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To all of my girls and fellow pole riders

everywhere: may nothing obscure your sky

or cut off your air. Like it’s hot, baby!
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We made a pact. Not for our men, but for ourselves, really. The five of us would buy a pole. A stripper’s pole—mirror-finished stainless steel, attached from floor to ceiling. It was approaching midnight, and we had already polished off two shakers of chocolate-banana martinis. Shaundra was on the couch. Me and Niecee sat on either side of the coffee table; Brenda was on the love seat, half passed out after one drink, as usual. Karina was wide awake, with sweats on, legs positioned in an overextended V as she stretched her open palm toward her toes. The idea was Shaundra’s. Had anyone else come up with it, we would have laughed it off and moved on to the next thing. But Shaundra was grounded. She wasn’t nasty like Niecee, who was willing to try anything once, and she wasn’t scary like Brenda. She was our middle mark. We measured ourselves by her, usually without even knowing it. Everyone else was too skinny, too fat, too loud, too quiet, and too loose—all by Shaundra’s position in our crew.

“I’m gonna cut it off. Clean off, I swear,” Shaundra said.

“Ohh, nooo. You’re in love, remember. He just treats you sooo wonderful and he’s sooo attentive.” Niecee smirked, stirred her electric-blue nail around the inside of her martini glass, then sucked her entire middle finger into her mouth.

“Why are you always tryin’ta catch somebody with their own words?”

Niecee swirled her tongue around her finger one good time, then pointed it at Shaundra. “Don’t get mad at me because you were chasing his stank drawers last week. It ain’t my fault you luvs him.” Niecee smiled, then whipped her hard-pressed hair from her shoulder to her back.

“Let her talk, Niecee,” I interjected.

“Shay, why don’t you concentrate on taking those horsehair braids out of your head. You’re almost done.”

She whipped her hair again for good effect. Niecee was cute and she knew it—milk chocolate, in good shape, with her real hair cutting almost to the middle of her back.

I continued unbraiding the middle of my head. “All I have to say is don’t fall asleep, cuz all your shit might be cut off when you wake up.”

“That’s what I said,” Shaundra started up again. “I’ma cut his shit straight off. Let me find another stripper’s number in his pants.”

“How do you know it’s a stripper’s number?” Karina asked as she tucked her right leg into her overly thick thigh for another stretch.

“She gave him a business card.” Shaundra reached across the coffee table into her purse.

“That’s a shame. Even strippers have business cards nowadays.” I shook my head. “Maybe I should get some made up: Housewife seeks adventure—will pay you.” She handed me the stripper’s card. I flipped to the back and then to the front again.

“Brit-ten-ney. The girl doesn’t even know how to spell,” Shaundra said.

The card was glossy, printed on a nicely weighted cardstock. Brittenney—Petite Goddess was printed at the top left of the card, and a photograph of a light-skinned young woman with a long black weave and pouted lips was on the right. She had a deer-in-the-headlights, wide-eyed look on her face, her left hand draped the bare skin above her braless breast, and her nipples were cropped off the card by a black border.

I passed the card to Karina. “‘Actress, Exotic Dancer, Escort, Private Parties. Call for rates.’ What does incall/outcall mean?”

Niecee took another sip of her drink. “It means his place or hers.”

I shot Karina a look. She placed the card on the table. “Well,” she said, “it still doesn’t mean he’s into strippers. He could have gotten that card anywhere.”

Shaundra plucked her glass from the coffee table and adjusted her feet again under the purple afghan. “I know he’s into strippers, and I’m tired of him telling me that the government is garnishing his check for child support.”

“Well, Shaundra, that isn’t so far-fetched,” I said, wanting to comfort her.

She threw up her hands and rolled her eyes to the back of her head. “Are you sleeping with him too now?”

I rolled my eyes in rebuttal. “I’m just saying, Shaun.”

“I have seen his pay stub and talked to his ex-wife.” Shaundra pursed her lips. “He’s not getting garnished; he’s giving his money to Cotton Candy and Honey Dip.”

Niecee flicked her hair again. “You know you need the hickory stick as much as he needs the na-na. Stop complaining.”

I grabbed a pile of unbraided hair from my hair bag and threw it at her. Sometimes I just wanted to strangle Niecee. We’d been friends since junior high—well, not really. Brenda, Shaundra, Karina, and I were friends. Niecee was Shaundra’s older sister and roommate, so we tolerated her for those two reasons alone.

“I may as well share this with y’all now. You’re gonna find out anyway.” Shaundra sat up straight, knocked the purple afghan from her lap, and smoothed her hands over her stretched-to-the-max size 13 blue denim jeans. “I’m ordering a pole.”

