
        
            
                
            
        

    Prologue
 
I suffer. I want a Prada bag. I'm in pain. I caught a cold, and now I have a stuffy nose, sore throat and only one thing can make me feel good again, only one thing can heal all the symptoms of a typical New York spring flu. A brand new, shiny, beautiful Prada bag. I guess I'll have to find some kind of job after all.
Six month of sitting home, six month of doing absolutely nothing but watching TV, going out, sleeping, getting drunk and sleeping again. Oh no, wait, I was busy with something, I was doing some renovations in my new apartment. Which legally became mine only a month ago. Yep, that's what all my life has been about, spontaneous decisions and living in the moment. Because right now technically I'm a 25-year-old illegal immigrant from Russia, four years in New York, no papers, no work authorization, no work itself. Only a crazy life filled with restaurants, shops, beauty salons, clubs and restaurants again. How is it all possible? Very simple. I used to be a stripper.
When I just started writing this book, I wanted to put it in a milder way: a dancer. An entertainer. A go-go girl. But after all, since my goal was to be 100 percent honest with you guys, I decided to call a spade a spade and finally say it. A word that we all hate being called but that's what everybody calls us: a stripper. 
So many things come to your mind when you hear it: plastic shoes, fake boobs, G-strings filled with dollar bills, hair extensions and a Barbie doll make-up. Stupid girls who are too lazy or too stupid to finish their school. Dirty whores with no moral principles or beliefs. Greedy bitches who destroy happy families. That's what everybody thinks but in real life it can only be true in one case out of a thousand. And that's the reason why I decided to lift up a curtain a little bit so everyone can see what our burlesque life really is. So enjoy your experience form the first row and don't forget to tip the girls! 
 
Chapter 1
 
The very first "stripper" myth I wanted to bust is unofficially called "it all starts with the family". For some reason, people are used to thinking that our parents are at fault for our career choice. They didn't love us enough, they didn't care and that's why we are dancing in our underwear instead of being a normal member of a society like everybody else: go to a nice school, find a nice job and in five years marry a doctor. It's funny, but I actually come from a very typical middle-class Russian family. My mom still works in a library, my father is an engineer at the leading European gas company Gasprom, my grandma is a retired doctor and my grandpa was a detective, God rest his soul. And as for me, I have a bachelor’s degree in linguistics and fluently speak three languages. Wonder how I ended up in a gentlemen's club yet?
As long as I remember myself, I've always dreamt of two things: get famous and move to America. Maybe it was the Disney channel I used to watch all the time and it influenced my whole life perception, maybe it's the books I used to read, but the point is, without even realizing it, my mom got me so Americanized by the time I went to primary school, that I refused to play with anything but my Barbie doll, watch anything but Tom and Jerry or Aladdin and get dressed only as Beauty on Halloween.
Growing up, I started to realize more and more that mean Russian people with their constant grumpiness and lack of manners were too rude to fit into my pink Barbie-Disney world, and at the age of twelve I told my mom that I want to move to America. My mom, who is a very smart woman, decided that it was a great opportunity to turn one of my "harmless teenage dreams" into something good. She hired a great English language tutor for me and kept encouraging me till the very end of my high school years. I remember how happy my family was when I filed an application to the faculty of foreign languages, and also, just to secure myself, to two other faculties: the faculty of general psychology and the faculty of Russian philology. You see, the system of education in Russia is a little different from the American one and if you are really smart and pass all your entrance exams excellent, you not only get to study for free, but also get a monthly financial support from the University. I got accepted to all the three faculties. Not bad for a stripper, right?
I was on my second year when the dean told us about the J-1 program that allows international students to come to the United States for summer to work and to see the country. That was the chance I would never miss, so I was one of the first students in our faculty who submitted an application. 
I will never forget the day when I first saw New York from the plane and fell in love with it at first sight; how I spoke to the "real Americans" at customs for the very first time; how I first took a ride in a yellow cab. New York was all bright shiny glass up to the sky, all cars and people traffic, yellow cabs and tourist buses, police officers everywhere, shops and the famous "I love New York" logo, which is everywhere, and you do, you can't help but to love this city, city of bridges and skyscrapers. New York all smelled of coffee and hot dogs, expensive perfume and leather, gas and pretzels, horses and subways. And the official soundtrack of New York was of course the sound of sirens and helicopters... I was in love. I got lost, fascinated by this city and all I wanted was to melt, merge with it and become a part of it, forever.
Even though I had to work in a camp in New Jersey, in the middle of nowhere, I was thinking about New York every single day, I was dreaming of how one day I'll rent an apartment somewhere in Manhattan and do whatever it takes to stay there. I was teaching little kids horseback riding but in my dreams I kept picturing myself as one of those Manhattan girls, polished, flawless, wearing designer shoes and dresses, catching a cab at 4 in the morning after a crazy party in one of the hottest spots in the city. I was eating at the same table with kids and thinking that one day I'll be having a dinner at one of those famous restaurants where the average bill is around $400 without tips, which was my mom's monthly salary. 
But as I've already said, my grandpa was a detective and in my family we always had to stick to the rules. We would never do anything that is illegal or contradicts the society's view on what is right. Therefore there was no way I could stay in New York for good that summer. Besides, I simply couldn't disappoint my mom and be the only one in my family with an under-graduate degree. I couldn't do it to her, even though I was crying getting on the plane, even though I felt like I would never be as happy again as I was in New York that summer, I decided to come back home and get my diploma. 
 
_______________
 
Everything felt different. Dirty, gloomy Moscow, grey sky and constant rain, people smoking everywhere, people who never excuse themselves if they accidentally push you in the street, meanies who never learned how to smile. Before I went to America I was told that I might experience a cultural shock since it's quite a different mentality and environment. They were wrong. I experienced the strongest cultural shock when I came back to Russia. 
Then followed three years of depression, insomnia and eating disorders, and this time the symptoms were even worse than those I had prior to my trip. Before I first stepped on the American ground and took my very first deep breath of freedom, happiness and big possibilities open to everyone ready to fight for them, I never knew how it actually was, to be able to come close to your dream, so I suffered just a little from some funny feeling of unfulfillment or something I couldn't describe, but knew that it felt very wrong. Now, back home, I knew exactly what I was missing and how different my life in America would be if I dared and stayed. But I didn't. Because I had responsibilities before my family and couldn't possibly let them down, even though the price was my happiness. That's what they called an adult life; forget about your silly baby dreams, it's time to wake up and be a big girl. In Russia dreams don't come true, they get buried under the pressure of responsibilities that you didn't even know you had. You can't disappoint your parents, so you have to study well, you have to get a diploma, a good job, get married and have babies by 25. And most of Russian girls do.
Now, sitting here, in my cutest newly renovated apartment in Brooklyn, 25-year-old, not married, not even engaged but in love with the best boyfriend in the whole world, having my sweet little Chihuahua sleeping on my lap instead of a baby, I feel so much happier than most of my former classmates and friends there, back in Russia, who never broke that pattern. 
Now let me tell you about a little circus trick how to make an elephant obey you: when it's little, they tie his leg to a big tree and after all the efforts to free himself, an elephant gets used to think that the tree is stronger than he is. And when the elephant grows up, it's enough to tie him to a little stick and he won't even think of freeing himself. Unfortunately, most people still think that a tiny stick is stronger than they are, and that's what I was thinking for three years. My day would start with a strong coffee and even stronger antidepressants instead of breakfast and followed by sleeping pills at night instead of dinner. I got so skinny that size zero clothes were falling off me, but at least I was getting some modeling jobs very easily, doing shoots for catalogues and posters and even got to walk a runway couple of times. Those were probably the brightest moments of those years for me.
My mom, who was very concerned about my weight problems and worsening depression, tried to persuade me to go to a good doctor and even agreed to get me a puppy to cheer me up, even though she had a bad asthma. Finally, she gave up and had a talk with me I will never forget.
- I want you to feel free to do whatever you want, sweetie. This is your life and all I want for you is to be happy. I know that I raised you well and you are a very smart girl, so you know what you are doing. And whatever happens, I will always be there for you and do everything in my powers to support you. Because I don't want you to wake up one day when you are forty and realize that your own mother ruined your life.
I remember kissing my grandma goodbye. I tried so hard not to cry when she blessed me, my little grandma with her kindest eyes, with the warmest hands... When I felt bad, she would always put my head down on her knees, stroke my hair and say: "There, there, my little golden hair princess. It will all be alright". I promised her that I'll be strong and I'll come back to visit her as soon as I can. I kissed my puppy goodbye, pressed her tightly to my heart and promised that I will never forget her. She was licking my face as if she was feeling that I was going somewhere very far and she was afraid to never see me again. My little Ava. 
Then my mom took me to the airport. We came too early and had to wait for 3 or 4 hours before the registration. It was a torture sitting there, counting minutes till the moment when we had to say goodbye. I was flying out with a good friend of mine, Julie, and her parents were there too. We were all trying to act normal, like we were just going on a little vacation and will be back soon. But deep inside, we all felt the same: no one knows when it will happen, several month or several years. Our poor parents, how hard it was for them to let their girls go to a completely different country, on the other side of the world, knowing that if something happens, they will be too far away to help. My mom said that it was the second time she had to cut the cord. And the hardest of two.
 
Chapter 2
 
I have no idea where it comes from, but a lot of people around the world tend to think that America is the country of sin. We support gay marriages, we have "rainbow" cities, we allow women walk around almost topless on a hot day and big Hollywood producers love making money showing some flesh. I've lived here long enough now and let me tell you, it's one of the most puritan countries I've ever been to. Yes, you can walk around almost topless but no men can whistle at you or say anything inappropriate, because they will immediately get sued for a sexual harassment. Yes, you can dance on a pole wearing only a G-string, but no one in the club will call you a whore. They will admire you, call you an artist, bring you flowers and presents and if they are lucky enough, one day you will say yes to their proposal. 
Even though it was my second time in New York, I still fell under the spell of my favorite city, crazy in love with skyscrapers, yellow cabs and American flags everywhere. Julie booked the hotel right in Times Square, so our first night we were falling asleep right at the heart of the city. We spent the next day trying to find two most important things at the moment: the outlet adapter and an apartment to rent, since our hotel was costing us an arm and a leg. My favorite author Paulo Coelho said in one of his books: when you start something new, the luck will always be on your side because the universe wants you to keep following your dream and teases you by the taste of winning. Throughout my whole life I found many confirmations to this interesting rule. And probably that was the reason why Julie and I got lucky and found both the adapter and the apartment. We never knew back then how hard it is to rent an apartment in New York even if you are a citizen, and it was a miracle when the landlord didn't ask neither for our social security, nor for the deposit. The apartment was a shithole of course, but it was furnished, right on the Brighton beach and since it was all we needed, we took it.
The task number two was to find a job as soon as possible, since the money was coming through our hands like sand. The hotel bill, the rent, the food, the school tuition (we had a student visa which required at least 80% of school attendance) were sucking the money out of us with the speed of light. Luckily, Julie had a friend of hers who she knew from the camp when she first came to the States and who now lived in New York and was making a living by finding accommodations and jobs for international students. We decided to give him a call and ask for help in finding a job. 
Rustam turned out to be a nice guy who took us out and showed us the City. I remember it was a warm May evening and all three of us were sitting in the car, drinking champagne and watching the lights on the Verrazano Bridge. Rustam was saying how he liked living in the States and how easy it is to make it here if you only don't give up on your dreams.
The next day I called my mom and told her the great news about the apartment and about the upcoming job interview Rustam helped us with. If everything goes well, we'll be working at the reception in one of the Internet Cafes in Manhattan. Mommy said she'll be keeping her fingers crossed for us.
- Why don't you call your aunt? She could help you with finding a job too, - my mom always has some crazy ideas.
- Oh please, mom! I've never seen her in my life and she's my second aunt on my dad's side, which is not a good side to begin with. Why would she help me?
- She's still a family, honey. And we always send each other cards on New Years... I'm sure she'll be very offended if she finds out that you are in New York and never paid her a visit. Well anyway, do whatever you think is right, sweetie. I love you! Grandma says hi.
- I love you both too mom. I'll call you tomorrow.
- I never knew you had family here, - Julie couldn't help to overhear our conversation. Our tiny apartment had no privacy at all.
- Meh... I wouldn't call that a family. You know my relationship with my father is not the greatest, and my aunt is his cousin. So I wouldn't count on them.
- Why not? Let's try calling them at least! It won't kill you.
 
_______________
 
I probably still have all the text messages saved in my old phone that can tell the story of my relationship with my cousin Ari better than my memory. See, when it comes to love and relationship, memory is very tricky, it tries to erase the pain and save only the good stuff; but for some girls, if the break up was too painful, it works the other way round, it wants you to memorize every second of your pain, tears and humiliation so if you ever think again of coming back to the person who hurt you so bad, you will have kind of a protection barrier, an electric fence that hits you hard and immediately sends an impulse to your brain: this guy equals pain, don't do it. And you are safe. If you are smart. Or if you are not a subconscious masochist who keeps going back to her offender to punish herself for whatever unresolved daddy issues she has. 
My memory however works the other way. It permanently removes the unwanted person straight to the waste bin and clicks "delete". So it's kind of saved on the hard drive and if you ever go to the backup point, it will probably show you that this person existed at some point but now he remains buried under the pile of virtual papers. And yes, I'm aware of the fact that I'm probably watching too much of a "Big Bang Theory" since I have such weird associations with computers. 
 
- My friend liked your friend. Let's take them to the movies?:)
- Ok:)
- Deal. Goodnite, girl.
- Good night:)
 
- Isaac lost Julie's number, can you send it pls?
- Sure:) 917 717 7777
- Thank you;)
 
- What r u doing, beautiful?;)
- Trying to sleep:) 
- I'm in bed too:) Wish you were here with me;))
- Me too baby:)
- Ok sexy, c u tom;) goodnite
- Good night, baby:)
 
Ari would call me every morning while I was at school and my heart would beat faster as soon as I would hear familiar ringtone at the same time every day and would rush out of the class with a silly smile on my face. He would call me when I was tanning on Brighton beach, flirt with me effortlessly saying that he loves my "job" laying down on the beach and looking hot. If they would only pay for that, I would laugh. And God knows, I already needed money. Ari promised to help me with the job since our Manhattan interview didn't go too well. Julie started going out with his best friend, a very sweet looking Jewish boy Isaac, who would all be manners and charms, so quiet and shy and after all turned out to be the biggest male whore I've seen. Actually no, I'm sorry, the biggest male whore awards goes to Tommy, my best friend Mikky's former boyfriend. But we'll come back to him later.
 
