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      From the second I open the door to the club, I know Abigail left out some details about this job I’m interviewing for.

      The first tip off is that a half naked woman pushes past me as if that’s totally normal. My mouth falls open and I can’t help but stare. She’s gorgeous. Dark, straight hair down to her butt, a pushup bra presenting her cleavage as it heaves. She doesn’t mind that it’s still only six in the evening and the sun is still up. There’s not an ounce of shame in her.

      She catches my gaze, and I have enough shame for both of us. And then some! I’ve never actually seen a woman in such a state of undress before, and already there’s a deep flush on my cheeks.

      “Hey, you the new girl?”

      “What? No, ah, I mean, I’m here for an interview, but…”

      The woman opens her purse and flicks past dozens of bills to retrieve a cigarette. She lifts it to her lips casually, scanning me in a way that makes me feel almost as naked as she is.

      “Yea, Ted’ll like you. He’s the owner. He loves blondes with big racks and tiny waists. But don’t listen to him when he tells you you’ll need to blow him before you get hired. He never hires the girls that do that.”

      I can’t even process half of what she’s saying. I look down at my outfit — a summer dress with a sweetheart cut and a flared skirt, and strappy high heels. It’s true that I am rather well endowed, as my best friend Abigail would say, and the dress flatters my hourglass figure. It never occurred to me it might be too racy, though.

      Or not racy enough?

      The woman counts her cash in front of me, and I’m shocked that they’re mostly twenties and fifties.

      “Wait, blow him?”

      What the heck did that mean?

      She smirks at me, amused.

      “Oh yeah, that’s perfect. You should totally do the school girl thing. How old are you, eighteen?”

      “Nineteen, last month.”

      “Yea,” she grins. “Play that up. Guys will be eating out of your hand.” She finishes her cigarette and tosses it onto the ground, stomping on it with her super-high heel. “Come on, I’ll take you up, make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid. It’ll be my good deed for the week.”

      “Oh. Oh! No, I’m not…”

      She isn’t listening. She’s grabbing my arm, pulling me up the stairs, into the darkness. It takes a while for my eyes to adjust, and my senses are overwhelmed. The music is so loud, there’s a thick scent of sweet perfume and liquor and heated bodies, and flashing lights illuminate a naked woman dancing on the stage.

      I could literally kill Abigail for roping me into this! When I told my best friend I needed to make some money for college, she’d suggested I head down to The Whiskey Room and apply. She’d told me they’re always looking for new people and the tips are awesome. I figured it was a bar, and I’d just be waitressing or something, but now I’m not so sure.

      “I’m Roxy, by the way,” the woman shouts at me over the music. “Been here, like, six months. It’s the best club in town. The last place I was at was a real dive. Here the customers are decent, as long as you can dodge Ted. Not like any strip club owner is a fucking gentleman, though. Know what I’m saying? Did you bring your makeup? You’ll want something darker for the stage. It’s fine, you can borrow mine.”

      Roxy is talking so fast I can’t even get a word in, and my body is moving of its own accord. This all feels like a dream. Or a nightmare! I should have just turned around and taken off at the first sight of naked flesh. I’m a virgin! Heck, I don’t even have a boyfriend.

      The last guy who even gave me a hug was Abigail’s dad, Mr. Avondale, on my birthday.

      I’m definitely not a stripper.

      But I’m still following her, and suddenly we’re in a tight back office filled with lockers and filing cabinets and a little desk in the middle of it all. An older man who smells like sweat sits at it, his greasy hair slicked back. He looks at Roxy and opens his mouth in annoyance before he sees me, and smiles in a predatory manner.

      I’m so glad Roxy’s with me, because he gives me the creeps.

      “Fresh meat?” he asks.

      Roxy rolls her eyes. “You’re disgusting. This is my friend…”

      She pauses, waiting for me to give her my name.

      “Lucibelle,” I say, and she stares at me.

      “That your real name?” she whispers.

      I nod.

      “This is Angel,” she says louder, to Ted.

      “Angel. Angel, Angel, Angel. Of course she is. You over eighteen?”

      I nod.

      He doesn’t give me a chance to ask questions or explain there’s been a big mistake.

      “Good. Okay, get changed. You’re on stage in ten minutes. House fee is sixty dollars a night, and you’ll need to tip the DJ and the doorman twenty dollars each.”

      “Oh, I don’t have any money,” I explain, pleased for the easy excuse.

      Roxy and Ted both laugh.

      “Come on, let’s get your makeup fixed up and get you changed,” Roxy says.

      I feel like I’m caught in an undertow, and I keep getting pulled down further and further, but I don’t know how to stop myself from sinking. But this just isn’t right. I don’t belong here!

      “I made a grand last night,” Roxy says as she pulls me from the office into what looks like a change room. “The house fees are nothing. You’ll have them paid in the first hour, as long as you hustle. Alright, so you’ll wanna start on stage in your bra and panties. Bra comes off at the end of song one, panties off at the end of song two. Just walk around and be sexy. Once your set is done, go up to the guy that was tipping you the most, and ask for a private dance. Take him upstairs. Each song is twenty bucks. Got it?”

      “…A grand? Twenty dollars per song?”

      Roxy smirks. Seeing I haven’t moved to take off my dress, she starts unzipping it for me, her rapid fire conversation leaving no room for my own softer voice.

      “You’ll want to get some nice heels after this shift. It’s an investment. Your feet are gonna kill you in civvie heels. Wow, you have really nice skin. It’s so pale and supple. You use coconut oil?”

      Roxy’s hand caresses my spine and I shiver. I’m barely aware of my dress slipping down around my feet, my body revealed in the dressing room light. Roxy stands behind me, and I catch her eye in the mirror. My bra and panties are nothing special, just a white lace set that I bought on sale. My large breasts rise and fall with nerves, and my knees tremble.

      “I don’t think I can do this.”

      “That’s your first problem, Angel. You shouldn’t think. Just go out there and get your bag.”

      I’m about to protest, tell her she’s got it all wrong, when the DJ announces on the speaker.

      “Next up, you’re all about to go to heaven and meet an Angel.”

      “That’s you! Go get it, girl,” Roxy says, playfully shoving me towards the stage.

      I’m on autopilot. I don’t want to cause a scene. Somehow, running out onto the street in my lingerie and heels feels so much more embarrassing than just getting on stage in front of a room full of strangers. It feels like I’m living someone else’s life, and I glide forward until my hand is wrapping around the stripper pole for support.

      I’m so mad at Abigail for getting me into this, and I’m so mad at myself for being too shy to just leave.

      But all that disappears when I see a familiar face in the crowd.

      My entire world drops away. All the music, all the lights, all the people, they all fade away into the periphery as I focus on the steel eyes of Abigail’s dad, Mr. Avondale. He doesn’t look disappointed in me, or even surprised to see me there. He’s just watching me with such intensity, before his expression breaks into an encouraging smile.

      I’ve been standing on the stage, not moving
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