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      To the flirty waiter with the knowing smirk who started it all. And to Dana, Holly, and Missy, who had joined me for tacos and tequila and agreed he’d make a great hero.
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        I've got a secret.

      

        

      
        The new girl at work? The one I've got a crush on?

      

        

      
        She's got a crush too—on the stripper who's dressing like Santa every weekend in December.

      

        

      
        And that's my secret. I'm him. The Saturday night Santa stripper.

      

        

      
        Liv has no idea it's her new work buddy under the fake white beard and tiny red hot pants, and every time she blushes when she talks about him, I burn with jealousy over myself.

      

        

      
        But Liv's also starting to get close to me—the real me—and seems interested in Christmas Eve activities that'll put us both on the so-naughty-it's-nice list. I just hope she'll still want to sit on Santa's lap after I tell her the truth.
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        Jonesy

      

      

      I clock her the instant she walks through the door.

      Headed to the four-top in my section. Tall boots, sleek ponytail, tight ass.

      Once she and her friend are seated, she sweeps her coolly assessing gaze around the dining room in a slow pass, skimming over the tables packed with execs cramming in a fifty-minute lunch and the riot of offbeat murals decorating the walls.

      She’s picked a seat directly under one of the upcycled light fixtures, and it acts like a spotlight for her reddish-brown ponytail, bright-green sweater, and lush pink lips. Forget the murals. She’s the only artwork this restaurant needs.

      “Is that for us?”

      The annoyed voice of the banker-lawyer-accountant from table six makes me realize I’ve been staring at the woman who’s glowing like an angel in my section instead of dropping off the extra butter the trio of suits had requested. I swing into action, handing the dish off to one of the titans of industry with an apology and an aw-shucks smile—dudes like that always love a waiter scrambling to beg their pardon—before moving to her table.

      “I’m still furious,” her cardigan-wearing friend announces as I approach.

      My ponytail angel unwinds a scarf from around her neck, her mouth as tight as the folds she’s making in the red material. “Don’t be. It’s fine.” She tucks the folded scarf into her purse, her ponytail sliding over her shoulder as she does.

      “It’s not fine! It’s inexcusable,” Cardigan says. “I vote murder. We can dissolve him in quicklime. They’ll never find the body.”

      Ponytail just shakes her head, and I take the opportunity to clear my throat.

      “Hi, ladies. Welcome to Verdant. I’m Jonesy, and I’ll be the third party to your criminal conspiracy today.”

      Ponytail’s flat expression doesn’t change, but her cardigan-wearing friend bleats out a laugh.

      “Trust me. We’d be doing the world a favor.” Cardigan’s interested eyes take in my face and travel down to my arms, and I oblige her by flexing just a little under my white button-down. Hey, I work hard for the tips those arms bring me.

      “Can I start you with some drinks?” I lean a little closer to ask. “Something to help you plot?”

      Cardigan glances at me through her lashes as she points to the menu in front of her.

      “A Gingerbread White Russian, please.” She’s in leggings and running shoes, and she’s clearly not worried about Kahlúa over lunch on a Wednesday in the middle of November.

      “Excellent choice,” I tell her, then turn to Ponytail, who’s finally noticed the mural on the wall to her left, the one the waitstaff privately refer to as The Lion Fucks Tonight. I wouldn’t have chosen to decorate a brunch/lunch restaurant with a pair of lions who look like they’re doing something a little more intimate than fighting, but it’s a great way to tell which customers are going to be cool and which are going to be uptight pains in my ass.

      Let’s find out which one Ponytail is.

      “And for you?” I ask her. “Naughty or nice?”

      That pulls her attention away from the questionable art, and she blinks as if she’s truly noticing me for the first time. “Sorry, what?”

      “Your drink order.” I clasp my hands behind my back and curve my lips into my most winning smile, the one that reliably turns ones into tens. “Are you feeling naughty or nice?”

      She flushes and drops her gaze to the menu, where the seasonal drinks are divided into two lists, alcoholic Naughty and non-alcoholic Nice.

      “Oh, um, a c-cranberry bourbon sour?”

      Well, well. I do believe I just made this uptight lady stammer. I like that feeling so much that I wink at her as I say, “Naughty it is.” As I hoped, she pinks up again and tucks a nonexistent strand of hair behind her ear.