_______________
 
I'm sitting at the dinner table in my aunt Anna's big house in Staten Island, all executed in Versace style. I never really understood that weird Russian immigrants' obsession with brands, but it is what it is. After my tiny Brighton apartment that would all fit in one of my aunt's bathrooms, it seemed very chic and upscale.
- Well, we are planning to open this night club in a month or so, so it would be perfect for you and your friend to work there. What do you say?
- That would be great of course!
- And Ari would look after you two, right, Ari?
Ari winks at me and says:
- Oh I will look after my little baby sister all right. 
I'm getting a text that says "I want to take you to California Hotel". It's from Ari of course. Aunt Anna feeds us with all kinds of Russian food and homemade salads that I missed already.
- Don't even worry about a thing, honey. You are in our family now and we'll take very good care of you.
We all drink tea at the huge living room and watch Russian television. When my aunt doesn’t see it, Ari touches my hip and moves his hand under my skirt. He drives me crazy just sitting next to me. At the same time I know it’s wrong and my mom would have killed me, but it feels too right at the moment and my primary instincts take over my mind like it will happen several times again in the future.
Julie texts me: “Are you coming home tonite?” It’s already late but I’m too shy to ask if I’m staying overnight. 
- Ari, why don’t you take Tonya for a walk?
Tonya is a huge black Italian mastiff with quite an unstable attitude towards almost everybody as I found out later.
- Ok, mom. Get dressed, we’re going for a walk, puppy, - he winks at me again and all I can think about is to stay with him one on one.
It’s a pitch black night and we are walking towards a big park right next to their house. No lights at the point where we climb over a little fence.
- Aren’t we supposed to stay outside? I thought they close it for a night. 
- They do, of course. But that’s always the coolest part, when you break the rules, don’t you think?
- I guess…
I can’t even see Ari, all I hear is the chain rattling as he unleashes Tonya and she runs free.
- Aren’t you afraid she’ll run away?
- Girls don’t run away from me.
He pulls me close and kisses me. I thought I would die of happiness. All I thought at that moment is how lucky I was to find my estranged family in the face of the hottest boy in New York. And that boy wants me! Me, unsecure, shy girl with a bunch of daddy issues and guesses why I couldn’t find a man who would love me the way I deserved. And this handsome American boy now wants me to be with him! And that’s when I fell in love with him, crazy, deeply and unconditionally.
We come back home and Ari tells my aunt that I’ll be sleeping in his bedroom tonight as I’m afraid to sleep alone in a big new house. She agrees of course. He closes the door, goes to the closet and picks out one of his T-shirts. 
- It gets chilly at night when the air conditioner kicks in.
I nod, take the T-shirt and go to the bathroom to wash my face and use the mouthwash. I stare at myself in the mirror for a second and think: “Ok, what do I do now? What do I do?” But my panic attack disappears as soon as I smell his perfume on the T-shirt I’m putting on. All I know is that I’m open to the bright, happy future with the boy I’m in love with. And I open the door to his bedroom.
 
Chapter 3
 
Several days later we went to the club that Ari and my aunt Anna were talking about. I went with Julie since Ari had “some stuff to take care of” and promised to meet us there. Ari was very excited about the whole club thing since it was his first business project after he graduated from college. His father’s business projects with heroin trafficking from Europe to New York made him go away for a little four year vacation somewhere in Colorado and while he was learning his mistakes in prison, Ari was supposed to take care of the family. 
- You’ll see how much money we’re going to make there, babe! Doctor Weinstein knows everything about the club business and he’s going to teach me everything! He’ll be the big boss and I’ll be the manager. And you’ll be a cocktail waitress, so we’ll be seeing each other every day here…and every night at home, if you are a good girl, - he winks at me and I melt with a stupid smile on my face. 
Julie and I sit on the second floor of a three floor club under renovation and wait for the other members of staff to show up. Dr. Weinstein, a very sneaky looking fifty-something-year-old Jewish man, finds us looking at the new bar.
- Are you girls pole dancers? – his first question leaves us speechless for some time.
- No! – I’m genuinely offended. – We’re cocktail waitresses, we are friends of Ari’s.
- Oh I’m sorry, - he smiles at us and shakes our hands. – You are very beautiful girls and I got confused. 
Julie gives me one of her “where-the-hell-did-you-bring-me” looks and purses her lips. “Oh, whatever!”- I think and roll my eyes. At this point when we are almost out of money for food, I wouldn’t be so picky. Yes, I am pissed too for being called a pole dancer, but for God’s sake, stop being such a nun and be grateful that I’m trying to get us a job.
Dr. Weinstein gathers all the staff members around him and explains us the whole deal. They are planning to open in two weeks and we all should be ready by then. He discusses some questions concerning the bar with the future bartender, who reminds me much of Nicole Sherzinger; discusses the bartender license with quite gay looking Michael, the second bartender, and then explains our responsibilities to me, Julie and the other girl.
- The day before the opening you all have to come here again and we’ll have the final meeting. And I’ll bring you, girls, your uniform.
- What’s the uniform? – Julie tenses up.
- The uniform is going to be a corset and a mini-skirt. We have to show some skin to sell the drinks, and to get good tips, right? – he winks at us. Julie looks grumpier and grumpier. – And high heels, of course. You have to look like supermodels.
 
_______________
 
- I’m not gonna wear a corset! Are you serious right now? I didn’t come to this country to walk around looking like a whore!
We are sitting at the Starbacks not far from the club and drinking coffee that is too expensive for us at this point.
- Listen, I didn’t come to this country to walk around looking like a whore either! But we need a job to pay the bills, our rent is coming up, what are we supposed to do? Sleep on the street?
- My parents will send me money, but they will never allow me to work in such a place wearing such an outfit!
- Well, my mom and my grandma won’t be too happy about me working in the night club either, but all I know is that we have to somehow survive and take care of ourselves.
- If you want to do it, you do it, Mila. I’ll find something else.
That’s how our first big fight in seven years ended, leaving me frustrated and pissed big time at Julie, who didn’t seem to understand that we are on our own now and we can no longer afford the principles and pride we had back in Russia.
“Shall we wait for you here? What time are you coming? I really have to talk to someone.” – I’m texting Ari.
“Don’t wait for me, I have to go to the gym and then take care of some of mom’s appointments, have to show couple of apartments to some douchebags lol”.
Great. Looks like I’m not going to Staten Island today. After those several times when they were taking me home and I had warm homemade food, TV and doggie walks in the park, coming back to my tiny dirty apartment with the only window facing the brick wall made me feel like a dog myself, a dog that was dumped by the side of the road, in the rain, with no place to go. Sad little girl with the severe case of the separation anxiety inside of me reminds me that she’s never been gone for too long. Maybe hiding in the furthest corner of my mind, kept there by a bunch of antidepressants I was taking when the feeling of greyish emptiness inside became too dominant over all other feelings. 
The sound of sirens outside brought me back to reality and surprisingly sunny and bright New York pushed all the dark clouds out of my sight and once again reminded me that even if I fall seven times, I’ll have to get up eight. I finish my coffee and look at Julie “the Grumpy Cat”.
- Let’s go.
In the subway I put my headphones on and play my then favorite song, “New York” by Jay Z. “And since I made it here, I can make it anywhere”, - I repeat these words like a mantra and the feeling that I will make it too starts spreading through my whole body and I smile at the goose bumps on my arms. My battle has only began, I don’t know where it’s going to take me, but for the first time I got the meaning of the tattoo I got a year prior to coming to the States, a roaring lion on my back. I am a fighter, I am a roaring lion and I will die but I won’t give up. My battle has only began.
 
_______________
 
While my aunt Anna left to Miami to resolve some issues with her tenants and Ari had to take care of her real estate agent duties here in New York and I didn’t really see him for two weeks, Julie and I started to explore our neighborhood little by little. For the first time we took a walk from Brighton Beach to Sheepshead Bay, and since we didn’t really know where to go, we just followed the train tracks on top. When we finally reached Sheepshead Bay Rd, we rewarded ourselves with nice and cold Dunkin Coffee. The bad news was that I got a message from Nicole Sherzinger look-alike bartender, who informed us that the opening of the club is delaying for a couple more weeks because of some unfinished construction works and delivery issues. Great. Just what I wanted to hear! We had to pay another month rent and the school tuition leave alone the food expenses. This job was our only chance and we just lost it. I felt crashed for a minute but then decided to put myself together and try to find the way out of this situation. 
- Rustam was talking about some bar where waitresses wear bikinis as a uniform… - I knew that Julie would go nuts as soon as she would hear it, so I was just mostly thinking aloud.
- Don’t even go there! I’m not even considering this as an option! I’ll better go back to Russia and stay there, but I’m not serving nobody wearing bikinis!
Of course she went ballistic.
- Julie, going back to Russia is not an option too! This way we are just going to give up on our dream, on what we always wanted to accomplish, and you are just going to give up on that?
- I don’t want to leave New York either, but we don’t have any more money! We have no choice!
The only thought of going back to Moscow started to give me depression I always had there. Shitty government that doesn’t care about its people, corruption, complete disorder in all spheres of life… And what am I going to be there? A university professor with a two hundred dollars salary? I’d better off be back selling fur coats just like I used to while still being a student. At least I was making good money and was an official model for that store. And then the fall will come and I’ll be taking antidepressants for six months, trying to put myself into the state of a zombie, who walks, talks and does things, but whose brain is dead, or in my case, drugged out so it doesn’t feel the everyday pain from waking up and seeing the same scenario behind the window, the same life day by day, grey, empty, with no reason to be lived.
- I’m not going back there, - at that point I realized for the first time that despite the gravity of any situation there will be no turning back. – We’ll have to ask our parents for money, just for the next month, just to pay the rent and tuition, for a couple more weeks, until the club is open. Then we’ll give it all back to them.
 
_______________
 
Little did I know that Dr. Weinstein was never going to open the club with Ari and took his money leaving him out just like us. With no documents and no work permission, we soon found ourselves in a tiny dirty room in Bensonhurst, rented to us by a Chinese man with a teenage son, both barely speaking English. Our neighbors from across the hall were so nice that they gave us a mattress to sleep on and let us use their bathroom since we didn’t have our own. At that point I realized that we really hit the rock bottom and the option of borrowing more money from our parents didn’t seem good either. They didn’t have anything more to give since my mom already borrowed money from my Godmother to help me out. I had one last option I could try and since I had nothing to lose, I decided to call my father. 
My father. The source of my insecurities and all the roaches in my head. The man who was supposed to protect me but who broke me instead. Father is the first daughter’s love they say, but in my case it turned out to be the biggest disappointment of my life. The man who would hurt me more every time after I would forgive him. No, there was no physical abuse towards me or my mother, but he would hurt us with his actions way worse than that. He promised and he never did. He was absent when he was needed the most. He didn’t care when I was in trouble. He wouldn’t celebrate with me when I accomplished something. He liked it the best when he wasn’t bothered and when he was just left alone in his apartment, the further from me the better. All my life I was trying so hard to make him proud, to make him love me, but he would never acknowledge any of my achievements. Neither my high school diploma or my bachelor’s degree, nor my driver’s license or my new job. He simply didn’t care. I was trying so hard to keep faith that he loves me, but he’s just so busy working that he doesn’t have time for me…until I finally gave up on him sometime in the last course of my university and admitted the bitter fact that he simply didn’t love me. And after twenty years of my unconditional and hopeless daughter’s love, I stopped loving him too. I crossed him out of my life and decided to move on, hoping that one day I will meet the man who will make me feel loved like I deserve it. And to that man I will give all my heart and soul.
Standing by the payphone somewhere in the New Utrecht area in Bensonhurst, I felt quite uneasy. Julie was by my side, trying to support me, but I already felt that familiar twisting in the stomach that appeared every time I was thinking of my father. I already knew that he wouldn’t help me and I didn’t want to humiliate myself begging for his money, even though he had more than enough to help me out, but I just knew that he wouldn’t even want to bother. I took a deep breath and dialed his number.
- Hi, Dad, - it was weird to hear his voice after not talking to him for so long. He knew that I was going to America for good and he never came to my little family “goodbye” party we had before I left. I wasn’t surprised.
- Dad, I need your help here. Julie and I have some financial problems, we live in a real shithole with some Chinese people, we sleep on a mattress on the floor and can only afford food from the dollar menu from McDonalds. We have no money to pay for our school and they can cancel our visas and send us back to Russia.
- Did you speak to your mother? Why doesn’t she do anything?
I’m starting to feel the anger growing inside. It’s so him, always trying to get out of solving a problem by accusing the others and telling stories about his own nonexistent troubles.
- Dad, she already paid for my whole trip here, for the plane tickets, for my rent, for my school and food. She already borrowed the money from my Godmother to help us with the rent and school for this month, but we have to pay for the next month soon and if we don’t, we’ll have to sleep in the street. We’ll be homeless. We don’t ask for much, several hundred dollars would really help right now…we are trying to find a job and as soon as we do I’ll pay it all back to you, I promise.
- Honey, I would love to help you, but I just finished the renovation in the apartment and I also had to buy a new computer for work, so it just sucked all the money out of me.
I expected him to say something like that. 
- Ok, dad. Could you borrow it from somebody or take a bank loan? It’s a really bad situation right now and I just want you to understand the whole gravity of it. I’m alone in the completely different country and I can become homeless soon. I’m not talking about food, we almost don’t eat anything at this point.
- I’m sorry, honey, I can’t take any bank loans, first of all I don’t want them to have all my information and second, they are giving such crazy fees. Why won’t your mother take a bank loan?
- She already did to send me here and pay for my school. Never mind, dad, don’t bother. And don’t worry, I won’t call you anymore. Goodbye.
I hung up and the familiar feeling of disappointment filled me up again. But it felt good at the same time. I finally said my last goodbye to him and knowing that he will never hurt me again was liberating. The last hope that someone will come to my rescue just vanished, replaced by the bitter-sweet, almost physical sensation of freedom spreading throughout my whole body. I felt cold on a hot June day; that was it, I was on my own now. And it was time to do something.
Julie was hungry and we went to some cheap Mexican pizzeria nearby. She got a dollar pizza slice, I didn’t get anything. I got used to not eating since my teenage eating disorder years, so hunger doesn’t really bother me. I even like being hungry, I like how a little bit suicidal it is. But unlike then, back in Russia, it felt different this time. I knew that I just had to suffer through it and when Ari comes back from Russia where he went trying to set up some business contacts, everything will settle down. 
While Julie is eating, I’m thinking of possible ways to get money. 
- Rustam had a friend named Martin, right? – I ask Julie.
- Yes, I think so. Why?
- He was saying something about Martin’s new business he was going to open.
- Yes, I remember something like that. But what do we have to do with that?
- Maybe he needs a secretary, or a cleaning lady, you never know. Let’s just call him.
We got really lucky. Rustam’s friend Martin was opening a little law firm specializing in foreclosures and mortgage settlements. And lucky for us, he needed assistants who would be calling up potential customers, telling them about our services and inviting them to the office to handle them over to the lawyers who would deal with their situations. And we would get a percentage from each case, plus a salary every week. I started seeing the light at the end of the tunnel after all.
 
Chapter 4
 
A month later a lot of things changed. Aunt Anna and Ari took us to live in their guest house in Staten Island after Ari came back from his trip and saw the room where we lived. Now we were working five days a week and still tried to attend school at the same time. It was hard, but at least we were getting our salary at the end of every week and that was enough for now. 
Every day we were getting up at 6.30 am, taking a train to the ferry, taking another train to school in Manhattan, skip the last class, catch another train, go to work to Brooklyn, take a train to the ferry, take a train to our station from where Ari would pick us up and drive us home. Then Julie would stay at the guest house and we would have dinner at Ari’s house, walk Tonya in the park and have sex before aunt Anna came home. On weekends I would sleep over at Ari’s room and I couldn’t be happier waking up with the boy I was in love with, in a king size bed instead of a mattress on the floor in the tiny, dirty room in Bensonhurst.
While being happily in love with Ari, my friendship with Julie however started to get shaky. I’ve never lived with a roommate before Julie and never after, and therefore I never knew that it’s quite difficult to compromise and share the space with the other person.
When I was getting ready to leave Russia, I remember having this conversation with my mom about living together with Julie. I was very optimistic about it, after all we’ve been friends for so many years, I stayed overnight at her apartment so many times and she was the most wonderful hostess ever. We liked pretty much the same food, we shared the same views on the apartment design, we both loved shopping, working out and “Sex and the City”. So I remember telling my mom that Julie will make the most perfect roommate ever! But maybe it was me in some situations, maybe it was her, maybe we just couldn’t work it out as friends living together, but our “roommateship” was coming to an end, and not a happy one.
It all started with small conflicts: I want to use a frying pen and it’s dirty in the sink after Julie didn’t wash it since yesterday. First of all, I’m the biggest neat freak that you will possibly meet. I can’t stand dirty dishes with grease and oil just sinking there, it makes me sick, that’s why I always wash dishes right after I eat. Julie didn’t mind just leaving them there for a day or two, just because she didn’t feel like washing them at the moment. Second of all, it doesn’t matter to me whether I rent an apartment or I own it, since I’m living there for a certain period of time I consider it mine, so I treat it like mine. When we just moved in my aunt’s guest house, I washed it all single handily, using Windex and Bounty only, I washed every single surface in the house, including the bathroom. Meanwhile Julie would take her make up off and leave the perfectly clean sink all messed up, one more thing that was driving me nuts! I actually can’t even recall a single time when she would help me with the cleaning or laundry. Cooking somehow became my responsibility too, of course if I didn’t want to eat Julie’s macaroni and cheese after we would come back from work. And while I was doing my best trying to make a cute little nest for us to live, she would watch TV, listen to Jennifer Lopez and get annoyed by the intimidating presence of Tonya, who like any other animal would feel her fear and try to bite Julie at any chance she had. I would lie if I say that it wasn’t amusing me.
My aunt though rewarded all my nest-making efforts by inviting me over more and more often to have family dinners together and pretty soon I was spending more time in my aunt’s house helping her with cleaning, walking Tonya and cooking, than in the guest house. One of the reasons was Julie’s constant whining about how she hates Staten Island, how long it takes to get to school and come back from work, how far the stores are (even though aunt Anna would take us shopping every time she went to the supermarket) and how she’s afraid of sleeping alone. On weekends, while I was tanning by the pool, she would go to Manhattan in one hundred degrees heat and just walk around the city all day. I didn’t mind; at that point the further we stayed from each other, the better it was.
 