“You’re ordering a what?” Brenda uncurled her five-foot-ten-inch body from the fetal position she had been in on the love seat.

“I thought you were asleep,” I said.

“You must be talking about a fishing pole, right?” Karina asked, looking up from one of the three Travel & Leisure magazines spread between her stretched legs.

“She’s talking about a booty clap, come-fuck-me-

for-a-ten-spot pole.”

“Is that how much you used to charge, Niecee?”

“Ooohhhh!” we all cooed. Shaundra rarely stood up to Niecee. I reached over to Shaundra and high-fived her, then held up my hand to Niecee for another high five. She left me hanging.

“Please”—she flicked her hair—“I only did that for a week. And it was good money.”

“I’m ordering a stripper’s pole,” Shaundra confessed. “And I was thinking”—a devious grin spread on her lips—“maybe y’all want to go in with me.”

“You can’t be serious,” Karina said before I could get the words out.

A part of me was thrilled. The other part felt like I had entered an alternate universe. This was different, even for us.

“Well, I’m in,” Brenda said matter-of-factly. “Just let me know how much and I’ll get you a check this week.”

“Shaun, you’re really getting a stripper’s pole?” I asked.

“Why not? I’m a good woman. Why should I lose my man to someone just because she knows how to shake her behind and wrap her leg around a pole? Way I see it, I need to join the game.”

“Well, I’m down, too,” Niecee said, “as long as I can pay you in weekly installments.”

We all looked at her.

“What?” She sat up on her knees and poured the last of the martinis into her glass. “I’m not balling like y’all. Twenty-five dollars a week is better than nothin’. Besides, I could stand a little practice.”

“Karina? Shay?” Shaundra looked at us both. “Are y’all in?”

Karina waved both of her hands above her head. “Nunh-uh, y’all. It’s taken me a year and a half to get down to my weight. I’m not gonna mess around and risk a broken hip because I was swinging my fat butt on a pole. Besides, I’d have to pray about it anyway.”

“Here we go,” Niecee said under her breath.

“Shay?”

I looked at Shaundra. “So I guess we’d have it one week a month or something like that?”

“Whoop, whoop! Okay, you’re in.” I hadn’t seen Shaundra this excited since she found out she was pregnant with Brandi. “We can each get the pole for one week, from Saturday to Saturday. I already picked one out. It’s stainless steel, splits in two pieces, and comes with its own carrying case. We won’t even have to drill holes or anything.”

“So, how much?” Brenda leaned forward on the love seat.

“Five hundred forty dollars and eleven cents. If we split it four ways, that’ll be a hundred and thirty-five apiece, a reasonable investment in our relational and sexual futures.” Shaundra ran her hand over her recently cropped hair. “It’s hardball time now. If Paul wants a stripper, from this point on, he’ll have sistah Good-n-Plenty at home.”

“Amen, sistah. ’Bout time you got some sense.”

Everyone starred at Niecee again.

She bucked her eyes. “That’s real. If a broad handles her own business, she ain’t got to worry about another heffa doing it for her.” She swept her tongue around the rim of her glass.

Her words struck a chord of truth inside of me. “This is a trip. We are really going to do this stripper-pole time-share thing. I would have never believed it.”

“Does it come with an instructional tape?” Brenda asked in her most intellectual voice.

Niecee jumped in. “What are you gonna learn from a tape? You have to get this experience the natural way, at a strip club. You pick it up as it comes. And that’s easier for some of us than it is for others.” She smirked at Brenda, her right dimple deepening to its fullest. Brenda was never very rhythmic; that hadn’t changed since junior high.

“Brenda, you could catch on if you really wanted to. Don’t even listen to Niecee. Besides”—Shaundra let her own right dimple deepen—“I’m going down to the club this Saturday. If y’all want to come, you’re welcome to roll.”

“I’ll ride,” Niecee said. “I might run into one of my old girls.”

“I’m down, too,” Brenda said, ignoring Niecee’s chuckle.

Karina rolled her ankles to finish off her stretching and closed her magazine. “I’m gonna have to talk to the Man Upstairs about this, but I think y’all are gonna need a prayer warrior in the house, so tentatively count me in.”

I was the only one left. I wanted to go, but I knew Mark was going to flip out more about the club than he would about the pole or me having an occasional drink with my crew now and then. “Y’all my girls, but I don’t know. I’ve already hung with y’all once this week; I might be pushing it.”

“Why don’t you just spit the truth, Shoshannah.” Niecee winked at me and it irked the hell out of me. “You’se got to ask Minister Mark. And Lord knows, Minister Mark don’t want his wife hanging out in no den of sin. Heavens no.”