      I’m burning with impatience as I wait at the bar for their drinks. Sure, I’m curious about whose murder the two of them are planning, but I’m more interested in what else might make Ponytail blush. My rule is to never hit on people while I’m on the clock here, but that doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy teasing my tightly wound guest just a little.

      On my return to the table, I learn a lot more.

      “—the fucking nerve!” Cardigan’s practically hollering as I set the White Russian in front of her. “I cannot believe the audacity of that man.”

      Ponytail lifts her shoulders and lets them drop. “For all the good it did him.” Her fingers brush mine as she accepts the bourbon, her skin warm next to the cool glass.

      “I can’t believe you’re so calm about this.” Cardigan turns to me. “What would you do if you packed up your whole life and moved to Canada for a great job, then three weeks later your boss framed you for embezzlement and got you deported?”

      All I can do is blink. “For real?” Not even in my wildest speculations would I have pictured Ponytail as an international fugitive.

      “For real,” Ponytail says. Although her voice is level, anger burns in her eyes. It’s the first real emotion I’ve seen from her, and it’s spectacular. “To be clear,” she adds, “I didn’t do it.”

      “But Canada kicked her out anyway!” her friend says.

      “That is totally fuc—” I rock back on my heels, struggling to bite back a word that isn’t on the approved list for the waitstaff. “Uh, messed up. Totally messed up.”

      “On the bright side, I’m now extremely familiar with the Canadian legal system,” Ponytail says, tapping her nails against the side of the glass in a tic, tic, tic of agitation. “The investigators figured out pretty quickly that it was my boss and not me, but not before he made sure I got perp-walked out of the building in front of the whole office.”

      Her jaw tenses in a way that makes me want to find that Tim Hortons-loving motherfucker and moose-stomp him.

      My expression must show my bloody thoughts because Cardigan gestures to me. “See? Jonesy gets it. Murder.”

      “Got a truck out back you can borrow if you need to move a body,” I offer cheerfully, jerking my thumb over my shoulder to the staff parking lot. “She’ll get you over the border and back.”

      Ponytail shakes her head as she lifts the glass. “That might be tough since my former boss is locked up pending trial.” She lets her brown eyes drift shut as the bourbon hits her lips and she savors and swallows. “It’s tempting though,” she murmurs with her eyes still closed.

      I steal the opportunity to study her. Christ, she’s elegant. Great body, strict posture. Not a strand of hair out of place and not a speck on her expensive-looking sweater. In my experience, getting a woman like her into bed could go one of two ways, full starfish or full porn star. My body tightens with the sudden need to find out which one she’d be.

      The scrape of silverware against plates at a nearby table pulls me away from my racing thoughts, and I give myself a mental shake. It’s been forever since anybody got under my skin this quickly at either of my jobs, and naturally, she’s at the one where I’d never act on it. Ain’t that a fucking shame?

      I clear my throat, purge any thoughts that aren’t about providing good service, and ask, “Are you two ready to order?”

      “Yes, but only if you forget this conversation.” Ponytail’s back to the cool control from earlier, and she turns it on her friend next. “That means you too. This is the last time I talk about it with anybody. I’m putting it behind me.”

      Cardigan raises her hands in mock surrender, and I take the hint and go about my business as if they were any other table. I keep their glasses full, deliver their tacos, and check in on them with my usual just-this-side-of-flirty banter that guarantees a thirty percent tip at the end of the meal. As much as I’d like to see what she’s like outside of these four walls, the holiday hopes and dreams of five little kids depend on me socking away as much cash as I can, as fast as I can, and I’m not willing to risk that for a shot with this gingerbread-haired angel.

      I’m congratulating myself on only wondering three or four times about the color of Ponytail’s nipples—brown, right? I bet they’re lightish brown like her hair—as I swing by with their bill. The two are speaking more quietly now, their conversation barely audible over the Christmas music that’s been pumping through the dining room since the beginning of the month.

      “Did you want to hit that boutique tomorrow?” Cardigan asks.

      “Sure,” Ponytail replies as I pick up one of their empty dishes.

      “Just a heads-up,” Cardigan says as she reaches for her purse, “it’s in a tiny town an hour from here that doesn’t have zoning per se, so it’s next to a strip club.”

