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EVERY INCH OF MY SKIN turns red as I stand in my rhinestone-covered bra and panties. I loathe showing off too much skin.

Which is rather inconvenient, considering I just started a new job as a stripper.

"New girl, you look like you want to hide under a pile of parkas," Honor, the manager of the club, says.

"I kind of do want to hide under a pile of parkas," I say.

"Do you have body image issues? Honey, you are one sexy thing. Just look at your titties. Bouncy D-cups and they were given by God and not Dr. Plastic."

"Um, thanks," I say, wanting to bury my God-given titties in parkas.

“New girl, remember this,” Honor says, her blue eyes staring straight into my brown ones. “These customers are free to look, but they can’t touch you without your permission. If they do, you tell Big Tim, and he’ll give them an ass-whooping they’ll remember on their deathbeds.”

Big Tim is the strip club’s bouncer, and despite his nickname, Big Tim is more like Medium Tim, if not Small-ish Tim.

When she sees the skeptical look on my face, Honor says, “Okay, I know Big Tim doesn’t look like an ass-kicker, but he’s got black belts in several disciplines and made men triple his size run away like little bitches.”

Carmen, a fellow exotic dancer, adds, “He put the fear of God in my piece of shit ex-boyfriend.”

Honor nods. “And Carmen’s ex is a real big piece of shit. He used to be a boxer." She pats my cheek. "You're going to do great, sweetie."

I relax, albeit ever so slightly.

Despite my nervousness, I am the tiniest bit optimistic about my new job.

Up until a month ago, I worked at a pet store. Well, I use the word “worked” loosely because I quit about an hour into my first day. During my interview, I got asshole vibes from the manager of the pet store, but I accepted his job offer because it wasn’t like McDonald’s was calling me (literally. I had applied for a crew team member position, but McDonald’s hadn’t even bothered to send me a rejection email).

Unfortunately, my former manager’s asshole vibes were confirmed when he, while handling a puppy, joked, "Don't worry, Jenny isn't going to eat you."

Note– I'm Jenny, and I'm Chinese.

That was a deal-breaker, and I told him to shove his unfunny joke up his ass.

Okay, in actuality, I just said, "Um, I think this job is no longer a great fit for me," but I conveyed my rage with my eyes.

In contrast, I don’t get asshole vibes from Honor. More like well-meaning eccentric vibes. And she hasn’t made a racist joke (of course, the night is young).

When I still haven’t taken a step toward the door, Carmen grabs my hand and starts dragging me away from the safety of the dressing room. “Come on, new girl, let’s go make some money.”

I feel like crawling into a hole when some customers–who are unsurprisingly all male–turn to look at Carmen and me. They practically salivate over us like we’re two juicy ribeye steaks.

“You can shout for Big Tim if a customer gives you any trouble,” Carmen reminds me.

I glance at Big Tim, who’s standing by the entrance. He gives me a nod, which I think is meant to be reassuring, but I can’t help thinking how his nickname is a rather ironic one. The guy is only a few inches taller than me, and I’m barely an inch over five feet.

On the stage, Cynthia, a brunette bombshell, is dancing in nothing but a silver-sequined thong and matching heels. I watch her in awe; her movements are as graceful and mesmerizing as a ballet dancer’s.

Carmen sighs. “Amazing, isn’t she? She used to tour with a famous dancing company, but alas, exotic dancing pays better.” She pats my back. “Good luck. Remember, Big Tim.” Then she joins Cynthia on the stage and proceeds to immediately pull off her bra, eliciting cheers from the audience.

I don’t go up to the stage. Since I told Honor I suck at dancing–I know, I’m seriously unqualified to be a stripper–she assigned me to work the floor.

Gulping, I start walking around the club, waiting for a customer to call out to me.

Fortunately–or unfortunately–I don’t have to wait for long before I hear a guy shout, “Hey, new girl!”

Going against my natural instinct to keep my distance, I force a smile onto my lips and walk toward the customer.

“Hello,” I say in what I hope is a sultry tone.

He returns my smile. I suppress a gasp. This man is old enough to be my grandfather. He has a few liver spots on his wrinkled face and a hairline that’s both gray and receding.