“Leave her alone, Niecee. Ain’t nothing wrong with trying to be a good Christian wife. Shay ain’t got nothing to be ashamed of.” Karina gave me a glance of approval.

Niecee rolled her eyes. “Good Christian what? Please. Y’all can live in la-la land if you want to, but she’s probably the biggest sinner of all of us. The innocent-looking ones are always the worst k—”

“You need to worry about yourself. We all know hell’s got a special spot waiting for your scandalous butt,” Brenda said, still mad about the insinuation that she didn’t have rhythm.

Niecee giggled, then smoothed her palm over her hair slowly. “There’s a whole wing waiting for my ass, ’cause I don’t half-do nothin’.”

I grabbed my week-old blush Shiseido glasses from the table, then collected the stray extensions from my lap and most of the ones I had thrown at Niecee. Cautiously, I lifted myself up from the ground, feeling the slightest bit tipsy. “Shaundra, I’m gonna head home, but don’t worry, I’ve got your back Saturday night.”
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At 1:35 A.M., I pulled into the garage feeling like a guilty teenager. Mark always left the garage door up when he knew I’d be in late, but he seldom stayed up to wait on me. He would be asleep already, I knew that, but the idea of him finding out I went to a strip club made me more anxious than normal. I grabbed the trial-size Crest tube, mouthwash, and hand towel I stowed away in the door pocket of my SUV. After applying the toothpaste to my teeth and tongue, I cupped my hands over my mouth and blew twice. All I’d had to drink was one Long Island iced tea, but I could still smell a tinge of alcohol. I couldn’t tell if it was the vodka, tequila, rum, or gin that was giving me away. It didn’t help that Shaundra poured her London Fog down my pants. She thought she spotted Paul, her man, on the other side of the club. He was supposed to be working the night shift.

Shaundra dropped her face in my lap like a hot biscuit. I guess it didn’t occur to her that she had a full drink in her hand. The ice and chilled alcohol formed a pool in my crotch, then seeped through my pants into what little there was of my brand-new, stripper-inspired, purple net, lace-up-on-both-sides panties. I could see it wasn’t Paul, even without my glasses. Instead of trying to grab a few napkins, all Niecee could talk about was how Shaundra just threw away seven dollars. I could still hear the sassy, singsong sound of Niecee’s voice in my head, “And you better be glad we didn’t go to the Fish Pond. That drink would have cost you nine dollars there. Damn shame. That’s alcohol abuse.” Wasted liquor was one of Niecee’s true pet peeves. It brought out the conservationist in her. She didn’t recycle glass bottles or aluminum, she didn’t have her groceries bagged in paper instead of plastic, and she wasn’t trying to save the ozone layer by not spraying aerosols. But when it came to alcohol, she never wanted to see a good drink go to waste.

Despite the wetness from the spill, once I got over the instant freeze in my crotch, I still couldn’t bring myself to go to the bathroom. I just stood up slightly to coax the excess liquid from my lap, then sat my jacket down under me to give me something dry to sit on. This was my first time in a strip club, and confident black woman that I am, I didn’t want to move or draw attention to myself. None of us did—besides Niecee. Niecee had on what I like to call her “sausage call” dress. It was too tight, too short, and too low-cut. She had pounded, pulled, and prayed 145 pounds worth of legs, breasts, and butt into a tube of yellow spandex fit for a size 2 anorexic and accessorized her ensemble with glass stilettos.

Though the club seemed fairly new, the walls and furnishings were saturated with cigarette smoke. In the center of the club was a long Plexiglas stage with two poles on each end, both ascending high into the warehouse-height ceiling. Men on metal barstools lined both sides of the stage, and four seats flanked the front. Alcohol and dollar bills were abundant.

We sat in the back, in the farthest booth from the stage. We were five of nine women in the club who weren’t strippers. Our male counterparts flanked us to the north, east, and west; a paneled glass mirror flanked us from behind.

“Girl,” Niecee said loudly into the atmosphere of R. Kelly grind-music and testosterone. “I just love the smell of men.” She spoke from the last seat of our horseshoe-shaped booth. She sat with her legs a knee’s width apart and wiggled the tips of her fingers toward the backs of the men. “Makes me want to hop myself on the stage and leave you prudes here to dry. Y’all sitting in the back like nobody can see you.”

Niecee placed her drink onto one of the small table surfaces built into our booth, faced the stage, and commenced to get her groove on. Her bare, brown arms made loose waves above her head. Her hips gyrated in deep ovals.