      The unexpected reference to the Crimson Lounge surprises me so much that I drop the plate back onto the table with a thunk. Thankfully, they’re both too busy reaching for their bill folders to notice.

      “I wonder if they ever do a ladies’ night.” Cardigan slips her credit card into the folder and holds it out for me to take.

      “Would you believe I didn’t study up on central Illinois’ male stripper population before I fled the Great White North?” Ponytail says dryly.

      I can’t help it. The tiniest smirk crosses my face. It’s there and gone, but she notices. I can see it in the slight narrowing of her eyes, the flash of curiosity prompted by my amusement.

      Our gazes lock, and the crowded dining room falls away as her lips part. She’s about to form a question, and everything in me whispers, Yes, ask. Let me tell you what you want to know. The things I’d fill her ears with would put a blush on way more than her cheeks.

      But after a beat, she blinks and breaks the spell, the spark in her eyes cooling to politeness yet again. She holds her folder out for me to take, then turns to continue the conversation with her friend, putting me out of her mind.

      And that’s for the best. I keep my familiarity with the schedule at the Crimson Lounge as far from this family-friendly place as possible. I’ve learned my lesson about mixing my night job and my day job. Hell, I’m constantly exhausted just from doing my night job and my day job. I already know something has to give, and adding sex to the mix would only make it worse.

       Still, I’m disappointed that Ponytail paid with cash. Unlike Cardigan—Charlotte West, according to her Visa—the gorgeous non-embezzler is destined to remain nameless.

      Too bad. Before she stuffed it back down, I saw that anger simmering hot and wild under her skin, and I felt her sharp interest in the secrets I was keeping. I bet I could pull those big, messy emotions to the surface and set them loose. I bet she’d like it. I know I would.

      Well, the other me could. And both he and I think that’s a great idea.

      The thought of it fires my reckless side, and I scrawl a note on my order pad that I tuck into the folder with her receipt. Fuck it. What have I got to lose, right? Other than my dignity and my job, that is.

      When I breeze back to her table, Ponytail’s looking at those lions again. This time, though, her expression’s different. Harder. Her lip curls with disgust, and it vibrates through the taut lines of her neck, the stiff set of her shoulders.

      I pull up short at the judgment pouring off of her. It upends what I thought I’d seen beneath that calm facade. I’ve read people wrong in the past, and even with as few shits as I give about what people think about someone who takes their clothes off for money, it still fucking stings to watch them jump from surprise to disapproval to good old-fashioned slut-shaming in front of my eyes.

      Their loss, of course. But I don’t need to set myself up for that today just because a strange woman looked good under the restaurant lights.

      Cursing my own stupidly soft underbelly, I flip open her bill folder, grab my note, and stuff it into my pocket. I might be curious about whether I could undo the woman who jokes about strip clubs after getting booted from our very polite neighbor to the north, but I’m not interested in exploring that with someone who gets all pinch-mouthed about two hot-pink lions rocking combat-boners in front of a sickly green sky.

      I set their bill folders on the table and remind myself that it’s ridiculous to be disappointed by a woman I don’t even know. Still, I hover nearby as Ponytail takes her time sliding into her coat and winding the scarf back around her neck.

      “Thanks again.” Her eyes flick to my chest, and my blood heats at the thought that she’s ogling me just as blatantly as her friend did earlier. That she saw something in me too, and that it might be worth breaking my rules after all.

      I’m sliding my hand into my pocket to pull out that damn note again when she straightens and offers me a bland smile. “Have a nice rest of your day, Jonesy.” Then she turns and walks out, leaving me staring down at the name tag on my shirt.

      Of course that’s what she was looking at. She didn’t even remember my name.

      I yank the note out of my pocket, disgusted with myself, and toss it into the watery remains of her drink. The thin paper immediately dissolves into pulp.

      Her loss.

      Except for some reason, this one feels like my loss too.
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      “Absolutely not.”

      My voice is soft but firm, resolute in its opposition. And as she’s done since we met on day one of college orientation, CJ completely ignores it.

      “Absolutely yes.” She waves a handful of lingerie like she’s taunting me with silk and lace and buckles and bows. “At least try something on.”