_______________
 
Our life together came to an end one hot August night, along with our new career. It turned out that not all Americans are such sweethearts as we imagined before and for me it was quite a discovery that people here will fuck you too, just like in any other country. With the smile on the face, but they certainly will.
Our new boss Martin decided to get rid of some of his employees, including me, Julie, our co-worker Stan and another older lady whose name I don’t even remember. More than that, Martin decided to get rid of us without paying and since we had no work contracts or any rights in this country at all, there was nothing we could really do, except for feeling pissed and hoping that karma will get him someday. 
Later on Stan, who we became good friends with while working, explained to me why Martin did what he did. It turned out that the little law firm he was running was doing not such legal things and that’s how Martin and his lawyers were making pretty good money. It all started with us, the “phone people”, who were calling potential clients (every day Martin’s lawyers were bringing us lists of the names and phone numbers, and I still have no idea where they were getting this information from) and explaining them what our law firm was doing. It’s funny, I still remember our little speech we were supposed to give to every client: “We are looking for mistakes in your mortgage agreements, for example when the banks illegally set your fees higher than it’s set by the government, and then we just take them to the court and basically we sue banks for you”. Sounds really stupid, but it worked perfectly well for people with major problems, like those whose houses were already marked for “foreclosure”. And these poor people would come to Martin and his lawyers, hoping that the firm will somehow help them save their houses, but what Martin would do is tell them that in their case there is no hope and then offer them a certain sum of money, explaining that it’s still much more than they would get if their house would be sold by the bank (which of course wasn’t true), and that’s how he would get dirt-cheap houses and then sell them for a tripled price.
After Stan told me the whole story, I felt awful that I was the part of the whole scheme, even though I didn’t know what was going on and was genuinely trying to help people. You know, it was really hard to listen to their stories eight hours a day, how they lost their job, how they returned from war partially disabled, how their husband or wife died, how their lost their investments… Some of them were crying and asking me for advice, asking what should they do. And I was promising them help. It makes me really sad to think that their own fellow Americans were using them for a quick profit. And that was probably my first time when I agreed to finally open my eyes and admit that this country is not as pink and happy as I used to think living in Russia. My first big disappointment. But now, after seeing all the good and the bad, I’ll still keep on saying that America really is pink and happy, it’s just some people like Martin make us believe that it’s not. 
Back in Staten Island I had hysterical Julie, calling her mom and complaining how life is unfair and all people are mean, and aunt Anna who was trying to figure out what to do now. She said that I could always help her with the real estate business and she will teach me what to do so I can work with her and make money for a living. I knew nothing about the real estate business, but nevertheless agreed since I didn’t have any other choice. My aunt was paying a pretty big mortgage herself and since her husband was away and Ari’s first steps in business weren’t successful either, Julie and I had to pay her rent for a guest house so she could make her ends meet. That’s why I needed any opportunity I could have to find the new job the sooner the better.
Aunt Anna invited us over for a tea to talk about Martin and help us out with our nearest, not so bright future. I felt ashamed of Julie who was acting very defensive the whole time and just kept accusing everybody and everything around. Aunt Anna even tried to call Martin and ask him to pay us, but ended up yelling at him and calling him an asshole. Yes, my aunt has that Russian-Jewish short-tempered side of her that doesn’t make her look good in some situations. Right after that Julie burst into tears again, screamed that she couldn’t do it anymore and that she had enough of this country, smashed her cellphone on the floor and stormed out of the kitchen. For a second I thought that my aunt would go after her and smack her nicely for almost crashing her marble kitchen floor, but she just said “wow” and started cleaning. I knew though that by the end of the month Julie will have to find a new place to live; looked like aunt Anna didn’t feel like putting up with Julie’s constant drama. I’ve had too much too.
 
Chapter 5
 
September came but it didn’t seem as beautiful as shown in the movies about New York. Instead of bringing the so much awaited coolness and relaxation, it only brought coolness between me and Ari. Of course I never pictured our future together, didn’t think that eventually we would get married and have kids, but just like it happens when you are in love with somebody, you still hope deep inside that this person will be with you forever. 
Since we were related, we never declared ourselves a couple neither to aunt Anna, nor to any of the family friends. Everybody thought we had that cool brother-sister relationship everybody wish their kids would have. But it still came as a shock to me when during the big Rosh-Hashanah family dinner our friends brought over a girl for Ari. She was very pretty, a typical Ukrainian beauty with a thick braid and nice body. Somehow I found myself sitting at the other end of the table, while Ari was serving his new date. I couldn’t taste the lobster, I couldn’t talk to nobody; all I wanted was to wake up. 
- Ari, Tonya has to go for a walk, can you take her, honey? 
My aunt’s question brings me back to reality for a few seconds. Ari doesn’t want to go as always, but he still gets up and comes back with Tonya on a leash. And then my nightmare goes on when aunt Anna brings the coat for the Ukrainian girl, the same coat that I used to wear while walking Tonya with Ari. Three of them, Ari, the girl and the dog are leaving. Same picture like every day, but instead of me there is another girl, and Ari’s taking her to the park where he used to kiss me. Our park that since that day meant only me and the dog that somehow also became my responsibility and which Ari dumped just like he dumped me.
We had never been official and Ari just slipped out of that relationship like nothing ever happened. He didn’t even have to break up with me and I couldn’t yell “how could you do this to me?” to his face as I had never been his girlfriend and he didn’t owe me anything. And there I was, brokenhearted, lonely, with my family on the other side of the ocean, no job here, no future, trapped in my aunt’s beautiful house that soon became a true golden cage for me.
 
_______________
 
Ari’s girls never lasted long and the Ukrainian one was soon replaced by an American one, Isabelle. This time he wasn’t even hiding it from me and when my aunt and I would come back from work, we would find them having tea in the kitchen or leaving for a party with friends.
I was now working five days a week at aunt Anna’s real estate office, half of the day making phone calls and making appointments for her, half of the day driving around and showing apartments for her. I didn’t have a salary there and my only money would be ten percent of a deal that she would make. And since we were only renting and not selling, it wasn’t enough even to pay for food.
That’s how I got myself so deep in debt with my aunt that she could do whatever she wanted to me: make me talk to the customers who were unhappy about something; make me clean the whole house and wash the dishes for everybody, even Isabelle, who just left to the movies with Ari. From the sweet and welcomed niece I soon became a full time servant, a Cinderella whose only purpose was to please her mean step mother.
That fall was probably the most stressful of my entire life. Aunt Anna would leave me all alone at the office while she was having a dinner with Ari and Isabelle.
- Keep making calls, it’s only 8.00 pm. They don’t go to sleep till 11, so call all these people from these lists.
- I don’t think it’s appropriate to call this late, Anna…
- Don’t be silly! In America it’s appropriate to call till 11, so get to work. I’ll be back soon.
I was cold. I was hungry. Of course I didn’t call anybody at that hour and besides what was the point? Of all the calls that I made and gave her the information on, she would blow them all off for her own appointments given her by her boss or the ones that were left on her voicemail. I felt like she just wanted to keep me busy all the time, making sure that I’m not just eating her bread for free. One day she made me walk block after block somewhere in Brighton area, going into building after building and asking supers if they had any apartments available. Meanwhile she was sitting in the car and talking on the phone with her mother or her friends. I never forgot that day. In one of the buildings I just sat on the floor and thought, what was I doing with my life? How did it all happen to me and what should I do now? How long is it all going to last and who’s going to come and save me this time? And what if nobody will, what do I do then? Go back home to my old self? Try to find happiness there? Take antidepressants for the rest of my life? Or just kill myself?
Suddenly this thought felt so comforting that I realized: one day I will hit the rock bottom when I know that I can’t fight anymore. And then I’ll release myself and will be free forever. All this will end. But till I get to that point I still have to suffer some more. And that liberating thought about death as a way out somehow made me get up and keep going. I still had the strength to keep on fighting, because the worst thing didn’t happen to me yet. 
 
_______________
 
October. Days are very short now and it got colder out. Every morning I have to get up early to walk Tonya out. I hate going to the park now, it’s all foggy and wet, and the stupid dog goes nuts every time she sees the other dog. Releasing my frustration on her and being very harsh with the leash, I learned how to control her.
Feeling sorry for my unsuccessful realtor career, Ari asked Julie’s ex-boyfriend Isaac’s parents to get me a job at the Kings Highway cosmetics store they owned. Sales was something I knew and I started doing really good pretty soon. The owners were very happy with me and I was happy not to drive around with my aunt and not to do annoying chores at the office that weren’t even leading anywhere.
Every day at 2 p.m. I was having my lunch from McDonalds and while eating I would often call my mom to tell her how wonderful I was doing. At that time those little lunch breaks were the brightest moments of my days. My relationship with my aunt on the contrary, wasn’t bright at all. Since I didn’t make much money at work, she asked me why wouldn’t I find some babysitting job for the weekends too? I knew from the very beginning that no one will ever trust their baby to an illegal immigrant with no recommendations in America, but just to please her, I found some babysitting site with different jobs that of course weren’t suitable for me at all. Needless to say, aunt Anna didn’t believe me and was sitting right next to me while I was scrolling them.
- Stop right here! This one is just perfect. It doesn’t say anything about recommendations! – she pointed out at one of the posts.
- Yes, but it says that they need a nanny who’s going to live with them five days a week. And I have my job…
- Oh, what kind of a job is that? The job can be only called a job when you are making money.
- It’s in New Jersey.
- I’ll drive you, don’t worry! And it also says “single father”, who knows, maybe he’ll fall in love with you and you’ll get married? Wouldn’t it be great?
She acts so enthusiastic that I got it right away: she wants to get rid of me. I’m no longer welcomed in this house now that Ari has a new girlfriend and doesn’t spend much time with me and I don’t bring her enough money to pay the rent. Is this my rock bottom now? Something inside tells me “no”. Not yet. I’m going to stay here till she literary kicks me out with my suitcases. And until then I’ll have to hold on for a little longer.
 
_______________
 
November. It’s Ari’s girl number three for this season, but instead of crying my eyes out in my pillow at night, I grin at her while all three of us are drinking tea in the dining room. She’s a dentist and she speaks little Russian since her parents are the Russian immigrants, just like Ari’s and just like Ari she was born here so we all are speaking English. She’s not even pretty, unlike the previous two, and I know she won’t last too long. Ari’s already so bored of her that he makes fun of her right in front of me, saying that she has to learn how to dress nicely, “like Mila right here”, since I had what Ari called “the Russian swag”. He makes her drive home alone and stays with me in the dining room. 
- So how’s work doing, sissy? – he’s smiling very charmingly at me, like nothing ever happened between us.
- It sucks. As usual. Not the job though, just the salary. – I smirk. – Your mother isn’t too happy with me.
- Oh, forget about her! She’s getting on my nerves all the time too.
- I know she does, but you are her son and I am practically nobody to her. It’s a little bit different. If I was bringing her the money, she would be much nicer to me.
Ari looks at me for some time and then says:
- I could get you a go-go dancer job, you know? If you want of course.
- Go-go dancer? You mean a stripper?
- Well, not exactly. You don’t have to get undressed. You just dance in your bikini.
- And I don’t take my bra off?
- No, that’s why it’s called “go-go”. The other one where you take your bra off is topless.
I was asking all those questions because I never thought that I could ever do that. So the whole interrogation was mainly out of my curiosity.
- And where is the club?
- It’s in New Jersey. I know the driver who takes girls to different clubs, he’s a long time dad’s friend. I can give him a call if you want to.
- And how much would I make there a night? Do they have a salary or…how the whole thing works?
- There’s no salary, but you get the money from the stage when they tip you and from lap dances.
- What are lap dances?
- You dance on a guy’s lap, - Ari laughs and then gets serious. – But I don’t know if you can do this. I knew some girls who were dancing and you have to be very pushy, you know? You are too good of a girl for this kind of business I think.
However in a couple of days too good of a girl was in one of the vans on her way to the very new life of hers.
 
Chapter 6
 
I remember that cold November night very well. After the driver, Ari’s father’s friend Sam, picked up all the girls from Brooklyn and me from Staten Island, we made a stop at the gas station somewhere in New Jersey to switch girls from van to van, according to which club they were heading to. Both drivers, Sam and Alex, were calling out girls’ names according to the lists given to them by agents, the so-called “middle men” between the girls and different clubs. Sam told me to go to the van that was taking ten other girls to the South Jersey. He also introduced me to one of the girls and asked her to look after me and to explain me everything. Her name was Lana, she was very pretty, with long dark hair and beautiful, a little bit Arabic eyes.
- Don’t even worry about a thing, - she was telling me while we were making our way to the club on a dark, deserted road. – The managers are very nice there, and so are the customers.
I wasn’t really worrying. Surprisingly, I was very calm and at peace, maybe because I didn’t believe it was all happening to me, maybe because I was wondering where it will all bring me. I wasn’t worrying when we started changing at the small dressing room and Lana ripped the label off her new G-string and put on her plastic shoes. I changed into my swim suit and my regular high heel shoes. I was putting make up on while Lana was explaining me the rules.
- Always mind the time. They have timers on three different walls, so it’s hard to miss your stage. Now about the stage time: if the manager told you your stage time is 15, it means you have to go on stage every hour at 15 minutes, for example 8.15, 9.15 and so on. Got it?
- Yeah…I guess so. It sounds pretty easy.
- It is, - Lana smiles. – You’re gonna like it. Dance slowly, very erotic, try to move sensual, you know? They like it.
- Ok, I’ll try, - I smile at her, still amused by the fact that in fifteen minutes I am actually going to dance in my bikini in front of the full bar of guys.
- About the tips. You get off stage when your time is up, so it’s gonna be 8.30, and then you go around the bar and collect your tips. We normally do it twice, it’s allowed in this club.
- Oh, that’s nice.
- Yes, it is, - Lana puts more lip gloss on, - and after you’re done just go and talk to them and ask if they want to do a dance with you. Dance is twenty dollars and lasts one song; after the time is up, you can ask them if they want to do more. That’s how you make money here, by doing dances, not from the stage, so the more you do, the better.
We hear the DJ calling several girls on stage, including Lana, who uses stage name Arianna. I didn’t know anything about stage names and told DJ my real name, Mila.
- Oh shit, it’s 8.05 already! – Lana quickly fixes her hair and smiles at me before rushing out of the door. – Good luck! See you on stage!
And here I am, alone in the dressing room, in my bikini and high heels, still not afraid. Millions of questions going through my mind though: how shall I move on stage? How do I talk to the customers? How do I even come up to a customer? How do I ask them about dances? How do I dance at all? What if they don’t like it?
But then I think about my abusive aunt and my male whore cousin and come to the conclusion that I’m better off doing what I’m doing here, the further from them the better, and who knows, maybe the whole club experience will eventually get me out of the misery I was in.
8.10. Five minutes before I go on stage, I decided to come out of the dressing room and take a look at what was going on in the club. Four girls were dancing on stage, some of them smiling at the customers, some just doing their thing; some girls were circling inside the bar, getting single dollar bills from guys sitting there. Some girls were enjoying drinks with their customers, some were leading them to the lap dance room.
8.12. I can do this. I can totally do this. These girls don’t look miserable or unhappy and in the van they were talking about the recent shopping they did and the resorts they were going to. I couldn’t remember when was the last time I bought something and couldn’t even dream about a vacation. My vacation was a Saturday afternoon, when my aunt would go over to her friends’ house and I would be left alone in peace. So yes, this doesn’t look too bad after all.
8.14. I’m getting closer to the bar. It’s almost time. I’m not nervous at all. I used to dance ballet back in Russia since I was 3 and never had a stage fright. And this is just a different form of dancing. Of course I can come up to a customer and talk to him. I used to play in a theatre in my school and know how to act. If you don’t feel confident, just act confident. Pretend that it’s all just a movie and you’re a leading actress playing your part.
8.15. And here we go. Camera. Lights. Action!
 