“I don’t know why we needed to come all the way down here to learn anything. Look at your sister.” I pointed. Niecee continued the deep ovals and made her way to her feet. She and the barely clad chocolate Pocahontas on the stage seemed to have a thing going.

“Girl, stop her!” Karina said, leaning in toward Shaundra and grabbing her free arm. “Brothas are starting to look back here at us.”

“Ain’t you just thirty?” Niecee shouted back over her shoulder at Karina. She moved into the empty space in front of our horseshoe, where a table would have been if we weren’t in a strip club with built-ins. “You sound like an old-ass lady.”

“Hurry up and sit down!” Karina demanded.

She didn’t sit down. She and Pocahontas matched each other move for move. Chocolate Pocahontas squatted down; Niecee squatted down. Pocahontas groped her fringed breasts and wiggled them around; Niecee wiggled hers around. Pocahontas leaned forward toward the row of men in front of her, rested her fingertips on the Plexiglas stage, and let the expanse of her behind roll a slow grind against the black pole. Niecee widened her legs into a healthy V and commenced to bend over.

A combination of “whoo-whoops,” claps, and laughter exploded from the audience. Some men concentrated on Pocahontas, others on Niecee, but most, unable to choose, looked like they were watching a heated Wimbledon match.

“Ew, girl, this is embarrassing,” I whispered into Shaundra’s shoulder. “Why does your sister have a canary-yellow G-string on under her dress? Uh-oh. This is too wrong.” A flash of heat flooded my cheeks. Niecee had broken out into a deep booty shake, and I found myself almost impressed by how she made her butt cheeks slap together like that.

“She’s grown,” is all Shaundra managed to say. She sat with her back board-straight and sipped methodically on her London Fog as she watched Niecee’s behind bounce up and down.

“Girl, I hate to say this”—Karina pressed her index and middle finger against her neck to monitor her heart rate—“but I’m glad that that’s your sister and not mine, because I would have to kick her natural-born a-s-s. I ain’t lyin’. All five of my toes and my ankle would be lodged somewhere between her behind and her throat. Lord, forgive me for my language,” she managed to say as an afterthought.

Brenda didn’t say anything, but I could tell she wanted to. She had been the consummate butt of Niecee’s jokes for so many years, her distaste for Niecee had turned into a distinguishable hate.

“Whew. Hand me a napkin, would you?” Niecee said, plopping back into her end seat. She adjusted her dress. Everyone looked at each other, then finally Karina handed her one. “Thank you, girl, that was a workout and a half. Umph, it’s been too long.”

“Clearly not long enough,” Brenda interjected.

Niecee wiped her forehead, then between her breasts. “You’re just jealous because I have mad sex appeal and you don’t.” She didn’t bother to look at Brenda. She merely pulled a damp twenty from her bra and waved it in the air.

A twentysomething, honey-toned girl wearing a metallic silver string bikini with matching thigh-high boots came over to her. Niecee whispered something in her ear.

“You sure?” the girl said, her hand propped above her gluteus minimus.

Niecee nodded, “Girl, yeah, but I’ll catch you next time.”

“As long as you’re sure.” The girl caressed Niecee’s cheek and walked away.

Within moments, I saw Pocahontas making her way from the rear exit toward our section.

“I do not believe this,” popped from my mouth. It took me a few seconds to recognize the sound of my own voice. I squeezed Brenda’s leg hard. Shaundra squeezed mine. Karina closed her eyes for what I’m sure was a silent prayer.

“You want it here or in the back?” Pocahontas said with a Brooklyn drawl, leaning her 36Ds into Niecee’s face.

Niecee looked at Pocahontas, then back over at us. “You better take me in the back ’cause these prudes ain’t gonna mess up my flow. Shaundra, since you tryin’ to learn some shit, you might wanna get a lap dance yourself. But that’s your business.” Niecee flicked her hair, then stood up. If not for the stilettos, she and Pocahontas would have been eye to eye.

Pocahontas grinned. “Am I giving you one or are you doing me?”

Niecee grabbed moccasin girl’s hand and placed it on her behind. “We’ll take turns. Later, heffas. You better not leave me, Shaundra.”

“Uggh! Your sister is nasty!” I said as we watched her trail off toward the rear exit. I looked in the direction of the doorway much longer than I was supposed to. Something existed on that side of life that didn’t exist in mine. This was the first time I’d ever felt jealous of Niecee.

“Is it safe for her to go back there?” Shaundra asked with a steady eye on the doorway Niecee had disappeared through.

“Safe for who?” Brenda asked irritably. “The stripper?”

Shaundra laughed slightly but held her gaze. I held mine as well. “I don’t know who I should worry about more.” She laughed again.