      “We’re here so you can buy new bras,” I say, but even as I object, I let her herd me toward the dressing room.

      “We’re also here to make sure you’re recovering from your trauma.”

      “It wasn’t that traumatic,” I mutter as she shoves me through the door.

      “Strip,” she orders. “And if it wasn’t that traumatic, why are you hiding here with me instead of staying with your folks and obsessively job hunting or, I don’t know, starting your own firm like you should’ve done years ago?”

      I pop my head around the door. “I’m not hiding.” I choose to ignore the rest.

      “Okay, vacationing. Just casually taking a six-week vacay with your best friend,” she says. “Strip.”

      I know better than to argue with Charlotte Jane West when she gets like this, so I slowly unbutton my shirt. We made good on our plans over lunch yesterday and headed to the tiny town of North Village, which appears to be made up of four streets, a dozen houses, two churches, an antique store, and a lingerie shop situated next to a strip club, as promised. The town’s almost exactly between Beaucoeur and Chicago, and according to CJ, people flock here from both directions because the owner of Fantasia is famous for her ability to match boobs to bras.

      I have no reason to doubt her. It’s the Friday before Thanksgiving, not even peak holiday shopping yet, and the place is packed with people crowding the colorful displays and popping in and out of dressing rooms while the employees scurry around providing measurements and restocking.

      I don’t know how CJ manages to wrangle the owner herself for my fitting, but it’s the snowy-haired Jessica who knocks on the door of my dressing room moments later to ask if I’m ready.

      “Let’s do it,” I say, bowing to the inevitable. I undo the last of my buttons as she slips inside and briskly transfers the measuring tape from around her neck to underneath my rib cage.

      “Mmm.” She studies the tape, then wraps it around the fullest part of my breasts. She frowns when she peeks at the tag on the perfectly serviceable beige underwire I’d worn into the shop. “Two inches smaller and one cup size bigger,” she says, writing the correct size on a slip of paper. She hands it to one of her employees who zips off to consult with CJ on what I’m about to try on.

      While we wait, Jessica gestures for me to unhook my bra. I do, although I clutch it to my chest rather than let it slide down my arms in an attempt to maintain my dignity. There may be no mysteries between you and your fitter, but I don’t need to be tits out while we wait.

      “New to the area?” asks Jessica, who’s presumably used to having conversations with naked-from-the-waist-up clients.

      “Um. Yes.” I glance at the goosebumps covering my forearms. What was I thinking moving to Canada when I can barely handle a global-warming winter fifteen hundred miles south of that? Maybe it’s for the best that I fled the country in shame and outrage. “I’m staying in Beaucoeur while I look for a new job.”

      “Well, welcome. I hope you love it here.” Jessica’s cheeks plump as she smiles, creating gentle creases in her round face. I’ve obviously got Christmas on the brain because all it would take is a frilly red hat to turn her into the perfect Mrs. Claus, especially with the tiny glasses perched on the end of her nose. Then again, I can’t imagine Mrs. Claus reaching into a stranger’s bra to reposition a wayward breast, which is exactly what happened to CJ a few minutes ago.

      My overeager best friend chooses that moment to fling the door open with something small and red clutched in her hand. “I feel good about this,” she declares as she hands it over.

      Jessica helps tug the straps into place, which I’m grateful for. I’m less grateful two seconds later when she’s feeling me up.

      “Scoop from the side,” she says, settling my left breast and half the skin from my back more firmly in the red lace cup. She repeats the action for righty, then steps back and gestures to the mirror. “See?”

       “Okay. Wow.” I blink at my reflection, where my extremely average breasts sit high on my chest, looking plumper than I’ve ever seen them. And the band is… comfortable? Is that even possible? I twist and turn, bend and snap, putting the bra through its paces. Through some sort of gravity-defying magic, it stays put and doesn’t even pinch. It has strategically transparent lace in front, with thin red satin straps that curve up and away from my sternum in the center to skim the tops of my breasts before joining the sturdier elastic straps above the cups.

      “This isn’t me.” I almost whisper it, my eyes fixed on the woman in the mirror. It’s easily the sexiest thing I’ve ever had on my body.

      “That’s exactly why you buy it.” Jessica adjusts the bottom of the band in the back. “It’s part of our Christmas collection.”