_______________
 
I did pretty well that night. Sleepy and a little bit tired I was nodding off in the van, thinking of how easy it was making money this way. After I did my first stage and collected the tips from the guys behind the bar, I was laughing in the dressing room counting singles. All I had to do was just come out on the stage in my bikini and dance for fifteen minutes, and the amount of money I made was equivalent to what I would make after the whole day work at the cosmetics store. I knew after that first stage that I was not going back to the store anymore. 
I don’t remember the very first customer I came up to. I don’t remember my very first lap dance. But I remember well the twenties that I was counting standing next to the big black bouncer in the lap dance room.
- You’re gonna do great here, - he smiled at me, - you’re a very pretty girl. They all love you.
- Thank you, - I smiled back at him and tied the money up with the rubber band. – I’ll do my best. 
I suddenly felt very free. I realized that this job was my light at the end of the tunnel. I knew that my life will change to the best since now on. I was at the very bottom for so long and now I finally did my very first, very little baby step back to the top. Everything will change very soon.
 
_______________
 
My new career was taking off very fast. In a month I paid off everything I owed to aunt Anna, who, inspired by the new money flow, became nice to me again. I went shopping to TJ Max and got several sets of sexy lingerie (I realized pretty fast that dancing in my bikini won’t get me too many lap dances), some stockings, garter belts and also a set of fine real hair extensions. Good girl Mila was fully replaced by the hot Milana – the stage name I took, - who now looked more like a Victoria’s Secret model than like a faculty of foreign languages graduate. 
My agent Tasha advised me from the very beginning to try different go-go bars all over New Jersey to find the perfect one for me. Some of them were nice, some were pretty shitty, and that’s how I crossed out “The Stable” from my list forever. It was an interesting experience though; unlike all other New Jersey clubs, the manager was collecting the house fee at the beginning of the shift, and besides that the fee was much higher than in other clubs. I still have no idea what was the reason, maybe some girls didn’t mind making a couple of extra bucks doing things in the room; maybe some of them liked doing coke with the owner (I’m surprised how he still hasn’t died from the overdose), but I, who didn’t even drink alcohol at work, couldn’t possibly find it all attractive. 
The public was mixed at “The Stable”: unlike the very first club where I worked, the all-Spanish “Rocket”, here I found a couple of decent customers who I made pretty good money from that night.
I already had the whole story made up and learned by heart, since the questions they were asking were always the same: where are you from? Where do you live? Are you a J-1? Are you going to school? What do you want to be when you grow up? “Thank you, honey, I only drink Red Bull... Yes, I am older than 21… Because I want to be sober to make more money… I’m an F-1 student, I study business… I’m dancing because I have to pay my tuition and also save money for the future… I live with my family here… Yes, they know I’m a dancer. Speaking of dancing, would you like to go for a dance?”
I also had the whole set of questions ready for them and had it all down to the science. “Hi, honey (charming smile and my hand on his shoulder), how are you tonight? I’m doing fantastic, thank you (I’m sitting down next to him). What’s your name? Milana, very nice to meet you. Of course it’s a real name, it’s quite a regular Russian name (another charming smile). I’m from Moscow. Have you ever been there? You definitely should go! Oh, it’s beautiful, but go during the summer when the weather is nice and all girls are wearing high heels and short skirts. So you basically get to see go-go girls like these everywhere you go! (sexy laughter) You know, I’m so glad to finally meet a nice guy like you here! You know, most of the customers are dirty perverts here, but I could tell right away that you are a real gentleman (this easy trick would always work like a charm with every single one of them: it would make them understand that I’m not going to do anything nasty in the room and at the same time would make them feel good about themselves – they are better than the rest of the customers and so they will have to act this way). Oh, you’re a doctor? That’s so great, my grandma is a doctor, I love medicine so much! So how do you like the club? How often do you come here? What other clubs do you go to? Do you like sports? (every heterosexual man loves sports and they love talking to a girl who follows the games, and I knew the score of every team of every kind of sports, - watching TV was my only entertainment while dancing on stage).
Soon the customer would be so happy to find such a beautiful, smart and well-spoken girl who also knows the sports that he would ask me for several dances himself. The doctor that night, however, got so intimidated by my “smarts and perfectness” that he couldn’t even go dance with me, but instead was giving me money showers every time I got on stage.
The bartenders in “The Stable” were very rude and would easily get annoyed by the dancers collecting the tips behind the bar as they were getting in their way. I found Lana talking to the owner and after a minute came to the conclusion that I’ve never seen a bigger coke-head and a retard. One of the dancers in the dressing room who had both her nipples pierced and God knows what else, was complaining that she scratched one of them while giving a lap dance (how???). One of the customers who I was dancing for, tried to get into my panties and after I said that I don’t do stuff like that “because I’ll get in trouble”, tried to reassure me that it’s ok because he knows the owner. Well honey, you may know the President of the United States and you still won’t get anything from me. Now it’s most likely clear why I put “The Stable” in my black list and forgot it like a bad dream, forever.
 
Chapter 7
 
Since I liked my new income and didn’t really have any personal life, I started working 4 or 5 nights a week. Soon I became a pretty experienced dancer and could tell right away if the customer was worth something or if I shouldn’t even bother wasting my time. I also found out that those “worthy” customers were mainly stopping by two “higher level” clubs, in which only the best and the prettiest girls were working. Mastering my skills at the different clubs I soon knew that I was ready for an audition in both of the clubs, “Cigar Room” and “Exotics”. My agent Tasha, very happy with such a hard working girl like me, was more than ready to help. Shall I say, I passed both the auditions easily and soon was considered one of the best Tasha’s assets, one of the “higher level” girls. That felt good.
 
_______________
 
They say when something has to go wrong, everything will go wrong. The same law however works the other way round too, and when my new job finally started to put my life back together piece by piece, my personal life also started to change for the best.
One Saturday morning, when I was having breakfast with my “happy family”, Ari suddenly suggested something:
- Mila, do you want to meet a nice guy?
By then I completely got over Ari, so I just smiled.
- What guy?
- He’s a good friend of mine, just came back from Moscow, he was visiting his father. That’s really sad, the whole family is here, but his father owns a chain of supermarkets in Russia or something and comes to New York only couple of times a year and my friend doesn’t really see him. But he studies a lot anyway. Decent guy. He’s renting an apartment in the city, along with his younger brother. So he told me he can’t date American girls, that’s why he asked me to find him a good Russian girl.
- But I’m not a good girl though, - I grin at Ari. – Don’t you think he will mind my career of choice?
- I think you’re very pretty and smart. And I also think that he’ll fall in love with you right away and wouldn’t care less if you are a dancer. He knows it’s just to pay your bills.
- Oh, so he already knows about me, huh? – Ari is so easy to catch. He never had enough smarts to cover things up…how could I even fall in love with him in the first place?
- He does, - Ari moves his mug closer to aunt Anna so she could pour more water into his tea. A typical spoiled Jewish son. Thank God things didn’t work out between us! I would’ve have to become his second mom and take care of him instead of my aunt. Thank God again! – I told him I have a very pretty cousin who just came from Moscow and living with us. I even showed him your picture and now he can’t wait to take you out.
Aunt Anna is feeding Tonya from the table again. And after that she’s complaining that the dog is spoiled and doesn’t listen to anyone. She listens to me though after I gave her a nice beating for biting me! Since then our relationship changed greatly and now we have a mutual understanding that I’m the boss in the house and she’s just a frigging dog, so she has to listen to everything I say.
- I guess I don’t have a choice now, - I reach for my phone. – Is he pretty at least?
- Oh yeah, good looking guy!
- Who, Michael? – aunt is finally done with the dog feeding. – Oh, such a nice boy! And he’s Jewish too!
- My grandpa’s name was Michael. Ok, I guess it’s a fate. – I smile and shrug. – Give me his number.
Later that day I called Michael and we set a date for Monday. I never worked Mondays as those were the dead days in all clubs. And whether he wants it or not, he will have to work with my schedule, not vice versa. I decided to make it clear from the very beginning: my job comes first, because I simply refuse to be miserable, ever again.
 
_______________
 
Michael met me at one of the hot sushi spots in Manhattan and looked nothing like I expected him to look. Instead of snobbish, arrogant, rich daddy’s son with the silver spoon up his ass, I met a young, shy Jewish boy with big and sad puppy eyes. He was an absolute gentleman and nothing like a Russian guy (and I can’t stand Russian men for all the gold in the world). At my “sorry, I’m 30 minutes late” he only smiled and politely answered that such a beautiful young lady is worth several hours of waiting. I liked that. 
I felt on the same page with Michael right away: we both liked classic Russian ballet, sushi and New York. We ordered some specials and hot sake, which I tried for the first time in my life trusting my charming date and found it pretty good. We were talking about Moscow and New York and shared the same love for the latter, even though Michael was born here and visited Moscow only from time to time. 
- So what exactly are you studying? – I started to feel that sake and caught myself smiling silly at him. Not a good thing.
- I’m studying finances. But it’s pretty boring and you said that you didn’t like math, so I’m not going to torture you with stories about my school.
“Pretty eyes you have…”
- Do you have pets, Michael?
- No, unfortunately I don’t. Benjie, my brother, is allergic to cats and dogs hair. That’s actually a sad story, our parents gave us a puppy several years ago for Christmas and when we found out that Benjie’s allergic, we had to give it away…
- Oh no! I can’t imagine giving my dog away! I would have been heartbroken!
- I didn’t know you had a dog, - Michael pours more sake to my glass. If he’s trying to get me drunk, than he’s doing a pretty good job.
- Not here, back in Russia, it’s a little Chihuahua and her name is Ava. Ari has a dog though, her name is Tonya, it’s a mastiff and she’s as stupid as she can be.
- Why? – Michael smiles.
“He has such a cute smile… I’m drunk”.
- Did I tell you how she bit me and I chased her all over the house and then beat the shit out of her with a plunger?
Michael laughs.
- A plunger?
- Yep. Don’t mess with me, it’s my secret weapon!
“Oh yes, I’m drunk!”
The rest of the evening I am totally lost in the pretty puppy eyes, forgot all about going back to work tomorrow, and forgot that I used to be in love with Ari… I am drunk, warm and very comfortable with Michael and I’m ready to open my heart again, and I hope I won’t regret it this time. But how can such a sweet boy hurt me? Little did I know back then, little did I know!
 
_______________
 
I was making crazy money at work the following weeks; my sparkling eyes, cat walk and the whole aura of a girl in love was driving guys in the club nuts. I had a line of customers asking me to do a dance with them. My feet were killing me, but I didn’t care. Tonight will be all over soon and I’ll leave all these idiots broke and go back to my sweet Michael.
He had an apartment on the 34th floor of a high rise building in Manhattan and on my nights off we would drink champagne and eat potato chips admiring the view of our favorite city. My favorite city that I could finally share with someone. When I wasn’t working, Michael would never be busy: all his projects were always up to date, all the presentations were taken care of so he would spend every minute of his free time with me. We were taking silly pictures at the movies and tag each other on Facebook; we would go to the galleries and museums and share our thoughts on paintings and art objects; we would go to the nightclubs with his friends and dance like the night will never end. We were very happy together.
 
_______________
 
It felt really good to get messages from my boyfriend while Ari wasn’t seeing anyone. His latest girlfriend cheated on him and he was very surprised that someone could actually do something like that to him. “What goes around, comes around”, I thought with a mean grin and it was Milana in me. Mila, with butterflies in her stomach and brain vacationing in Hawaii, didn’t want to hold a grudge and just wanted everybody to be a part of her perfect, pink world.
- Are you sure you don’t want her back? – I asked Ari at the dinner. Aunt Anna was working late and we ordered Chinese.
- She won’t come back anyway. Besides I think she’s happy with that guy. It’s been on and off relationship between them, you know? And I was just a phase.
- I’m sorry, Ari.
- That’s ok. I’ll find somebody else.
- Oh, sure you will! – I smirk.
- Shut up! – Ari laughs and then asks. – How are the things with Michael?
- Oh, great! – I can’t help my silly smile. – He’s really sweet with me. He wants me to meet his father next time he comes to New York.
- Wow! Things are going really fast with you two! – Ari laughs. – But seriously, he’s a nice guy. And he’s crazy about you.
- How do you know?
- He told me himself when I saw him with Isaac last Friday.
- Where did you see him?
- They just left the gym and were going for a bite.
- Oh, ok.
Gym? Ari and Isaac only go to a certain gym in Brooklyn. Why would Michael go to the Brooklyn gym? With Isaac? He has a gym in his building! But that wasn’t the question that was bothering me. Michael told me that Friday he was staying home all day to prepare the presentation for his school. Some unpleasant chills went down my spine.
- Are you ok? – Ari brought me back to reality.
- Yeah… I just forgot to call the club to confirm my booking for tomorrow. I gotta go.
- Cool.
Back in my room I’m dialing Michael’s number and my hands are cold. Finally he picks up.
- Hi, baby.
- Hi, sweetie. I’m sorry, I didn’t want to bother you while you’re preparing for your test…
- That’s ok, baby. – He’s all courtesy and care. – You never bother me. I missed hearing your voice.
- I missed you too baby. Just wanted to ask how did your presentation go? It was today, right?
- It went great! I was working on it all weekend. Had to keep myself busy while you weren’t with me. Too bad I couldn’t see you today, sweetie, one last stupid exam tomorrow and I’m all yours. You know how Christmas time tough at schools here…
I know. I understand. He talks so sweet…he really cares about me! He’s not Ari, he wouldn’t do anything bad!
- Ok, my baby. Well, you keep preparing for your test and call me when you go to bed, ok? Say hi to Benjie from me.
- I will, baby. He’s watching TV in the living room, that asshole! And I have to study! – Michael laughs…and suddenly I hear a car loudly honking right in my ear. On the 34th floor???
- What was that, Michael? A car beeping? – My hands get colder and sweatier.
- It’s the TV, baby, I have to tell Benjie to make it quiet. Ok, baby, I gotta go, love you, bye! – He quickly hangs up.
- Bye, - I whisper to the dead phone. There’s no way I could step on the same rake twice. And how stupid am I if I really did?
 