“Karina, watch my purse.” Brenda snapped her change pouch, rezipped her purse, then placed it behind Karina’s back.

“Something ain’t right,” I mumbled to Shaundra. “Brenda, baby girl, where do you think you’re going?”

Brenda straightened her slender, five-foot-ten, red-and-black-clad, Olive Oyl–esque frame. A folded twenty-dollar bill was clipped tightly between her thumb and index finger. “I’m getting a lap dance. Does anyone here have a problem with that?” She folded her arms over her bony chest and eyed each of us with defiant awkwardness.

“No, Officer Brent. No problem at all. Handle yours.”

[image: space]

It was Mark calling my name and tapping his knuckle gently on the Navigator’s smoked glass window that brought me back.

“Shoshannah. Shoshannah.”

I clicked the key forward in the ignition, then rolled the window down.

“Oh, I’m sorry, honey, I didn’t hear you walk up. Did I disturb your sleep?”

I stared at Mark’s face. His eyes had the glazed-over look of just waking up.

“Shoshannah, you have to call when you know you’re coming in really late. Don’t make me get out of bed looking for you.”

I glanced at the car clock: 2:21. I had told Mark that I would be home just after midnight.

“I’m so sorry, honey. I got in just after one. I think I just dozed off.” I stuck my hand out of the window and motioned for Mark’s hand. He limply joined his hand to mine and groped his hairless chin with the other.

“That’s not good enough, Shannah, and you know it. I’m a pastor now; I’m in my own church. Money is short and I’m under heavy pressure to build the membership. Pressure is high, baby. I don’t need my wife adding to the pot. You are supposed to be my helpmate.” He looked me in the eye. “You have to work with me, not against me, dear.”

“You’re right, Marcus. I’m sorry.”

Now that he had given his customary “helpmate” speech, he tightened his hold on my hand. “It’s okay. I forgive you. Just next time, ask yourself, ‘What would Jesus do?’ And we both know that Jesus would have called home.”

I gave an obligatory nod.

“Are you coming in?” he asked.

“In a minute, I’m just gonna clean out the car first. I dropped a crumbcake muffin earlier.”

“All right. I might be asleep by the time you finish your shower. Was dinner good?”

“It was fine. Shaundra is really excited about her promotion. Eight years at the electric company is a long time.”

“I guess that’s why you put on a little makeup, huh?”

“I put on makeup because I wanted to, Marcus. African Methodist Episcopalian women can wear makeup, honey. It’s my right.”

He kissed my hand. “You just look better without it.” He squeezed.

“It’s still my right, Marcus.”

“I know, just like you hanging out in smoky restaurants with your heathen girlfriends. The only decent one is Karina. But let’s not start. You’ve known them since junior high—I know, I know. I’ll just have to keep praying for us.”

He hit the super-duper, two-dimpled grin that made me drop my guard and go out on a date with him twelve years ago.

“And I guess I have to pray for us, too.” I gave a limp half smile.

“Well, if I pray hard enough, maybe I’ll have my wife with me at church tomorrow. It’s my first communion in my own congregation; I’d love for you to be there to take part. You’re the first lady now. Must feel pretty good, huh?”

“Yeah,” I said, lying to the both of us. I wasn’t the first-lady type. Marcus knew that before he married me. “We’ll see about tomorrow, Marcus. I promised Brenda I’d help her with her yard sale.”

“Well, think about it, and if God puts it on your heart, I’m leaving at six-thirty. Sharp.”

I nodded and watched him walk barefoot back into the house, all the while wondering if Brenda’s yard sale was this Sunday or the next.
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“Please come to order, the Honorable Cecil E. Gibson is now presiding. No talking, please…”

Standing on the courtroom floor in a tan long-sleeved shirt, size 4 olive green pants, seven-point-star badge over her heart, and 9mm handgun on her right hip, she had said the same saying over 15,000 times during the last nine years of her life. She could say it backward. Call the court to order while at the same time formulating her grocery list in the back of her head. She knew every expectation of her job. Seems like she could just look at a plaintiff or a defendant and see they were going to be trouble before they ever opened their mouth in front of the judge. It was her job to sense; it was her job to know, but to follow up her knowing with proof before she acted.

And that’s what she had done last Saturday night: followed up her knowing with proof. She tested herself and found something she wanted. Something that wasn’t sure and strait-laced, something that wouldn’t make her parents proud. It was just for her, no one else.

Brenda had followed Niecee’s example. She had grabbed a twenty-dollar bill from her purse and made her way to the rear doorway. The guard was a brother. He stared at her. Looked Brenda up and down.