It’s a struggle to keep the corners of my mouth curved up when he asks, “How would you like to sit on my lap, darling? I’ve always been fond of Ori–”

I’m spared from having to hear the rest of his sentence when another male voice says, his voice a half-growl, “I think I’ll take this one, Armstrong.” It does not sound like a suggestion.

I turn my head and widen my eyes. Unlike Armstrong, this man is only old enough to be my father.

He’s also good-looking as hell.

My eyes glide over his broad shoulders and muscular arms. Now this man’s nickname could be Big Tim, and it wouldn’t be ironic at all. There are a few gray streaks in his dark brown hair, which sits above a pair of hazel eyes and a jawline that could shatter a boulder.

Though he’s attractive, the intense look on his face scares me, and to my surprise, I find myself kind of hoping that Armstrong will insist on having me sit on his lap.

But Armstrong just chuckles. “Wow, look who’s finally expressing interest.” He holds up his hands. “She’s all yours, Palmer.”

After swallowing a nervous lump in my throat, I sit on Palmer’s lap, then catch my breath when he wraps a possessive arm around my waist.

I stare at Palmer, who’s glaring at me like I’m a pebble in his Italian loafers. What is his problem? Then I see his eyes traveling down to my rhinestone-covered bra. Oh, is he waiting for me to take it off?

But when my fingers go to the hooks on the back of my bra, he lets out a growl and throws his black jacket over me.

Armstrong bursts into laughter. “I swear, Palmer, you must be the only man in the world to put clothes on a stripper.”

Palmer shoots daggers at Armstrong. “Let’s go back to talking business.” Then he returns his glare to me. “Keep the jacket on.”

I am completely and utterly baffled.

But I’m also relieved. I was so not eager to show my naked breasts to complete strangers.

I half-listen to the conversation between Palmer and Armstrong. It sounds like Palmer is a lawyer, and Armstrong is his client. And based on how casually they drop brand names like Mercedes, Rolex, and Prada, it sounds like they’re both wealthy.

Despite that, I have yet to receive a tip.

Since Palmer seems to be totally disinterested in me and my rent isn’t going to pay itself, I get off his lap–or try to anyway. When I move, he tightens his arm around me.

I do not understand this man at all.

My empty stomach grumbles. I flush, though I don’t think Palmer can hear it over his conversation with Armstrong and the house music the club is playing.

While still talking with Armstrong, Palmer grabs a chicken tender off the table and brings it to my mouth.

I lift my eyebrows. Does he want to feed me? When he brings the tender closer to my lips, I give in to my hunger and bite into the meat. The tender is dry and definitely over-salted (it’s not like customers come to this club for the food), but since all I had to eat today was a bowl of cereal, the chicken is delicious to me.

As soon as I’m done with the tender, Palmer brings another one to my mouth. I want to say snarkily, You know, mediocre chicken tenders don’t count as a tip, but I eat the chicken anyway because I am hungry and all I have back at my apartment is half a jar of peanut butter and a few saltine crackers.

He ends up feeding me the rest of the chicken tenders and a couple of fries.

Clothed and full of fried chicken–this is so not how I thought my first night as a stripper was going to go.

Armstrong yawns. “I should get going,” he says. “Same time and place next week?”

“Sure,” Palmer says without an ounce of enthusiasm.

Once Armstrong leaves, Palmer asks, “Do you want any more food?”

“I’m good,” I say. “Um, do you want me to take off–?”

“No.”

All right then.

"What's your name?" he asks.

Without thinking, I give him my real name, "Jenny Chang." I want to smack myself. One of the first things Honor told me was "Don't give a customer your real name unless you want the guy to be your husband. You never know who might have stalking tendencies."

Hopefully, he doesn't have stalking tendencies.

"I'm Warren Palmer."

I'm not the biggest fan of his personality, but I have to say he smells good, like lemon and vanilla.

He plays with a lock of my hair. "When does your shift end, Jenny?"

"Midnight." I glance at the clock and want to groan when I see that it's only 11:00 PM. I'm tempted to add, Why? Are you planning to follow me home?

He doesn't say anything in response. He just continues playing with my hair.

Since I can't stand awkward silence, I try to make awkward small talk, which I find slightly more tolerable: "So you're a lawyer?"

"Yes."

"And Armstrong is one of your clients?"

A scowl cuts across his features. "Yes."

"I'm guessing
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