Chapter 8
 
To make a long story short, Michael started cheating on me at the first month of our dating. And after I caught him red-handed several times, there was a very long talk and a lot of tears and promises. I said the only way for me to take him back would be the ring on my finger. This way it would be the proof that he really means what he says, otherwise it’s all just all the same bullshit that I’ve heard before. To be honest, I just wanted to break up with Michael and my sparkler demand was the perfect solution as I thought (I mean, really, who’s going to propose to a girl after only couple of month dating?). My grandpa proposed to my grandma after only three days since he met her though, and they lived happily ever after till he died from cancer at the age of 72. But it’s a completely different story and a completely different Michael.
I actually think that my mother failed at choosing a husband just because my grandfather was such a perfect husband and father that she mistakenly thought that all men were the same way. As for me, on one hand I had a pretty traumatic experience with my father and on the other hand I had the greatest father figure I could wish for in the face of my grandpa, that I became even more messed up than my mom. It looks like I know that all men are cheating, lying and indifferent jerk offs, but at the same time fall desperately in love with them just because deep inside I want to believe that they aren’t. Go figure.
Anyway, by Christmas I got a little red box from Cartier. There was a ring inside. I was officially engaged to Michael Govoryan.
 
_______________
 
As I’ve already said before, it’s going to be a very short chapter, just as short as my engagement was. I didn’t quit my job even though my new fiancé was begging me to. His father was coming to New York soon and Michael asked me to lie that I was a medical student and to never mention my job to his family. The condition was that right after the wedding I quit my job and we never speak about it again. They say there’s only one step from love to hatred and despite the ring on my finger, after all he’s done, I was half way there, so I just shrugged and thought: “Can I mention all the girls you slept with while we were dating? I’m sure your father would love that!”
In the meantime I started working in the new club that not too many girls would go to. When I asked why, they couldn’t even give me an answer, they were just saying that it was a different place, and it was harder to work there. But since I always loved challenges, I called Tasha and asked her to put me on schedule in “Velvet”.
The club turned out to be a very beautiful, exquisite place, with a lot of red drapes and mirrors. I liked it right away and now was wondering even more why the other girls were finding it challenging to make money here. Seemed very nice to me…
By the end of the night I solved that mystery: the other girls couldn’t work in “Velvet” just because customers there loved to talk. And not just a regular five minute chit-chat, but they would go on and on discussing politics and recession as if they were on some political talk show. But the great thing is, after all the talking is done, instead of a $20 lap dance, they would take you to the Champagne or VIP Room, the prices for which were much higher. Shall I say, I decided that “Velvet” was my kind of place right after my first night there. The customers were mostly all white collar white Americans, very educated, very polite and I also liked the fact that I could actually talk to some normal people, who knew why they were here, unlike customers in other clubs, who were almost all brain damaged. Just couple of weeks ago a customer in “Cigar Room” asked me how he can find out if the dancer from the club likes him because of his personality or if she’s only pretending to get to his wallet. Hello! We are all working here! And it’s our job to pretend to like you, you stupid degenerate! We pretend to like you, you pay us, it’s that simple, like in the supermarket. Or you seriously think that strippers do what they because they enjoy it???
“Velvet” customers, mostly family men, stopped by just to relax, they weren’t looking for anything dirty or for a new girlfriend; all they wanted was a couple of hours in private with a beautiful girl. They are nice, they talk to you about economics and whatever elections were going on, toast champagne with you and rub your back. And at the end they tip you a nice couple of hundreds. So when at the end of the night, when the house mom, a very pretty Jewish lady Sophie, asked me if she shall put me on schedule for the next week, I very enthusiastically agreed.
 
_______________
 
My fiancé was so stupid that it was making me laugh. In the following three months I was catching him so easily, that I started wondering, how could he make it in his school having such a tiny brain? He was lying and forgetting the details later. His friends were tagging him in their Facebook pictures from the nightclubs they went to on nights when he was supposed “to study”. He would leave his iPhone face up and I would see all the popping messages like: “Baby?”, “Where R U, munchkin?” and “Can’t wait to see U tom”.
Milana in me fell out of love with Michael long time ago, right after his first romantic encounter, and the only reason why she decided to say yes to Michael’s proposal was revenge. Sweet, sweet revenge. Let me marry this asshole and make his life a living hell. Let me get my papers done and divorce his sorry ass! After all, he deserved it all!
And here I am, three months later, sitting at the bar next to Michael’s building, finishing my third apple martini and thinking if I’m doing everything right. I can become a citizen in less than six month… I can go to school and get a nice job. I will be living in Manhattan with Michael. So what that he’ll keep on whoring around? I don’t know if I’m getting sick of martinis or the thought of us living together as husband and wife. On the other hand I can keep my life as it is and be my own boss and be absolutely independent from anybody. The easy way or the right way? I looked at my Cartier sparkler one more time, paid my bill and went to Michael’s. I made up my mind.
 
_______________
 
Michael opens the door and looks surprised. 
- Hi, sweetie… I didn’t expect you so late actually…
- I’m not gonna take much time, Michael. – I take the red box out of my bag and give it to my now ex-fiancé. – I just wanted you to take it back.
He opens his mouth to say something, but I won’t let him.
- No more talking, baby, talking is over. Take back this ring and I hope you will find happiness with one of your girlfriends, and I wish you all the luck in the world with every one of them, and hope you will die of AIDS one day. Bye!
There! I’m proudly turning around and starting to walk to the elevator.
- Mila, wait! You’re drunk, honey, you don’t know what you are doing! Come back here and let’s talk! You hear me? We can work it all out, don’t do it, don’t walk out on me! Baby!
Luckily, the elevator is still here and right before I walk inside, just like Andy in “Devil Wears Prada”, I give him the last look and say:
- I’m not your baby.
The mirror doors close with the final bling and I’m proud of how cool and movie-like I broke up with him. So what the tears are filling up my eyes? I press the ground floor button and wipe them off. Ok, maybe it was harder than I thought, but it’s over now. And even though I’m trying to persuade myself that I’m crying over my citizenship and beautiful life, in fact I’m crying over the idea of a broken marriage, the family that I wanted so bad, the summer house in Hamptons with our kids playing outside. And now there will be no family, no house and no kids. I’m a single stripper in New York City. Again.
 
Chapter 9
 
Since I was happily single again, I started working 5-6 days a week. Dancing became my remedy, my meditation, my therapy. And more and more days of my schedule went to “Velvet” instead of “Cigar Room” and “Exotics”. The big role in my decision making played the difference in stage time organization in those three clubs. Both “Cigar Room” and “Exotics” worked on the same principle: they had five to twelve girls on stage at once and the girls had to dance for 30 minutes every hour, while the other half an hour they could do dances. Of course it wasn’t enough, taking into consideration that first you have to talk to a customer for at least five minutes. In “Velvet” on the contrary, girls didn’t have a fixed stage time; instead, they would be called on stage by a DJ and mostly it was only one or two girls dancing on stage at the same time. I really liked that idea, since you have way more chances to be noticed by customers when it’s only two of you on stage than twelve. Another positive moment was that “Velvet” customers preferred rooms to lap dances, which meant much more money every night compared to the other clubs.
And after several month of dancing I realized that I had to change my whole politics about dancing. And my sober shifts, when I wouldn’t even talk to customers besides asking them their name and if they wanted to dance, were soon substituted by way relaxed shifts filled with martinis and champagnes in “Velvet” VIP rooms. I knew that if I wanted regular customers, just like most of “Velvet” girls had, I had to stay in one club. And that’s how I became a full time “Velvet” girl.
I was very lucky to come to “Velvet” at that particular period of time, as now, after some time passed, I realize that it was the so-called “golden age” of that club. Since not so many girls knew how to work in “Velvet”, we mostly had the same set of girls and only very few new comers. Sophie, the best house mom I’ve ever known, was always making sure that we had everything we needed, and there wasn’t a thing she wouldn’t have if we asked for it, let it be a fake eyelashes glue, a hair tie, tweezers or dry shampoo. We always had the whole set of hair straighteners, blow dryers, brushes, deodorants, perfumes, cosmetics sets, underwear, food, anything, - you name it, Sophie had it. And every night we would be sitting in our huge dressing room, like some Vegas show girls, and making ourselves gorgeous. I don’t remember one girl in “Velvet” who wasn’t pretty; we all looked like Victoria’s Secret Angels.
There was Lara, a tiny brunette with gorgeous hair and beautiful boobies, bought by one of her ex-boyfriends (they looked so natural that for some time I was thinking that they were real). I was in shock when I found out that she had a 9-year-old daughter. She looked very young and had the most seductive green eyes that you can only imagine. There was Sonya, a stunning blonde who was very fond of yoga and who would do the craziest, almost circus tricks on stage, like putting both her legs behind her ears. Customers were going crazy for her and she wouldn’t leave rooms all night. There was Stina, a very young girl with piercing blue eyes and a tiny little body, who loved to climb the pole and shake her little ass while guys were throwing money at her. There was Evelyn, a Russian mixture between Miranda Kerr and Adriana Lima; Dash, another Russian beauty with gorgeous wavy hair, green eyes and a body of a supermodel. There were Russian twins, Alicia and Priscilla, another candidates to be the next American top models. There was Megan, Megan Fox’s evil twin, her best friend Alana, an Asian beauty from the south of Russia… There was a whole bunch of Russian girls there, but only the finest ones. And that’s how I first met Mikky. 
Micaela, or Mikky, started working at “Velvet” approximately at the same time with me. And our first meeting wasn’t at the dressing room as it normally happened with girls who didn’t know each other in “Velvet”, but on the floor. I just came out of the dressing room, all dolled up, with my silky dark hair extensions up to my butt, in my new stockings with the garter belt and long, fake eyelashes. Right away I spotted a beautiful girl with gorgeous, long, red hair, in her green bikinis, doing some crazy stuff on the pole. Nobody does the pole in “Velvet” and therefore I was pretty fascinated by what I saw. She looked very confident with what she was doing and had a perfect sense or rhythm. For a long time I haven’t seen anybody dancing as good as she did. “She’s good, - I thought. – There’s going to be some competition”. But sexy and confident Milana quickly took over and cat walked to a guy, sitting alone at the end of the bar. The night only started, but the rest of the customers were already sitting with girls.
- How’s your night going, handsome? – I give the guy one of my trademark sexy looks from underneath my long lashes. – Why are you sitting here all alone?
Normally, after this phrase they would start smiling silly at me and say something like “I was waiting for you…” And they were all mine.
- I’m sorry, I’m waiting for Mikky.
“Mikky? Who’s Mikky?”
- There she is, dancing on stage.
- Sure, honey. Enjoy your night.
I walk away with a smile, but narrow my eyes at the same time. Yes, there will definitely be the competition. The guy didn’t even want to talk to me! And I look frigging gorgeous! Who the hell he thinks he is anyway? A bolding, curly-haired shorty! Didn’t even give me a dollar! Whatever, I’ll do five rooms today when Bill comes (Bill has been my regular customer for two weeks now and I’m determined to keep him that way).
Meanwhile, while I’m standing leaning on the railings that separate the bar stage from the main stage, and think about all that, the red haired girl comes up to me and introduces herself.
- Hi, I’m Mikky. Are you Russian?
I’m surprised by her friendly tone, so I smile back.
- Yes, I am. I’m Milana, nice to meet you.
- Nice to meet you too! I’m so glad I found a Russian girl here, most of the dancers are Americans and I can’t really talk to them, I’m a little shy because of my English.
- Oh, there’s a whole bunch of Russian girls here! It’s just you must have been probably working the “American girls nights” so far, - I smile at her. She seems very nice. I’m not even mad at her for taking my potential customer away. – Oh, by the way, that guy over there is waiting for you. 
- I know… I’m not coming up to him though. He’s been stalking me since he saw me in “The Stable”. Such a creepy guy.
- You worked at “The Stable”? I worked there too! I mean I tried working, but I quit because they are all nut-heads over there!
- I know! I hated that place too!
And that’s how I met my future best friend.
 
_______________
 
Mikky’s story was as simple as mine. She also came to the United States not too long ago, but as a J-1 student, and soon realized that she’s not coming back to Russia ever again. Insecure of her English, she worked almost a year in one of the Russian strip clubs in Brooklyn, but soon she made a conclusion that Russians in Brooklyn are almost all broke bullshitters, and as she’s always been a very smart and ambitious girl, she started going to New Jersey.
When I was asking her about the Brooklyn club where she used to work, she would only laugh and say, that comparing “Velvet” with the Russian club is like comparing a day with a night. Customers, mostly all Russian Jews with a little percentage of Turkish people and some ghetto blacks, had their own politics of how to treat dancers. “Why would I spend money on dances? I will much rather take you out for a sushi!” And another one, one of Mikky’s favorites: “Do you want something to drink?” – “Yes.” (moves his beer to a girl) “Here, enjoy”
Micaela was saying that the funniest part was that the girls were actually drinking that beer and going out for sushi instead of dances, and, as Mikky called it, “were selling themselves for a $2.50 Philadelphia roll set”. Nobody was there for those poor girls to tell them that normal men do exist, and Mikky was thanking God every night spent at “Velvet” for getting out of that place. The only good thing about that place was, as she was saying, her lesbian relationship with the club DJ Leila and her heterosexual relationship with the rare representative of a successful Russian businessman, who helped her with her marriage to one of his friends. Couple of thousands that she had to pay her “husband” every month, and Mikky was expecting to get her papers in as little as six month. These boys who marry girls for money is the whole different and a very funny story. For example Mikky’s “husband”, an American born, but Russian by mentality and origin, was one “pathetic loser”, as Mikky was calling him. “What a waste of citizenship,” – she used to say. – “He was born here, and it’s such an easy country to fulfill any of your dreams, do whatever you want… and look at him, he’s a 35-year-old cab driver, who still lives with his parents and can’t even rent his own place. So when he finds a girlfriend, he can only go to her place. Can you imagine?”
Oh yes, I could imagine. Those Russian (or Ukrainian) Jewish boys are so spoiled by their mothers, that they can only leave their mommy’s wing to jump under the wing of an unfortunate girl, who had a bad luck to marry them. Hey, just look at my cousin Ari, who, after we all came back from Brooklyn in the same car, would yell to his mother as soon as we entered the house: “Where’s the dinner? I’m hungry!” We all came here at the same time, for Christ’s sake! Go make yourself a sandwich or something! But all he would do is go upstairs and watch TV while my aunt and I would make the frigging dinner.
Another example of one “pathetic loser” was Mikky’s friend’s “husband”, who had to marry her because he was in desperate need of money to pay his ex-girlfriend’s child support. And here we go, another waste of citizenship. You can take a Jewish boy out of Russia, but you can take Russia or “Jewishness” out of a boy. And that’s when I realized that some stereotypes do exist: Jewish boys living with their mothers, - check. A Jew (me) not liking other Jews, - check. Funny, but sad at the same time.
 