“I’d like a dance. A private one.”

He kept his arms crossed over his chest and gave her the once-over again. “What kind of favors you looking for, Slim? Let me guess—you want the girl with the longest tongue, right? That’s Star, and she’ll take care of your ass for seventy-five.”

Part of being a peace officer is never letting someone throw you. Never looking out of place or like you don’t have things under control. Brenda didn’t have anything under control. She looked him in the eye and uncupped her hand to reveal the moist twenty-dollar bill in her palm.

He looked down, then rolled his eyes. “Frank,” he called over his shoulder, “get Mackie to give this lesbo five minutes.”

She didn’t challenge him or throw a smirk on her face. She didn’t even speak. She let him take control, something her police training had taught her never to do.

 

The room was the size of a small walk-in closet. It was dark and moist, like the inside of a gym shoe after someone has run five miles. It smelled like one as well. On the wall, to the side of the love seat, was a plug-in freshener that coated the warm flesh-on-

flesh air with a mist of spiced orange. Same kind she kept in her bathroom at home, she thought.

Brenda sat on the edge of the love seat and stared around the room. It wasn’t like she expected fresh flowers and paintings on the walls or anything, but the walls were blank and lumpy, like if she peeled back the black paint, she’d hit several coats of other equally drab colors. When Mackie walked in, the neon light coated her body in a wash of blue. Brenda reached forward in an attempt to hand her the twenty-dollar bill.

“You pay afterward,” the girl said, walking over to the CD player on the wall and pressing play. She turned back toward her and began to undo the bow around her neck. The silver strings fell. She reached around her back and pulled the rear strings to make the rest of it fall. Mackie moved toward Brenda; she cocked her right leg on the couch so that her metallic crotch was directly in front of her. Brenda started to turn away and Mackie realigned Brenda’s focus with her hand.

“Look at it,” she said, watching her watch it. “I want you to see exactly what you are making wet.”

Mackie pressed her fingertips into Brenda’s shoulders and gently pushed her back into the stale velvet love seat, then placed both of her hands on the inside of Brenda’s thighs. She pulled Brenda’s legs apart and pushed her French-cut-bikini-covered behind into Brenda’s crotch. Brenda felt paralyzed from the legs down. She groped the fine hairs of the couch with her left hand and kept her right hand tightly clenched around the balled-up twenty.

“I haven’t had a virgin in a minute,” she said, grabbing both of Brenda’s hands and placing them on her breasts. Mackie’s breasts were warm. Almost hot. Moist. As soon as Brenda’s hands fell away, Mackie caught them and placed them back.

“You ain’t got to be afraid of me—I only bite if you want me to. Rub them breasts, girl. Don’t it feel good?”

Brenda didn’t say yes; she didn’t say no. It felt awkward for her to touch another woman’s breasts. It seemed normal for Mackie to have hers touched. Mackie let loose. Her metallic behind moved up and down and round and round between Brenda’s legs. She made noises. She bit her own lip. Her body writhed as she forced her flesh into Brenda’s. Brenda closed her eyes.

“You like it, don’t you?”

Brenda didn’t even know how to answer. She rubbed Mackie’s breasts as methodically as she would rub her own if she were pleasuring herself.

“You like it,” Mackie said, her voice sounding guttural and aroused. “Your pussy is wet, isn’t it?” Mackie loosed one hand from around Brenda’s neck. “Answer me,” she said as her free hand made it to Brenda’s waistband. “If you don’t answer, I’m gonna have to check for myself.”

Sensations exploded from every part of Brenda’s body. She wanted to speak; she didn’t know what to say. YES was too much of a commitment. NO was a lie. Brenda wiggled as Mackie’s hand made it under her waistband and into her panties. Mackie cupped hair and flesh in her backward-turned hand. She was on the spot. Mackie pressed.

“Yes,” Brenda let out in a shudder. She could feel Mackie’s smile, but she couldn’t see her face. And then, when the music changed to signal five minutes had elapsed, on cue, Mackie hit cool-down mode. She pulled her hand out of Brenda’s pants. The gyrations lost their force and became loose rivulets. Her arm lost its hold around Brenda’s neck. The show was over.

“Next visit, I’ll give you extra time,” Mackie whispered into Brenda’s perspiring neck before she got up to retrieve her bikini top from the floor and exited the room.

Brenda sat on the couch dazed, wanting a tissue or something to wipe the moisture from her body. Now she felt warm all over and exposed. She would give herself a moment to recover, and then she would walk out of the room pretending. She would pretend that nothing spectacular had happened to her. She would act as though one lap dance would do it for her for the rest of her life. But already, she knew. She didn’t want Mackie or think of her as beautiful. She loved Mackie’s power and freedom and she wanted it for herself.