      “What, like a gift for the man in your life?”

      The waiter from yesterday pops into my mind unbidden. If I’d been wearing something this bold, maybe I’d have smiled at him more. I definitely would’ve socked Richie in the jaw on my way out of SparkNexus instead of walking out without a fight. What, like Canada was going to deport me twice?

      Jessica peers at me over her half-moon glasses, blissfully unaware of my sex-and-violence fantasies. “A man? Honey, it’s a gift to yourself.” She pats my shoulder and steps out of the dressing room, leaving me alone with the woman in the mirror, who looks about four hundred percent more daring than I actually am.

      With a cursory knock, CJ barges into the dressing room and squeals, “Holy shit!”

      “Yeah?”

      “Girl.” CJ stands behind me and wraps her arms around my midsection, resting her chin on my shoulder. “Just imagine our waiter stripping off your shirt to find you in this.”

      Her mouth falls open in a playfully shocked expression, clearly anticipating my surprise that she noticed me noticing the way-too-hot, way-too-charming Jonesy.

      You know, the guy I was thinking about not fifteen seconds ago.

      “He wouldn’t—I mean, I’m not…”

      My bright-red cheeks give me away, and CJ laughs. “You weren’t subtle when you stopped to check him out as we were leaving.”

      “I wasn’t checking him out,” I say primly. “I was curious what it said on his name tag. It really was just ‘Jonesy.’”

      True, I was curious about the name thing, but I mostly wanted an excuse to spend a few more seconds absorbing him in all his dark-haired, dark-eyed, sexy-scruffy glory before he moved on to his next table and forgot all about us.

      Oh god what am I even doing? Like I need to hand CJ any more ammunition to tease me about my momentary infatuation with a pretty boy.

      “Anyway, this isn’t how I should be spending money,” I say, deflecting like mad. “Did you forget the part where I don’t have a job?”

      CJ takes the bait and rolls her eyes. “Like you’d let me forget.”

      I glance back up at the mirror. My cheeks are still a little pink at the memory of Jonesy’s grin, all full of dirty thoughts and kept promises. “A new bra isn’t necessary.”

      “But it makes you feel good.”

      The insane confidence of having my boobs look this good is starting to burn away my critical thinking skills, so I shove CJ out of the dressing room and reach behind me to unclasp the hooks. Her sigh slips through the door. “You’re not buying it, are you?”

      “Nope,” I say in my best nonnegotiable voice. “I’m full up on unwise decisions at the moment.” Actually, I may have reached my lifetime quota of unwise decisions by going to work for SparkNexus Marketing.

      I had a plan. I was on a path. Take my double major in fine art and graphic design and become an art director at a top marketing agency. But instead of being patient and working my way up the ladder in Phoenix, where I’d been for six years, I took a leap and joined Richie Mulligan’s flashy new Canadian marketing firm. My old college classmate had been after me for months to join his wildly successful start-up, and every time I said no, he’d come back with a bigger offer. More money, more responsibility, autonomy to create my own campaigns, a company car, and a signing bonus. He made the unrestrained creativity happening at SparkNexus’ ad incubator sound too good to be true.

      It was, of course, and three weeks and two days after my big international move, the Canadian Revenue Agency was hard at work calculating Richie’s many financial crimes and I was numbly boarding a plane back home because my work permit barred me from earning money at any Canadian company other than the now incredibly out-of-business SparkNexus.

      The first time I was able to take a deep breath without the risk of a panic attack was when CJ met me at the airport yesterday and whisked me to lunch, then to her place, where I slept for eighteen hours. I’m now giving myself until the end of the year to figure out my life. There are no open doors for me in Phoenix, which means I’m hustling to find a new job literally anywhere in the United States so I can start my corporate climb all over again.

      The moral of the story is simple. No more risks. Only practical decisions moving forward. And this bra is the opposite of practical.

      “Liv! If you’re not wearing that bra out of the store, get changed and let’s go!” my delicate flower of a best friend hollers through the door.

      By the time I’m fully clothed, beige bra back on my body, Jessica has CJ’s purchases rung up, and the two of them are animatedly discussing a flier in CJ’s hands.

      “Look! Can you believe it?” She’s practically dancing with excitement as she shoves the paper under my nose. “We were just joking about this!”