Chapter 10
 
Regular customers is the best thing that can happen to a girl in a strip club. It’s almost a boyfriend-girlfriend relationship, but unlike girlfriends, who only get their presents on Valentine’s Day, Christmas and her birthday, we get ours every night. And you know what’s my favorite part? A girl who only pretends to be “a girlfriend” several hours a night when her customer is there, has to deal with a lot less shit than the real girlfriend. And she doesn’t even have to have sex with a guy! The biggest sacrifice a dancer has to make is to give her admirer her phone number and talk to him nicely every time he calls or texts. But several hundreds or thousands a night can totally pay for this little inconvenience.
My first regular customer’s name was Bill. He worked at some big ass company as an accountant and has some big ass misunderstanding with his wife. He was an immigrant from Philippines and knew how to work hard. He also didn’t have too many friends here, except for his co-workers, so when the situation with his wife got really bad, he turned to the only place every guy turns to: a gentlemen’s club.
I remember the night when I first met him. It was a Thursday or a Friday and it was pretty busy. I was making good money, I had my new shoes on and I was on a roll. I first noticed Bill when I was collecting tips after the stage, and a shy looking Asian guy gave me a twenty. Oh yes, we always notice a guy who tips us a twenty! Luckily for me, no girls bothered with him, as we all knew that Asians aren’t really big spenders. But his twenty did the trick and instead of another white collar, I chose him as my next victim.
After a couple of drinks and a short, very typical conversation between a dancer and a customer, I offered him a dance. 
- Would you rather do a room with me instead? – Bill asked me very shyly as if he was afraid to offend me with this offer. – The lap dance zone is open and I would prefer something more private.
- Of course I would! – I smile at him and call our hostess, Deena. - Is one hour enough for a start?
I have to say, I hit a jackpot with Bill. In the room, of the whole hour I probably danced for 10 minutes only, and the rest of the time we were talking, as Bill turned out to be a pretty smart guy. He gave me really nice back massages and I was nice enough to give him a couple of back rubs too. Too bad he had a meeting early in the morning so he had to leave, but before he did, he left me couple of hundreds as a tip “for an amazing time” he had. I was smart enough to take his phone number. Not every day you get tipped so well for having a back massage!
Pretty soon Bill started showing up 3-4 times a week. He got so addicted to our rooms that he didn’t even care anymore about his 7 in the morning meetings; he was staying for 3 or 4 hours and soon spoiled me so much that I didn’t want to work at all, instead I was just chilling in the chair drinking my martinis and waiting for him to come. Girls, who didn’t have their regular customers, or whose customers didn’t come to see them as often as mine, started to get jealous and asking me what was that guy doing in the room. “Really, nothing, - I would say. – We mostly talk, rub each other’s back and talk again. He’s just very lonely and needs a friend.” “You’re so lucky! – they were saying. – Don’t let anybody else steal him!” But even though some girls tried to lure him into the room, Bill stayed faithful to me and would nicely decline their offers and just wait there patiently till I get off the stage.
Bill was a perfect customer: nice, polite, very considerate, never drunk, never pushy or dirty, a perfect gentleman. He did try to ask me out, but I was experienced enough to make him believe that we will go out eventually, just not next week because I have a laser hair removal…oh, the week after that is not good either, he has a presentation to make, too bad… You know, it’s an art to make your customer keep coming back and spend money while you are totally screwing his brain. It’s like putting a carrot in front of a donkey to make him move forward. So what that he’ll never reach the carrot? You know that, but he doesn’t, so you get what you want.
Everybody loved Bill for his ability to spend money without thinking, and I was smart enough to let some of my co-workers jump on this money train. You see how it works in gentlemen’s clubs, you are nice to a shot girl and let her sell your customer a bunch of shots, next time she’ll point out a quiet, invisible guy who spends a fortune, but nobody knows about it as he only speaks to the shot girl. Or you buy massages from a massage girl and she tells her customer to take you to the room next time. Oh yes, the universal law that one hand washes the other one, works here as well, and everybody wins.
And very soon our regular night with Bill would look something like that: he would come at 10 or 11, watch me dancing on stage, give me a shower (all dancers love that, when a bartender gets on stage and makes it rain money on you) and then we would relax in the lounge area for some time. Relaxing means that Tori, a shot girl, would do shots with me (Bill was only drinking water) while Margarita, a massage girl, would rub my back. Then Tori and I would do more shots while Margarita was massaging Bill’s back. After this little routine we were ready for our private room. Deena, always a perfect hostess with years of experience, knew perfectly when to come up and escort us to the Champagne room. And after we got inside and got our drinks, I would start asking Bill about his day, his work, discuss upcoming movies, the book I just read… I was talking about everything that his wife would talk about at their family dinner. Too bad she kicked him out and he had no more family dinners, but was still craving that “family-ness”, and I was more than willing to be his wife substitute for several hours. I actually felt sorry for the guy. After all, he was a little bit like me, an immigrant, alone in the country, just out of a serious relationship, still heartbroken… So I was trying to provide the most comfort and warmth I could. Bill knew that, appreciated it and was showing his gratitude with lots of hundred bills. As I’ve said, a perfect regular customer.
 
_______________
 
If you think that a dancer’s job is to dance, you are terribly mistaken. A dancer’s job is to sell a sublimation of a personal life a customer doesn’t have. Or it just plain sucks. And so he comes to the club to escape his 24/7 life that he hates, his jobs that pays the bills and his wife who he hasn’t spoken to in days. 
We are always here to listen, to support, to understand, to help to make the right decision…as long as you pay us. We are the best therapists that you can possibly talk to, we never judge or laugh at you, we love you here and now, as long as you keep putting twenties in our bras. But don’t count on us as soon as you run out of money; we’ll thank you for a drink, we’ll wish you a good night and tell you to come again. Right after your pay day.
I’ve always felt sorry for those poor Wall Street guys, whose personal life was only existent within the gentlemen’s club walls. They will take you to the private room and pay cash for 3 or 4 hours just to tell you how his job sucks, what an asshole his boss is and how he would just give it all up to go to Himalayas and live there with Buddhist monks and be happy. But too bad that he has three kids with his ex-wife and a child support to pay; and too bad that his new wife loves Chanel and cocaine so much that he has to pay for it with half of his salary. I can understand it too, if I were a wife of one of those Wall Street guys, I would probably do the same thing. I wouldn’t have a choice: if my husband isn’t at work, he’s at the business meeting. If he’s not at the business meeting, he’s away on a business trip. Or a business lunch with his partners. Or a business dinner with the same partners, at the strip club. So much money and nobody’s happy. Good thing I understood it by 26 when it wasn’t too late for me as it is late now for those poor Wall Street wives. And I recall the times, when I was nothing but a poor Russian girl, and all I wanted was money. Cash. Louis Vuitton bags. Christian Louboutin shoes. I mean like every normal girl I still like those things and I still buy them now, but occasionally, not on a daily basis as a therapy for my fucked-up married life. I know that all I want is just to be comfortable with what I have, I want to have just enough to do my laser hair removal monthly; to do my gel manicure weekly; to get a full body massage when I need it. But I would never want to kill myself physically and morally by 40 and realize that now I have money but my life isn’t worth shit. Like in that saying that you probably heard: some people are very poor, all they have is money. And thank God, I’m a blessed girl, I’m very happy with what I have now, I have my boyfriend who spoils me rotten not only with presents, but what is more important with his love and care and I wouldn’t trade it for any Louis Vuittons in the world.
Some girls aren’t all like me though. Megan just got another Chanel bag from a customer and is very happy about it. She travels all over the states when she doesn’t dance and uploads her bikini pictures on Instagram. Good for her! I guess she’s happy at where she is. A week ago, at the club anniversary, Lexi, another former dancer, said that Megan looks shabby, that she got fat and her hair looks dirty. Megan did get a little chunky, but don’t put the girl down because you are jealous. I honestly never understood Lexi’s thirst for gossip and hostility towards almost all girls. She retired from dancing more than a year ago, after she met her future husband (the president of some company) in the club and married him (or shall I say, made him marry her with a Tiffany ring) after 4 months of dating. Now all she’s doing is spending her husband’s money on shoes, clothes and bags and adds trendy locations she’s been at to her Facebook. Looks like a very pretty picture perfect suburban Jersey housewife life, so how come Lexi is so mad at Megan’s white outfit from Victoria’s Secret that “looks dirty on stage”, or at Megan’s hair with “too much hairspray on it”? It’s hard to believe now, but they were good friends at some point, they went on vacations together and now hate each other with the same passion that they loved each other with before. Because Megan was laughing at how Lexi would die thirsty before she would pay for her own drink and Lexi keeps telling each and everyone how Megan fucked four different guys on that trip. And that’s how, my friends, female friendship dies.
We both don’t work anymore, but unlike Lexi, who hates even mentioning of her former “career”, I like remembering something good that came out of my “stripper” job. And now, sitting by the bar with Lexi and her invisible husband Kevin, I’m thinking of how much fun I had on Sundays with my good friend Emily, when the club would just open its doors and there were no customers yet… We would change early, do our make-up and hair and go to the main stage to learn some new pole tricks. Emily would get us a couple of Red Bulls from a bartender and we would start the fun.
- I hate you so much right now! – she would yell at me, laughing. – How did you just do that?
I drink more Red Bull and laugh too. 
- Look here. Just jump on the pole and slide your legs down, and twist. That’s it.
I show her the move again. After a couple of shots she gets it.
- I did it! Did you see? I did it! – when Emily smiles, you can’t help but smile back; she has that little cute doll’s smile that just lights up the whole room. 
- Good job! Now show me that move again, when you put your legs back and turn, - it’s my turn to learn now.
Customers start coming in and the DJ calls the first girl on the bar stage. We keep fooling around on the main one. I hold the pole tight with my hands and put my legs above my head to slide upside down. It doesn’t look too gracious and it makes me laugh even more. Emily can’t stop laughing too.
- Oh yeah, baby, that was really hot! – she says, giggling. – Keep doing that and you’ll make a million tonight!
- Shut up! – I’m wiping my hands on my skirt and hold the pole again, getting ready to do the move again. – You try to do it yourself!
We both jump on the poles at the same time and do the same routine. Customers at the bar are no longer interested in the girl dancing on the bar stage and look at us instead. Later on we’ll tell them that we are lesbians, we are renting an apartment together and sleep in the same bed. They have no choice but to take us to the room together. Men are stupid, they will pay ridiculous money to see two girls make out. And that’s how we make our first several hundreds tonight.
 
Chapter 11
 
I’m celebrating today with a can of a diet Pepsi. As it happened many times before, God interfered and helped me with someone very precious to me. God saved my little baby, my sweet little Chihuahua Eliana.
I bought her a year and a half ago, because I knew that only a puppy could help me to get out of the deepest emotional crisis. I just found out that my fiancé, the man who I was supposed to spend the rest of my life with, cheated on me…again. He was stupid enough to reveal himself. Thank God, he was always dumb enough to cover up what he was doing; he was the worst liar ever. But if at the beginning of our relationship I kept closing my eyes on many things and pretending that I didn’t know anything, this time it was the straw that broke a camel’s back. I gave him back his ring, blocked him from my Facebook page and from my life. Now, if I saw him one day, I would probably tell him how grateful I am for his cheating, how great it is that he was such an asshole with me, because now I am as happy as can be with the love of my life, with the man of my dreams, who shows me every day what love really is.
But at that time I had only two choices: to start popping pills and get wasted in the club to forget not only his face, but even my name…or get a puppy and start doing yoga. I chose the second option. Frankly speaking, I’ve always loved myself too much to destroy such a remarkable body and mind with alcohol.
So I went to the puppy store, but got very disappointed when the owner told me they were out of female Chihuahuas. But boys they have are just so cute! Do you want to hold one?
- No, I’m sorry, I can’t see myself interacting with males of any kind in my nearest future!
- Well, we have one girl left, but someone is getting her this week.
- Can I see her?
- Sure.
The sales guy goes to the back room and comes out in a minute holding…an exact copy of my Ava when she was a puppy! A tiny, sweet, little, cutest ball of fur, with sad big brown eyes, shivering in his hands. My first question is:
- Did they leave the deposit? Because I’m not leaving the store without her!
Luckily for me, they didn’t, but even if they would, I was so loaded with cash that I would have paid the double price to take my little sweetheart home. It took the sales man five minutes to prepare all the papers for me.
- Ok, sign here and here… Congratulations, you are a parent now!
- Thank you!
I smile at him and get a free puppy bed, puppy T-shirt, bag of dry food and the toy she liked. But I don’t even care about all that. I’m holding her close to my heart and keep hearing his voice: “You are a parent now!” Yes I am. I am a mommy now. And I promise myself I’ll be the best mommy my beautiful baby could possibly have.
 
_______________
 
R. and I are laying in bed and talk about our plans for the day. His phone rings. He always gets a lot of calls in the morning from his customers, so I play with my puppy and let him talk. After a couple of minutes he says:
- Do you know who just called?
- Who?
- Dr. Berkovich, that veterinarian I was telling you about. I made a sign for him a long time ago and now it needs some service to be done. 
- Oh wow, it’s great!
- Yes, it is. I told him that we have a doggie we wanted to fix long time ago, so he said we can bring her today!
At the doctor’s office Eliana did what she always did the best: played a scared victim. While he was checking her before an operation, she completely froze and kept looking at us with her big brown eyes: “Mommy, daddy, they are torturing me, why don’t you help me?”
- What an actress! – I smile.
R., my big scary Italian mobster, couldn’t stand the sad eyes and walked out “to make a call”. Dr. Berkovich found Eliana healthy and scheduled the operation for the next day. I had to take her alone since her daddy wouldn’t be able to see the scared eyes when she would get her shot and start going to sleep. After they took her to the surgery room, I went home and was waiting for the call from Dr. Berkovich. The phone finally rang.
- Ok, Milana, the operation went well and Eliana is resting now. But we had some surprises on the way.
Oh, no. My heart sinks. It’s always bad news when the doctor says “surprises”.
- What is it, doctor?
- Well, she had a really bad urinary infection. Couple more days and it would have burst. 
Oh my God!
- Is she ok now?
- Yes, she is fine, everything’s out, so she’ll be back to normal very soon.
On my way to the clinic I thanked God a million times. And a million more times after Dr. Berkovich showed me a picture of my puppy’s uterus that was taken out. Instead of a healthy, pink flesh, I saw a thick brown something, that looked everything, but normal.
- I took such good care of her! How could she get that?
- That’s not an outside infection. She underwent some hormonal changes in her body, which are very uncommon for the dogs of her age. Usually, seven-eight year old dogs get that when they are reaching their menopause. 
- Can she get it again?
- No, everything’s out now. Don’t worry. 
It’s been three days since her operation and I watch her being so playful, running like crazy and jumping at me like nothing even happened to her, and I thank God every minute for saving my baby. Just like He saved me so many times before and after.
 
_______________
 
I was trying to heal my broken heart not only with canine therapy. They say the best way to forget about the previous relationship is to quickly jump into another. They are wrong, because that’s exactly how I got into my “stupid-in-between” phase, also known among my friends as “the DJ phase”. 
One warm April night, when I was waiting for the van to pick me up after I finished my shift at the club, drunk, happy and rich after VIP rooms, I was approached by our club DJ Zed, or how everybody called him, Izzy.
- What’s up? – he jumped in a chair next to me smiling uncontrollably. 
“Did I give him his tip? I think I did. God, I’m so drunk!”
- Everything’s up, - I smile back. If you’re a dancer, you’d better be nice to all DJs, because they are the ones who are responsible for the music you will dance to every night. – How’s it going?
- Good, good. You’re Milana, right?
- Yep, that’s my name.
- Is that a real name?
“Oh God! Not you too asking me that question!”
- Yes, it is, why?
- Just asking. Where do you live? Brooklyn?
- Nope. – Every single customer who heard my Russian accent immediately assumed that I lived in Brooklyn. – I’m from Staten Island.
- Staten Island? – Izzy genuinely surprised. – Wow, you don’t look like a Staten Island girl.
- What do Staten Island girls look like? – I’m laughing.
- Well, they are all acting like they better than anybody else, you know? And you seem to be very sweet.
“I’m always sweet after five apple martinis, four Bellini’s and several shots of Patron!” 
- Thank you, it’s nice of you to say.
- You know, you must be really sweet, all those guys really love you. I have to mark girls’ names, you know, when they go to the room, so I wouldn’t call them on stage. You were the leader tonight.
- I guess, - I smile. Another reminder of how much money I made tonight is always nice.
- Do you wanna ride home?
That was unexpected. I knew that most of the girls in the club didn’t like Izzy since he always thought of himself as of a great DJ, one of the David Guetta league, who, unfortunately, was stuck in a NJ strip club. So he was bitching a lot, let’s put it this way. I didn’t have any conflicts with him, so I didn’t really care about him. I also knew that he didn’t like strippers and never went out with girls from the club, so a ride home offer was a big surprise.
- Sure, why not?
It’s still better to talk to him for a half an hour than to be jammed with other girls in a van and listen to their gossip and discussion of whose customer did what in the room.
 