That night when Brenda got home, she closed her eyes and played the tape of the lap dance over again in her mind. And this time she imagined that Mackie was her customer. This time, when the music changed, it was Brenda who took the sweaty twenty-dollar bill from the couch and stuck it in her crotch.
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Being a stay-at-home wife, with no children, I counted on Shaundra’s calls throughout the day. Nine months earlier, Mark and I had moved from the 1,132-square-foot home we’d lived in for six years into a house double the size, twenty miles from our old neighborhood. I loved our new house; it was in a brand-new development, and we’d picked out everything from the carpet to the kitchen tile and countertops.

Some of my time was spent reading romance novels I usually bought at the grocery store, but most of it was spent cooking, cleaning, and decorating. By the end of the year, it was my goal to make sure each room, hallway, and alcove had a polished touch. I liked that, Mark giving me control of the place pretty much without question, but sometimes the silence in the house made me crazy. In general, Regal Crest felt like Rose Hills Cemetery in terms of the neighborhood tempo. The women, for the most part, weren’t June Cleavers; many of them had careers and left nannies to home-make and take their children to the park during the day. I was the non-mother, non-career anomaly and I missed being able to drive five or ten minutes to Shaundra’s or Brenda’s house whenever I felt like it.

I always got the idea, however, that Marcus liked the separation. If you were to think of our old house, Brenda’s house, and Shaundra’s all being on one line, ours was the farthest east, Shaun’s was the farthest west, and Brenda’s was somewhere in the middle. We had lived in Laneside, an old neighborhood that was quickly getting gentrified because of its proximity to the airport and the only public golf course for over thirty miles. Our old neighborhood was a mix of young white and black couples, with a few older black couples and widows who refused to sell.

Brenda lived in Greenside, but my girls and I called it Oldsville. I didn’t think what had happened in our old neighborhood just blocks away was ever going to happen there. Most of her neighbors had been living in these houses since they were built and clearly intended to die in them. Brenda was one of the few second-generation owners and held to the same aesthetic of manicured lawns and neighborhood watch as they did.

Though Shaundra’s neighborhood had been the cream-of-the-crop place to live only thirty years before because of the size of the lots and the palatial single-story homes, the neighborhood had taken a turn for the worse over the last ten years. Besides Workman and St. Bart’s, if you wanted to score some crack or weed, this was definitely the place to do it. Shaundra barely let Brandi go outside by herself because it was impossible to tell if the young boys trying to spit game at her teenage daughter were drug dealers or normal teenagers. The uniform for all of them was the same—white XL T-shirt, baggy jeans, and cap.

I had been standing at the sink, drying dishes and thinking about my situation, when Shaundra’s call popped me back into reality.

“Hey, Momma,” I said into the phone.

Her pitch was a little higher than a whisper, but I could hear the enthusiasm. “Go to your computer, I want to show you something.”

“I’m drying dishes.”

“Shay, hurry up. My break is almost over.”

I tossed my drying rag on the counter. “What?” I said, waking the computer from sleep mode.

“Okay, okay, go to www.stripclass.com.”

“Shaundra, are you going through the change of life or something? You have us buying poles and going to strip clubs; I am not taking a stripper class.”

“Shut up, Shay, and go the to the class schedule. They have a Pole 101 and Body Beautiful class offered tonight. Which one are we going to?”

I got up from the computer and walked back into the kitchen. “You are on your own.”

“Shay, I know you are not gonna leave me hanging. Six or seven o’clock?”

I rested my back against the sink’s tiled edge. “No, Shaun. You are going to get me in trouble. You know Mark would shit his pants.”

Her voice got lower, but more intense. “You are really tripping, Shay. Do you think Mark is going to be mad at you because you’re learning techniques to spice up his sex life? Preachers need love too.”

She made me laugh. “You are silly. How much?”

“Unh-huh. I knew you wanted to go. Thirty bucks a class if we pay at the door.”

“I haven’t even gotten my braids redone yet, and I’m out of contact solution, so I would have to wear my glasses.” I fingered the pink and black bandanna scarf on my head. My hair was a mess: still ridge-lined because I’d had the braids in for so long, and my ends needed clipping badly.

“Put it in a ponytail. I’m leaving work early; I’ll pick you up at five-fifteen. Bye.”