      She stabs the words on the page with a shiny red nail, and I blink as she reads the text out loud.

      “The area’s hottest men are ready to be unwrapped like a present every Saturday through Christmas at the Crimson Lounge.” She glances up at Jessica. “Level with us. Exactly how hot are we talking?”

      The shop owner’s lips twitch. “You’ll have no complaints.”

      CJ dramatically bites her fist, then says, “Come on, we haven’t done anything wild in years. It’s time to Liv, laugh, love!”

      “Well…” I glance uncomfortably at Jessica. Even though the woman’s seen more of my naked breasts than the last three guys I dated, I don’t know how I feel about discussing the objectification of local men in front of her. “Isn’t it kind of early for holiday shows?” It’s a weak objection, but it’s the only one I can come up with.

      Jessica smiles as if she senses my embarrassment. “My husband runs the club, and he only hires the best,” she says. “People come from all over the state for my fittings, but they also come for the Saturday night performances. And the Christmas show is pure fun. They’ll have costumes, choreography⁠—”

      “And cocks!” CJ finishes for her.

      Jessica laughs as she reaches under the counter and pulls a few slips of paper from a small booklet. “Here. Drink vouchers. Make it a night out and enjoy yourselves.”

      CJ’s hand shoots out to accept the coupons. “Thank you so much! You’re our holiday angel.” She nudges my side. “Isn’t she?”

      “You are,” I say faintly. This is why I came here, after all. CJ’s always been the wild child to my practical panda. If anybody can make me forget the Richie debacle, it’s her. And I guess watching men take it all off onstage is the NSFW version of our old college hijinks, although those were usually limited to late-night donut runs and hitting frat parties even though I had a big exam the next morning.

      “Thank you,” I murmur to Jessica, who smiles so broadly that her eyes almost disappear into her pillowy cheeks.

      “Have fun!” she calls after us as we leave.

      By the time we reach the car, CJ’s already making plans.

      “I was hoping to introduce you to my friends, so this is perfect. I’m sure Rachel will be in, and Em should be able to leave her kids with her husband. Oh my god, I can’t wait!”

      I glance at the thoroughly unexciting exterior of the club attached to Jessica’s shop. The walls are white cinderblock, and the neon sign bearing the words Crimson Lounge might be spectacular when it’s lit up, but at four in the afternoon, it’s all a little underwhelming.

      “How hot can these guys be?” I ask dubiously as we drive past the grain elevator at the edge of town to start the fifty-minute drive back to Beaucoeur. “North Village isn’t exactly a booming metropolis.”

      CJ gives my arm a light pinch. “You came here so I could cheer you up.”

      “And that requires men in thongs?”

      “Absolutely, it does.”

      “Awesome.” I arrange myself more comfortably in my seat. “This is exactly the American homecoming I was hoping for.”

      CJ throws her head back in a cackle. “Oh shut up, you’re gonna love it. Next stop, the bank. We’ll need lots of cash.”
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        Liv

      

      

      I’m calling it. Operation Cheer Up Liv has officially spiraled out of control.

      “You know I was being sarcastic about this being the welcome home I wanted, right?” I have to raise my voice over the music pumping through the club, but CJ just rattles the ice in her already empty drink.

      “And you know I’m never sarcastic about hot men in tiny pants, right?” Her hair glows pink, then green, then blue under the colorful lights swirling above our stage-side table. I insisted we didn’t need to sit this close to the action but was shouted down by the rest of our group. They’re so enthusiastic, in fact, that I feel the need to remind everyone of the ground rules.

      “No special treatment.” I hit CJ with a stern look, then turn it on her friends. “No pushing me up onstage or anything.”

      “You got it,” Em says immediately, and Rachel nods in agreement, the diamond stud in her nose winking under the lights. CJ, though, tucks her tiny drink straw in her mouth and makes a show of sucking up the last of her G&T rather than agreeing.

      “I’m serious,” I tell her. “I’m sure I’ll enjoy all the hot, oiled-up dancing men, but I’d prefer to enjoy them from a respectful distance.”

      CJ rolls her eyes but huffs her agreement. “Fine. A respectful distance it is.”