Chapter 12
 
I was seriously thinking of moving out. But for now I separated myself from my so-called family by moving from their house to the guest house, as my not yet potty trained new puppy was a good excuse for that. Seriously, if I’m working five days a week and come home at around four in the morning, there is no way I’ll be getting up at nine and walk your crazy dog who charges after everything she sees, lady! And the argument that I’ll go back to bed after I walk her won’t work either. It’s Ari’s dog, not mine. I bought a Chihuahua so I don’t have to walk her. Needless to say, aunt Anna wasn’t too happy about this change. Ari was in Canada visiting his new girlfriend, and now him being there, and me moving back to the guest house and declaring my independence, left her all alone in the house.
I’ve finally had enough. She was saying that I was ungrateful. She let me stay in her house for two month when I didn’t really have money to pay her. Yes, but I paid it all back, number one; number two, if I were you, I would let my niece live in my house for free. I was her personal slave for almost a year, working and taking care of the house at the same time. You forgot how to wash the dishes since it was only my responsibility. You charged me for gas taking me to Brooklyn! Seriously?! I’m taking a cab from now on so I don’t have to listen to your bullshit on the way. You want to clean the leaves in your back yard? Hire the Mexicans! I’m done with being a Cinderella, I’m playing the Evil Queen from now on!
I was so fed up with aunt’s preaching and trying to get money out of me, that anything that kept me away from her, was good enough. I was going to Brooklyn to spend my day off with Mikky; I was going to Staten Island Mall for the whole day just to stay away from Anna. And I agreed to go out with Izzy as it was a better option than to “cook family dinner” with my aunt and then listen to “all the mistakes I’m making in my life”.
 
_______________
 
After fifteen minutes in the car with Zed, I realized that I will probably need alcohol to tolerate him. He was nervous, he was trying to joke and some of his jokes were even funny, but I knew right away, it won’t work out.
Zed took me to some fancy sports bar in New Jersey and we watched the match between some undisputed champion and some other guy. I’m not into boxing at all, but my steak was good and my fourth champagne was doing the trick – Zed started to look somewhat decent. He had some friends over there who were constantly saying what a great DJ Zed is and how he’s going to make it after he releases his new album. His “fan base”, as Zed called them. After we left the sports bar, Zed called them over to his car and let them listen to the new track that he was currently working on. It was so-so, but they were all very impressed and I was smiling politely as well.
After the bar we went to some fancy night club also in Jersey, with valet parking and a dress code. My champagne started to fade away and I was really glad that we went to the bar and I ordered my apple martini right away. It’s funny how alcohol makes you put up with situations, tolerate people and not to feel too bad about it. It’s the alcohol that keeps Mikky’s current relationship going for over six months with a guy who she can’t stand when she’s sober. But he gives her a job position, pays for her school, buys her presents and takes her on vacations. And that’s why Mikky always carries a little bottle of Poland Spring filled with Martini Vermouth whenever she goes out with him. Indeed, alcohol is one of a girl’s best friends.
Even though I knew right away that nothing good will come out of the relationship with Izzy, alcohol made me think that maybe for some time it will at least take my mind off my break up with Michael, my living situation and what shall I do next with my life.
It’s not good when you know everything about a person on your first date. And only after several hours of being with Zed, I knew exactly what kind of person he was. He was quite a mediocre 40-year-old DJ with a bunch of insecurities but with even bigger bunch of ambitions of a 17-year-old. Don’t get me wrong, I love and respect it when people pursue their dreams, but when by 40 you don’t see any progress in your career field, maybe you should at least admit that you are not that good? Or at least stop shoving it in people’s faces.
On our second date Zed wanted to show me his house and I got stuck there for almost two hours while he was showing me how he was writing his music. He made me listen to all his tracks that sounded pretty much the same; he was explaining me the difference between the timing of the intro and something else and stopped only when I asked him to take me home because it was getting close to a midnight and I haven’t seen my puppy for a long time. Staying sober for so long in Zed’s house was a bad idea, I got that very soon. Some details that I probably wouldn’t have noticed if I were drunk, I saw very clear now. Posters of Arnold Schwarzenegger in a gym that looked like it was very rarely used; little notes from “help yourself” books everywhere, like “follow your dreams”, “stay positive”, “meditation is the key to success” and stuff like that. Big poster of Zed all over the wall next to the stairs, folders with clothes right on the floor instead of in the closet, leaking faucet… But he was so crazy about me, maybe I’ll give him a chance. But we’ll have to start in a bar of course.
 
_______________
 
Oh, Zed was crazy about me indeed! He was texting me constantly, leaving voicemails and even video messages when I wouldn’t pick up the phone. He was getting all mad in the club every time I would go to the room with a customer and I don’t know why, but I was getting more and more regulars, and one night Deena even had to tell them who goes after who to the room, while I was happily counting my Franklins without even leaving the VIP.
I was trying to make my schedule that way so our working days would be different, which meant that our days off wouldn’t coincide either. I figured if I saw Zed only once a week, he wouldn’t annoy me too much. I hoped he wouldn’t. I was so far away from my mommy and granny, and talking on the phone with them was the only love that I was getting. I was so unfortunate with my personal life and so sick and tired of my abusive aunt, that having someone who was in love with me felt nice for a change. Even though I had no feelings in return whatsoever.
When Zed would give me a ride home after my shift, he would always play his music, ask me my opinion and talking of how he will get famous very soon after his album comes out, how he will take me away from this business and how he never wanted to marry no one but wants to marry me. I was always very drunk, smiling and just nodding to everything he was saying. One of the habits I picked up while dealing with my customers.
 
_______________
 
I was having tea with Mikky today when she said:
- I’m so ready to break up Craig right now!
- What did he do now? – I laugh.
Mikky has two boyfriends, but both of them are absolutely worthless according to her. 
- That’s what he sent me after I gave him a link to the French restaurant that I wanted him to take me to. 
Mikky shows me her iPhone. I look at the picture and start laughing.
- A Groupon coupon to a Russian place?
- Not just a Groupon coupon, baby! A Groupon coupon with a 50% discount! Can you imagine?! And now he’s wondering why I’m not talking to him!
- Wow! – I say. – Just…wow! I think he was lying about his nationality. He’s not Italian, he’s one hundred percent Jewish!
Mikky is laughing.
- He so is!
Mikky met Craig at work. He would come every week to see her and would take her to the Blue Room for two or three hours, spending ridiculous money on her and sometimes other girls. When Mikky first spoke to him, she was very surprised to find out that he was an accountant. What kind of an accountant could spend three to four thousand a night? So Mikky thought that he was lying. After a while she started to really like the guy.
- I don’t know what’s wrong with me! – she was saying while arranging a fruit platter for us. – I seem to always fall for the wrong guys! Do you remember Tony?
 
Oh yes, I remembered Tony all right! Always high on cocaine, he was acting like a crazy monkey in public, taking Mikky to strip clubs and making her do dances with twenty different girls. Once he even took her to his house and made her stay downstairs with his brother while Tony’s unsuspecting wife and three daughters were upstairs with him. That was enough for me to draw some conclusions about the guy, but Mikky was so crazy in love with him that she wouldn’t listen to anybody.
- Of course I’m upset he slept with that girl, she was saying one night in the club while we were putting our make up on… but it’s just sex. He explained everything to me, he has no feelings for her like he has for me. Just sex.
- Ok. – I’m not arguing and not trying to convince her to leave the guy and never come back. After all, I was in her shoes not that long ago, when my fiancé was begging me to stay saying the same exact words. Just sex, no feelings! Yeah, right! I will never fall for that again. – Whatever makes you happy, baby. I just hope you know what you are doing.
That night I did very well. I stayed in the room with my customer almost all night, but when I came out, I saw Mikky crying in the dressing room.
- Sweetie? What happened?
She’s drunk and hysterical. 
- He’s an asshole! I swear to God, I’ll never forgive him after what he did this time!
I’m giving her Kleenex after Kleenex.
- What did he do now?
- He took both of us to the room, me and Stina. 
Stina was one of the dancers in the club and the girl who Tony “only had sex with, no feelings”.
- Okay? – I’m rubbing her back trying to comfort her.
- We all got wasted and started making out, me and Stina got undressed…and then he said: “Oh, let’s all go to the hotel, I’ll talk to the manager”.
- What an asshole!
- Yes. – she whimpers. – So I had to say yes and then he went to talk to Philip so he would let us go, and… I was waiting for them at the bar and he just left! Left with her!
- I’m sorry, my baby! – I held Mikky’s head next to my chest and gently rubbed her hair… but it’s all for the best. Now you know what kind of a guy he is and you won’t be back with him, will you?
- Of course I won’t! I swear, I won’t! That’s it! Never again! Never, ever again will he hurt me, never again!
 
I take a sip of my hot, delicious tea that Mikky and I both recently got addicted to, and smile.
- Yeah, you do fall for the wrong guys! – she laughs and I finally ask the question that’s been torturing me the whole evening.– So you decided to start going out with Craig?
- Yeah… I think I’ll give it a shot. I know that nothing good will ever come out of it, but I haven’t had sex in three months and now I’m super horny!
- Get the Rabbit! – I laugh.
- Shut up! It’s easy for you to say with all the crazy marathon sex you have with R.! The question now is how should I nicely give Craig a hint that I would love to meet him outside the club for the money he pays me in the room?
It’s been three month after they started going out, and Mikky still can’t believe the degree of Craig’s “cheepness”. The guy who would spend three and sometimes even six grand a night at the Blue room, couldn’t afford a speech development specialist for his two year old son. He complains to Mikky about the mother of his baby, what a big spender she is and how she “wastes” $500 a month…in a pharmacy.
All this made me think about the whole “strip club addiction” again. Some men get so dependent from it, from the feeling that their miserable life is worth something, that somebody waits for them and loves them, that they prefer to interchange their real life, with all the kids and unhappy wives, to this sublimation of life. After all, us girls are much better therapists than all the doctors with their degrees, we are always here for you and we’re almost naked.
 
Chapter 13
 
- Stop looking so pretty! – I turn around and there he is, smiling at me, my boss, Italian-mobster…Robert DeNiro’s double. And since I can’t reveal his actual name because of the circles he’s in, I’ll be calling him just R.
I just finished my stage and was holding a pile of tips in my hands.
- I’m sorry, I can’t help it! – I smile back at him; nobody can’t help but to smile back, he just does it to girls.
- Would you like a drink? 
R. is a perfect gentleman and the most sociable of all three bosses of “Velvet”. Even though he stops by only couple of nights a week, he always makes a party around him. Guys love him, girls adore him, and just a week ago I was discussing his hot butt with Mikky. Of course I want a drink with you!
R. got me my Bellini and like a real old school gentleman gave me his seat. I liked that. We toasted and after that started such a familiar for me conversation that every guy has with every girl in a strip club: where are you from? How long have you been working here? Where else do you work? Only this time it didn’t feel like a necessary “pre-dance” interrogation, but more like a regular conversation that two people would have if they just met at some bar. R. asked me if I would do a shot of Patron Café with him. Normally I wouldn’t do strong shots like that, but I couldn’t say no to my charming boss. The bar shots are pretty big, way bigger than the shot girl’s, so I miscalculated while drinking it and spilled a little on my stomach.
- You’re supposed to drink it, not wear it! – R. is laughing. I’m laughing too. Somehow even such an embarrassing situation he could turn into a joke and make me feel at ease.
One of my regular customers was waiting for me at the other side of the bar, but I didn’t want to go anywhere. I wanted to stay here, with R. We were having such a great time talking to each other and I really wanted to meet him again, but I didn’t really know how to do it. Luckily, alcohol always makes me very inventive and I thought that a little trick might do just what I wanted.
- You know, my family here in Staten Island is involved in different business projects, so I thought if you would be interested…
R. interrupted me even before I could finish the sentence.
- Oh yeah, sure, - he took out his phone and smiled at me. - Do you want to give me your number so I could give you a call later to discuss it?
- Absolutely! – I took my iPhone out and we exchanged numbers. Yay! – It was really nice talking to you. Thank you for the champagne.
- No problem, honey. – R. kisses me on the cheek before I go. – I’ll give you a call then.
- I’ll be waiting. – I smile at him and make sure I walk away like a runway model.
I have no clue about his marital status, whether he has a girlfriend or not, if it’s a good idea to flirt with your boss like that or not, and what am I going to do if he asks me out? All I know is that I’m really happy that I have his number, and once again I finally feel butterflies in my stomach.
 
_______________
 
- I want you to meet my mother.
Zed really knows how to bring me back to reality.
- What?
- Remember we planned a barbeque for this weekend? Well, I didn’t realize it’s gonna be Mother’s Day. So my mom is coming over from Manhattan. I would like you to meet her. 
We are driving back home from the club and even though I was pretty drunk before, I sobered up right away.
- Gee, Izzy, I don’t know. I mean it’s very nice of you to offer that, but we know each other only couple of weeks, don’t you think it’s a little bit too soon?
- Oh, she already knows so much about you! She’s very excited to meet my new girlfriend who I told her I’m going to marry.
Zed is so enthusiastic and has such a huge smile on his face; meanwhile I feel chills going down my spine.
- Of course you can’t tell her that you are dancing. I told her you are a waitress. She’s leaving to Greece soon with her fiancé, isn’t it so awesome that they’re gonna meet you before they leave?
Oh God! He’s making it even creepier!
- I guess…
- Cool! So I’ll tell her that you’re coming.
- Yeah, okay…



- We’ll do shopping early in the morning and we’ll get all the stuff we need and then we’re gonna cook it, it’s gonna be such a cool family barbeque, don’t you think?
“I think it’s not normal that you are talking family and marriage after two weeks of knowing me! And the whole last week you didn’t even see me because I took days off when you were working, because you really started creeping me out!!!”
- Aha, I guess…
 
_______________
 
The next day when I was talking to Mikky, she absolutely supported me in my position. 
- I don’t even know what you are doing with him. I mean, he’s just so immature for his age, I still can’t get over the fact that he’s forty! He looks younger, yes, but the whole piercing in his ears, tattoos, the chain on his jeans, all that gotta go. What’s with that chain anyway? He walks around rattling his keys like some frigging janitor or something! 
I can’t help but burst into laughing.
- He’s so in love with me… I’m being a total bitch with him, telling him that I hate cooking and would never do that, he agrees to that. He says he’s gonna cook. I say that I can’t come over to his house for a movie because of my puppy, he lets me bring her over even though he hates dogs. It’s just nice that he’s so crazy about me…but you’re right. He’s very immature. He still believes that if he moves to LA, he’s going to become a huge star there. He doesn’t want to admit that he might be a good DJ, but a bad composer. Do you know that every night he took me home after the club he would make me listen to the improvements he made in his track?
- No! Poor thing! – Mikky’s laughing. – And now his mother thing? He’s obsessed with you, baby. And it’s a little freaky.
But Mikky had no idea what freaky really meant until I met Zed’s mother and her fiancé the following day. Don’t get me wrong, she was a delightful Cuban woman, looking gorgeous in her seventies, who was really nice to me the whole time during our barbeque. She was genuinely interested in me and concerned how it’s going to be between me and Zed, but her genuine participation was that straw that broke the camel’s back.
- So, Milana, you’re Jewish?
- Well, I don’t really observe it, but yes, I am. – I touch the diamond Star of David on my neck.
- That’s nice. – she smiles at me. – You know, in our church we have a lot of Jews who converted into Catholicism. Such nice people! We are all one big family over there.
“Did she really just say that?!” 
I look at Zed, but he just cuts his steak like nothing happened.
- Yeah, I’m not sure how much you know about Judaism, but you can’t really convert to any religion. If you are born Jewish, you just stay Jewish your whole life. You can only convert into our religion, not the other way round.
- Don’t get me wrong, sweetie! I didn’t want to offend you or your religion, I’m just saying that those people became happier after our Savior Jesus Christ changed their lives. It’s not for everybody of course, and that’s why it’s so great that our religion accepts every single lost soul. Jesus loves you.
- I’m sure he does, - I don’t know what astonishes me the most, her sincere smile and assurance in her eyes that eventually she’ll bring my “lost soul” to the Savior, or Zed’s poker face. Not only he didn’t point out to his mother that this is quite a shaky topic for discussion on our first meeting, but he looked pretty much supportive of the whole conversation. Ok, you want to be a jerk, I’ll make sure I put some oil on the fire too!
- By the way, when I have kids, they automatically become Jewish. If mom’s Jewish, so are her kids. That’s why my puppy’s name is Eliana, she’s Jewish too, because I’m her “mommy”. Funny, isn’t it?
For a second I thought all three of them would choke on their meat. My grandpa would be very proud of me: he fought Nazis in the World War II not for some “second coming” witnesses would try to turn me into their religion during a family barbeque.
- What? – I put more salad on my dish and smile at Zed. – Don’t tell me you didn’t know that.
I was a sweetheart for the rest of the barbeque though. When Zed’s mother mentioned that Zed was thinking of moving to LA, I nicely shrugged and said that I love New York too much and would never leave it for any city in the world. When she asked me if I had any siblings, I very nicely answered that I was the only child, and a very spoiled one. Do I want to have kids? Not in the nearest ten years. I have my puppy as my baby. And once again, she’s Jewish, so I’ll be celebrating her Bat Mitzvah when she’s 13 months old. Oh God, I can be such a ball breaker when I want to!
 
