and became bubbly, shy baby-girls in pigtails or dark, mysterious, exotic temptresses on the floor. Like most dancers, I experimented with several looks. For a while, I did well in corsets and long matching opera gloves. I added garters and stockings, but the stockings got snagged on zippers and buttons and I had to take them off before my shift ended. I tried different stage names, starting with Zoe before settling on Kat. I thought the name Kat conjured a tough feline or femme fatale, more my style. The “k” and the “t” were hard and abrupt. The sound cut through the air and implied a no-bullshit sexiness. No three-syllable singsong names like Savannah, no soft “a” like Natasha or Miranda, or girlie hard “e” like Jenny or Betsy.


I didn’t become a cynical stripper overnight; my metamorphosis came on slowly. In the beginning, the club was a portal to an exciting new world. For the first time in my life I was given permission and praised for being a sexy woman. But within a year the skin of my former self sloughed off. I no longer bowed in namaste to greet people. I stopped praying over my food. The club coaxed from me a predatory woman, a strong, cunning man-eater. My eyes scanned the girls for flaws and pretense and the men for proclivities and symbols of status and wealth. A woman I didn’t know existed inside me. I was all too familiar with the tomboy Melissa, the girl who rebelled against a mother hell-bent on molding her in her own likeness. And I thought I’d unearthed the real Melissa, a spiritual, free-spirited gypsy during my exploratory years on the road, but she was fast receding, replaced by an edgy woman who projected indifference. Sometimes I forgot it was a projection, that I was a projection.


The strippers’ personas were often a combination of the dancer’s personality and the cliché that fit with her natural attributes. Many girls had a signature move or look. A blonde did her best Marilyn Monroe imitation and slid down the pole in contorted positions that hurt to watch. The cowgirl ricocheted across the floor with her cowboy hat, boots, and annoying Southern twang. I favored the vampy girls, with their dark hair and lily-white skin. They crawled across the stage to Bauhaus or the latest Depeche Mode hit. And, on occasion, there was the token biker girl in leather and sun-scorched tattoos.


Sugar on the floor was Tanya in real life. Her signature look was the Hawaiian beach babe, complete with tan lines and a fake plumeria in her flowing surfer-girl hair. She swaggered across the floor trailing the scent of baked-on Hawaiian Tropic. On stage she disrobed doing the hula clad in a Hawaiian-print bikini and wrap. Always on the hustle, she beamed her coquettish smile at the gentlemen entering the club before ducking into the dressing room. As soon as the door clinked shut she mutated into a wolverine, spewing, “That fucking cunt, Jezebel, stole my client! I’m gonna kick her skinny ass—stupid bitch.” She crammed a cigarette between her cranberry lips and made a beeline to her locker for a pill and a swig. Then she sat slouched and unladylike (my mother’s words) on the hard bench that ran between the lockers, her face strained and ugly. It took about ten minutes for the alcohol to soften her up. Once she was on the other side of the door crunching on a breath mint, the pretty came back.

OEBPS/images/common-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/common-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Fetish Girl

A Memoir of Sex, Domination,

and Motherhood

by

Bella LaVey

swp

SHE WRITES PRESS





OEBPS/images/9781631524363.jpg
FETISI GIRI.

A MEMOIR OF SEX, DOMINATION,
AND MOTHERHOOD

BELLA LAVEY