      With that settled, I’m able to be marginally more relaxed. As long as Operation Cheer Up Liv doesn’t turn into Operation Let’s Force Liv Onstage, tonight will be fine. Assuming I can stay awake, of course. I already find myself stifling a yawn. Em catches me and laughs.

      “Same, sister. It’s an hour past bedtime for me.” She’s a high school math teacher and a mom of three, and I’m trusting her to help me keep CJ in check tonight.

      “You know what’ll wake you up?” CJ throws an arm in the air, signaling our server. “More alcohol.”

      “Alcohol’s actually a depressant,” I remind her, but she just gives my ear a playful flick. I bat her hand away, although I’m not actually annoyed. The energy in the room is contagious as excited groups pack the tables surrounding the stage.

      Tonight’s all-male show is happening on the second floor of the Crimson Lounge. It’s a smaller space than the main floor stage, where women dance six nights a week, and it’s packed for this once-a-week show. I count three bachelorette parties, a table of college-aged guys, and at least one birthday girl in the house tonight, along with smaller groups like ours. The women at the next table drove down from the Chicago suburbs for the night and are already screaming and stamping their feet in time to the thumping, pulsing music.

      The shirtless blond hunk who brought us our first round heads over to our table, smoldering as he deposits fresh drinks. Then the lights dim and the music lowers, and cheers rip through the room.

      “Here!” CJ shoves an envelope into my hands, then gives another one to Rachel and one to Em. Shouting to be heard over the din, she calls, “Spend it wisely!”

      I gulp when I open the envelope to discover a wad of ones, tens, and twenties. There’s no way CJ’s letting us out of here until it’s all gone.

      “Lllllladies and gentlemennnnnn,” a voice booms over the loudspeaker, “welcome to the Crimson Lounge! Tonight’s the debut of this year’s holiday spectacular, featuring the sexiest elves this side of the Arctic.”

      Elves? I mouth to CJ, who shrugs and lifts her arms in a joyful scream.

      “Now put your hands together for Rocket Ray!” the announcer tells us, and we do. Oh, we do, myself included, as a sandy-haired man strides onto the stage in tight white pants and a red hoodie to start his performance. It’s… muscular. Lots of one-armed push-ups to a driving beat. Plenty of hip thrusts and lunges. All that cardio reminds me that I need to find a gym while I’m in town.

      “Show us your candy cane!” a woman on the opposite side of the stage shrieks, and Rocket flips to his feet and stalks over to her, ever so slowly unzipping his sweatshirt to uncover a rock-hard chest. Her table cheers as he rips off his pants and exposes the red-and-white striped G-string underneath.

      Now that he’s unencumbered by clothes, he thrusts his way around the stage, stopping in front of each table as the women scream their approval and shove bills at him. Our table’s no exception, and we shower him with cash. It’s only polite after all, and he’s definitely working up a sweat for us. We do the same when a Mack truck of a guy named Diesel comes storming onto the stage dressed like a polar bear. Weirdly, it works, from the little white ears tucked in his dark hair to the round black nose attached to the front of his thong. And he lives up to his name, pumping his hips like an engine as he gyrates to a disco-y version of “Sleigh Ride.” He’s beefier than Rocket, and it’s… yeah, it’s nice. Tree trunk legs. Biceps the size of my head. He’s objectively attractive.

      Yet my loins remain unbothered. The vibe is pure campy fun. The bachelorette party behind us is worked into a frenzy, and CJ and Rachel lose their damn minds when three men take the stage dressed as elves who seem to have misplaced most of their wardrobe in what I can only assume was a tragic accident at Santa’s workshop. They’re hot as hell, executing their choreography with military precision and stage-flirting with the audience to a degree I didn’t know was possible. They stop to bump and grind in unison directly in front of our table, and my mouth falls open when one of them hops off the stage and straddles Em’s lap.

      “Hey, Mrs. Salazar!” he happily shouts.

      “Hello, Benjamin,” she primly replies. “I see you finally stopped cutting gym class.”

      Her eyes drop to his extraordinarily built chest, and he belts out a laugh.

      “That I did,” he says as she tucks a bill into his thong. “Thank you kindly. May I be excused?”

      Now she’s the one laughing. “Go,” she says. “Dance up on my friend Liv. She needs cheering up.”