 

Pole Dance 101 was more than a notion. At least for me anyway. A short, cute, white girl around twenty-three with a waist around the same size, taught the class. Shaundra and I arrived early to the one-room studio and inadvertently walked in on a hot and heavy lap dancing class that was still in session. Casey, the same instructor who was to teach our 101 class, invited us in to pick out our shoes while we waited for class to begin.

Shaundra and I, wearing our high school gym class attire—sweats and a T-shirt—shuffled across the floor passing eight girls, most of them in booty shorts and a tank top, one in a corset, doing what I would later find out was called the frog on one another’s laps.

“I can’t believe I let you drag me out to a damn stripping class, Shaun.” I pinched her arm and then hung on to it as we started giggling.

“I can’t believe it either. I think I’m a little scared, girl,” she said.

“Me too,” but I was more exhilarated than anything. “For real though, thank you, Shaundra. I haven’t even stepped on the floor yet and I just feel…alive. Like I have never done anything more exciting in my life. High five for that.” Our hands clasped in the air and we started giggling again.

The shoe rack was filled with about twenty-five pairs of platform pumps of various sizes with heels ranging from four to six inches. Shaundra picked up a size ten with a clear platform heel and black leather straps.

“Be sure to pick a pair a half size smaller than your normal size,” the instructor yelled across the room. I found a pair of four-inch heels with iridescent white leather and laced them on my feet. I grew from five-six to five-ten and my knees knocked together the first time I tried to step. I walked around a little to try to get my bearings.

Our class consisted of five girls, including Shaun and me, and the instructor. Because there were only three poles in the studio, Casey made us pick a partner other than the person we came with and split time doing the techniques on the pole.

We started off with simple walking. Casey explained that a good stripper walk was all in balancing our weight properly in our hips, making a diagonal across the body with our feet, while dragging the toes and keeping one leg straight while popping the hip. Nothing sounded too complicated, but doing all that at the same time, I expected to have some problems. I looked across the room and gave Shaundra an “I hope I don’t fall flat on my face” look.

Shaundra looked comfortable, like she couldn’t wait for Casey to let her out of the gate. I always liked that about her, how she always looked at home in her own skin. Next to Karina, Shaundra was the second biggest member of our group. Niecee was the most in shape, and Brenda was the tallest and the skinniest. I was in the middle, not tall, but not too short, not a size 10, but not a size 7 either. We were all some shade of brown, with Shaundra being the lightest, Niecee the darkest, and the rest of us looking almost the same color sometimes depending on the light. The only thing that really made me stand out were my hazel eyes, what the boys used to call “cat eyes” in junior high and high school. But at five feet eight inches and almost 190 pounds, Shaundra had a grace and sexiness about her that made the rest of us look like girls. I used to think it was her hair that made her sexy. Like Niecee, she used to wear her hair long, cutting to the middle of her back. After the divorce she went shoulder length and that looked good, too. But on her last birthday, when we all decided to throw her a surprise dinner, she showed up with her hair dyed pitch-black and cut so short, you couldn’t even really call it an Afro. And that’s when I knew it wasn’t the hair.

“Great, ladies. Your walks are looking very stripperesque.”

In sets of three, we’d taken turns making rotations around the pole. Once we got the hang of that, Casey switched us to smokeys.

Since Shaundra and I both chose to go second on techniques, we always ended up working our individual pole at the same time.

“Okay,” Casey said, “what I want you to do is get arm distance from the pole and bend over toward it, flattening your back.”

I moved a small step away from the pole and bent at the waist.

“Okay, put your hands on the pole, and what I want you to do is sway your hips to one side then the other.” She looked forward at me then back at Shaundra. “Good. Now I want you to add a little rotation in the hip so that you are going side to side and up and down at the same time.”

I looked back at her while she demonstrated. Something about the up and down was catching me up. She walked over to me in her black micro shorts and six-inch platforms and moved my hips through the proper motion a few times before returning to her pole.

“Looking good, ladies. Now that you have that part, point your finger downward on each side of the pole and glide your hands down slowly while letting one knee bend each time you move your hand. Now let your head lower naturally.” Casey glanced back at Shaundra. “You whore—you have it perfect already.” The girls on the side line giggled and so did Shaundra.

At any other time a woman calling me or any of my girls a whore would have been grounds for letting loose, but I found myself feeling a little jealous. I smoothed my ponytail with both hands and tried to get it right.

“Okay, next group up.”

In between working technique on the pole, Shaundra and I both stretched our legs and watched the other two girls execute the movements. By the end of the hour class, we had learned thirteen different moves, and I had been called “whore” once. We were so pumped after class, we paid an additional thirty dollars each to take the Body Beautiful class taught by Imani, a full-bodied sistah, who had a completely different approach to healthy female sexuality.
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