      “Oh, no, I⁠—”

      Hot elf Benjamin ignores my objections and smashes his pecs against the back of my head for a bit before he moves on.

      Once he’s gone, Em notices all three of us staring at her and flips a breezy hand in our direction. “Benjamin was in my Algebra I class, oh, four or five years ago?”

      Rachel blinks. “And that wasn’t weird for you?”

      Em shrugs the shrug of a veteran teacher. “I see my former students all over. One of them’s my OB-GYN.”

      The rest of us reach for our drinks as we process this revelation, and when yet another team of dancers takes the stage, CJ asks, “Just so we’re prepared, did you teach any of them long division?”

      Our table melts into laughter both at the joke and at the sight of grown men in reindeer antlers peeling off their brown onesies. As they form a line to shimmy their way across the stage, I start to fully relax. There are no wild risks here. The vibe is sexy-silly, and while I’m perfectly happy to hand over my cash to the hot dudes dancing their asses off, in no way am I tempted to throw my unmentionables onto the stage like the maid of honor behind us just threatened to do.

      It’s gotten easier to enthusiastically cheer along with everyone else when the deejay announces the next dancer and a blond guy appears onstage in a blocky blue costume. All four of us squint and tilt our heads as a violin- and clarinet-heavy song kicks on.

      “Is he…” Em starts.

      “Oh my god, he’s a dreidel!” Rachel shrieks. Then the dancer who goes by Kelvin starts to spin. And spin. And spin. One by one, he pulls off the panels covering his torso, each of which has a Hebrew letter on it, and by the end of his act, he’s simply a man in a blue thong with no fear of dizziness.

      “This,” Rachel says in quiet awe as Kelvin finishes his act in a frenzy of ass-shaking. “This is the inclusivity my people have been dreaming of. If this turns out to be the highlight of my holiday, dayenu.”

      We’re laughing so hard at her gobsmacked expression that we almost miss the next dancer’s introduction.

      “Did he say Luke Lawless?” I shout at CJ, who turns her grin my way.

      “He’s lawless, Liv!” she screams in delight, wiggling her fingers in a gimme motion that has us all laughing. But when Luke takes the stage, there’s not an outlaw accessory in sight.

      He’s Santa. We can tell by his red vest and pants, along with the velvet Santa hat and the short white beard covering most of his face. He’s also wearing aviator sunglasses for some reason, and it’s so goofy and weird that I slap my hands to my cheeks Home Alone style, bracing myself for the secondhand embarrassment, particularly when the opening strains of “Back Door Santa” crackle over the sound system.

      Then he starts to move, and everything in me locks up and melts down at the same time.

      “Oh. Oh my god.” I whisper the words, but thankfully nobody at my table seems to notice. They’re all equally transfixed by the man in the spotlight.

      Luke flows like liquid across the stage, moving his body to the music in a way that’s seductive where the other dancers had been over the top. Controlled and powerful where they’d been strong and energetic.

      His Santa pants cling to his thighs as he drops to his knees and spins, pulling the vest off as he does to reveal a tight white tank top and red suspenders.

      “He can come down my chimney right now,” a woman at the next table breathes, and all I can do is nod helplessly. Luke’s hips roll as he struts around the stage, stopping to drop one suspender and then another to the deafening cheers of the crowd. Then he pivots to the center of the stage, plants his feet, and rips the thin tank top off his body—literally rips it from the neckline on down—and the place dissolves into mayhem.

      His chest is perfect. He’s not as bulky as most of the guys who came before him, although every one of the muscles on his lean body is tight and defined, from the swell of his arms to his flat pecs and sharp abs. Even his clavicles are attractive, for goodness’ sake.

      “This is verrrrrry good local talent,” CJ says, and all I can do is give a helpless little grunt of agreement.

      With a smooth kick, Luke flips to face downward, undulating across the floor like gravity can’t quite touch him. It’s equal parts sex and muscle control, and I can’t decide which part is working for me more. Another kick and he’s back on his feet, lifting his chin in a cocky head tilt.

      I thought his clavicles were hot? They’ve got nothing on the tendons running down the side of his neck. His neck tendons. And he’s still wearing the Santa beard! What is wrong with me?

      The slice of mouth that’s visible through the fake white curls curves into a lopsided smile as his
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