_______________
 
Strippers and politicians are the people who lie the most in their lives. Both do it for money, but strippers, unlike politicians, don’t try to fuck you. Actually, when you are working in a gentleman’s club, you have to lie. First reason is to protect yourself from all the crazy stalkers who will creep you out waiting for you outside the club, trying to pay your co-workers to get your Facebook name or even follow you home after your shift (thank God I never had this experience, but I heard stories). Second reason is that this kind of job requires a lot of acting, so you simply have to do what students do during acting classes: you create a character, you give it a name, you make up a story and then you just improvise, make believe, persuade, seduce, promise… They are ready to pay big money for your performance.
I had fun doing it. I changed my hair color from dark brown to natural blond, put on hair extensions for a night, fake eyelashes, a lot of make-up, perfume… I created this walking Barbie Doll, Milana, who crazily resembled Victoria’s Secret Angel Candice Swanepoel, but who was dancing on a pole instead of walking the runway. They loved Milana, they were going crazy for her, and if I would get a dollar every time a customer asked me out, I wouldn’t have to work at all. I would lie if I said I didn’t like it. I liked the admiration, I liked that it was easy money and that I felt so powerful when guys were fighting over me, I liked how they were going crazy when I would put on a show on stage. But other than that, I hated my job. I was coming home at 4 in the morning, drunk and tired. Sometimes I couldn’t even sleep, so I was just sitting on my bed, still dressed, and thinking of what am I going to do with my life. I already knew, I wanted out.
 
Chapter 14
 
Back in my teens, when I was suffering from depression, I read a lot of books on psychology and spoke to a lot of therapists. All of them were saying one thing: if you are depressed, first of all, change your environment and get rid of everything and everybody who makes you depressed. And one morning I woke up and decided to change my life, once again. First of all, I needed to get rid of everyone who was making me feel bad. So at the cup of coffee I told Zed that it’s not going to work out between us and it was over. He seemed to be very upset and angry (I would be too, if “my wife to be” and “future mother of my children” who I met couple of weeks ago, dumped me). Anyway, I couldn’t sacrifice my happiness and dignity even for papers with Michael who I was actually in love with, so why would I do it now with the guy who I only tolerated just because he caught me on a rebound and made me feel loved again. By the age of 24 I already knew that I also needed to love back, and that one way relationship works only at the club, while imitating “boyfriend-girlfriend” relationship with customers.
Second, I needed to move away from my so-called family, before my vampire auntie sucked all my blood out. Mikky promised to let me know as soon as she has any available apartments in her building in Brooklyn, but I was a candidate number two actually: Mikky already let her former co-worker from the Russian strip club Gulnara live with her while she was waiting for an apartment as well. That’s ok, I can wait, I know how to be patient, at least now I have hope, and hope was the force that always made me move forward and never give up even during the most difficult situations. I was starving before; I was almost homeless when I had nothing to pay for my rent; I was abused by my aunt while I couldn’t find a decent job, but in spite of all that, I’m still here, I’m independent and free, and now I’m going to build my life all over again.
 
_______________
 
Always focus on positive moments and things, doctors were also saying. So I focused on the most positive thing I had, my sexy boss R. It all started when he bought me a cheesecake and I made all my customers wait while I was enjoying both the dessert and our conversation. R was always making me laugh, but at the same time we were talking about everything as if we knew each other the whole life. We were texting each other all the time, and one night when we were both pretty drunk, we had a phone sex. Not even talking, but texting, or better say sexting… He apologized to me the next morning, just like an old school gentleman, and asked me to forgive him for being drunk and obnoxious. I said that he can make it up to me, but I’m still mad as we haven’t even had a real date yet, and already had phone sex. Of course I wasn’t mad and R. knew that, but nevertheless he said that the date situation needs to be fixed as soon as possible. I caught myself smiling at my phone like a 17-year-old school girl. I’m having a date!
But that date was soon threatened by a very unpleasant incident. It was a warm, beautiful May day in New York and I was getting ready to meet Mikky in Manhattan for our long ago planned visit to Metropolitan Museum. Since both of us originally came to New York from the two Russian cultural capitals, Moscow and Saint Petersburg, we have always been craving this non-stop educational process. We were so happy that we became friends, as now every weekend we could spend at the museum, or exhibition, or theatre, or watch some educational movies together. We loved discussing everything we saw, we loved sharing our knowledge and our views on different subjects and, like any other hot girls in NYC, we loved taking pictures and posting them on Instagram. Taking into consideration this funny fact, I got dressed to kill: I put on my silk leopard print top, jeans shorts, sandals (there’s no way you can wear heals if you are going to spend several hours in a museum), put my hair up, my headphones on, sunglasses, cross-shoulder bag, and I was ready to go.
Mikky and I agreed to meet at around two, since my way from Staten Island would take good couple of hours. Not having a car of my own, and of course not wanting to ask my “Aunt Dracula” to give me a ride to the ferry, I had to walk thirty minutes to the nearest train, then after a twenty minute ride catch a ferry, then take another train into the city, but on a such beautiful spring day I didn’t mind walking at all. Everything was blossoming, the birds were singing like crazy (I even heard them through the music playing in my headphones). First day in such a long time I was really enjoying myself and everything around me, first time I was looking at my future with hope and optimism. But suddenly my happy train of thoughts was interrupted by a text message from R.: “Milana, have you ever been involved with Zed?” 
My heart sank and all of a sudden the world got dark and gloomy. I can’t believe that asshole told R. that we have been going out. I was actually pretty ashamed of that relationship and that was the reason why I never told anybody in the club about it. The only person who knew (and strongly disapproved of it) was Mikky. But why would Zed even bring it up now? Because it didn’t work out between us and now he can’t stand the thought that I can be happy with someone else, so he decided to destroy it for me?
“We were going out for a couple of weeks, but it didn’t work out and we broke up. I didn’t say nothing because I wasn’t proud of it and besides he asked me not to tell anyone, and I respected his wish.”
That was the truth. If R. was a customer, I would have come up with some bullshit, would’ve been naughty, would’ve been nice, would’ve completely thrown him off track and promised something for the next time he comes by. But I didn’t want to lie to R. even though it would have probably been easier. If he doesn’t want to see me anymore after that, well, so be it, I deserved it by being so stupid and getting into relationship with Zed that wouldn’t take me anywhere. But I didn’t want to start my new relationship with lying and playing games.
R. wasn’t answering and I very much surprised myself by how very upset I got. It turned out that I liked R. way more than I thought, but now it all probably didn’t matter anyway. And for the first time in a very long time I started praying, praying to God inside my head, asking him to make R. forgive me and give me a chance so I could prove him that I am a good person, I’m still a good Jewish girl, just like my mom raised me, but who is forced to dance on a stage in her underwear.
I was waiting for a train when I finally got a respond: “We are still going out, but you’ll have to make it up to me, bad girl”.
I closed my eyes with my hands and started laughing. I think if someone offered me a green card at that moment I wouldn’t be happier than I was. God heard me!
“I promise I will,” – I text back and look at the sky. It’s blue again.
 
_______________
 
While Mikky and I were walking through halls of the Metropolitan Museum of Arts, she wouldn’t stop wondering how can I get out of situations like this. 
- God helped me. – I smiled at her.
- Your hot ass helped you! – Mikky laughs. – Milana, you’re unbelievable!
- Oh look, Degas’ ballerinas! I love Degas!
- Yeah, it’s very pretty. But don’t you change the subject. When are you going out?
- This weekend. I took two days off just for that.
- And where are you going?
- I don’t know yet. I will let R. choose the place, it always says a lot about a man on a first date, you know?
- Oh, so you have the whole scientific method about dating, don’t you? – Mikky is such a little ball breaker.
- I really, really don’t. Oh, look, what a pretty sculpture! I don’t even know if he’s married or not, if he has a girlfriend or not… Every time it’s the same thing with me, I like somebody, I fall in love without thinking and it always ends bad. But what a great feeling it is just to be in love! Totally worth it. So this time I’ll do just the same. Do you think I’m stupid?
- No. – Mikky handles me her iPhone. – Take a picture of me next to this painting, it’s gorgeous!
I take a couple of pictures and she continues.
- I think it’s going to work between you two. You know how much against Zed I was, but R…. he’s just a different type of a man. So I say, go for it.
- What about the possible wife or a girlfriend we don’t know about?
- Well, if he had a girlfriend, I don’t think he would ask you out. And as for a wife, I don’t know, but at least I haven’t seen a ring on his finger.
- You don’t see rings on half of our customers, but does it mean anything? – I give Mikky my “I-don’t-think-so” look.
We both stop, fascinated by one of the modern section sculpture, all made of nails.
- Let’s create something like this, so people remember us forever? – I say.
- I have a feeling that we will someday. – Mikky smiles.
Who knew in 1987 that two girls who were just born in two different Russian cities with a completely non-Russian mentality will meet in the most amazing city in the world and agree to follow our American dream together. We didn’t know yet what it would be, but we were sure that as soon as we understand, we’ll do our best to help and support each other. Because as Paulo Coelho said, if you really want something, the whole Universe will comply to help you achieve your goal, as every dream is born in the Soul of the World.
 
Chapter 15
 
One of the myths about this business is that all strippers are whores, or gold diggers, or both combined.  Probably in certain cases you would be right, but 80% of the girls simply have temporary financial difficulties and they are hot and open-minded enough to resolve them quickly and pain free. Some of the girls are dancing to pay off their fake marriages for papers, oh well, let’s be honest, that’s the majority of the whole strip club population. That was the reason why Mikky spent three years in different clubs and now she is a happily divorced legal American citizen with a nice bank account and plans on buying an apartment in Manhattan. 
Some of the girls, however, don’t have the papers yet and that’s the only nicely paid half-legal job that they can find at the time. That’s the case of most of the Brazilian and Puerto-Rican girls who are lucky enough to have prettier faces and rounder butts than those who have to clean hotel rooms 24/7 or babysit some spoiled rotten Park Avenue toddlers.
Some girls are paying off their tuition by giving lap dances and doing champagne rooms, since they are not that attracted to the idea of being a 30 year old lawyer with a huge debt to pay to the truly fascinating American educational system. These are mostly American girls from the lower middle class families who do this so that their daughters won’t have to.
You know, when you think of that, I truly admire all these girls and women who actually have a very structured plan on what they want to do with their lives and what are they going to be in 3, 5, 7 years and how much it’s all going to cost. It amazes me what great accountants, managers and personal life coaches they are. Yes, they are wearing G-strings and plastic shoes, so what? They know exactly what they want and how to get it, and if you refuse to give these girls credit, stop reading this book right now, because one of them wrote it.
However, some dancers are not too smart about what they do at all. I’m not talking about the biggest Manhattan clubs of course; they would be kicked out of there in a split second as soon as the manager would bust their asses. But even in the club where I used to work I spotted several cases of what I call a “dumb stripper”. They all got fired pretty soon of course, but the whole point is, there really should be a little training course, or a manual for the girls who just started dancing. It should give you some certain rules, if you can’t use your common sense during work. If I wrote it, it would look something like this:
Rule #1. Customers always want the most of what they can’t get. Don’t give it all away at the very beginning. It’s not you who should beg them to buy a dance from you, it should be them begging you to buy an hour in the VIP room and come back every week for more.
Some girls don’t get this simplest rule, but it defines the whole business and on this rule only it will depend whether you will be making money or not. I saw girls letting customers touch their boobs under the bra for a $3 tip. I saw a girl humping the shit (pardon my French) out of the customer right at the bar and then complaining that he didn’t want to buy a dance from her. Of course he won’t buy it, he’s not stupid, he already got it for free, so why would he pay twenty more dollars now?
When I was working, I was always at my best lady-like behavior, as if I was at the most upscale high society New York event. I would talk about politics, economics and analyze the market with them. I wasn’t a stripper, I was a geisha, who was not only the pleasure for their eyes, but for their mind. And it was always working perfectly! They would buy rooms from me so we could talk in a more intimate atmosphere, drink champagne while he would be rubbing my back and telling me how beautiful I am. That’s why I never felt dirty at work, if you act classy, they will respect you and will never treat you wrong. Simple as that, it should be enough to be successful and for the club to make money.
Rule #2. Make yourself valuable. The more you invest in your looks, the more money you will make. Don’t buy your outfits in Marshalls, go to Victoria’s Secret and get not only sexy lingerie, but some hot accessories, like garter belts or stockings. If you look like a cheap porn star in bright ass green panties and a red bra, you’ll be attracting customers asking you for a blow job on the side or if you’ll show him your boobs for an extra five bucks during the dance. But if you look like one of the Victoria’s Secret Angels, you’ll be treated like one by some Wall Street money bags.
And the same goes with your body. Ladies, go to the gym, work out, make yourself look sexy as hell; believe me, everybody wants a Sports Illustrated model, not some plus size cellulite filled jelly mess.
Every time you come to work, get ready as if you are preparing yourself for the most important date of your life. Always have your hair done, always make sure your make-up is flawless, but be careful with perfume since most of the male club population are married men and they won’t take a chance getting a divorce because they come home smelling like a Sephora store. And don’t forget about the manicure: when you sit with a customer at the bar and he buys you a drink, he doesn’t want to see different shaped nails with a month old half-gone nail polish and bit cuticles. Always remember, the more expensive you look, the richer the customer you will attract. Simple, isn’t it?
Rule #3. Simple courtesy rule, also known as “among us, girls” rule. Like in life, always treat another girl like you want to be treated. I have such sweet memories of the golden age of “Velvet” when I just started working there. All the girls were like sisters to each other, we knew everything about each other’s lives, boyfriends, kids, schools, careers, and we would discuss it all at the back room doing our make-up. We could leave the money right on the dressing table next to our bags and no one would ever take it. We never used lockers since we would never take anything from another girl’s bag. We were all dancers, we knew how hard it is to get this money and we would never betray each other by stealing from a fellow dancer.
Another thing is the mutual courtesy when it comes to the customers. If you see a girl sitting with a customer and he bought her a drink, but now she has to go on stage or use the bathroom, never come up to her customer and ask him for a dance. It’s the same thing like stealing, but now you’re stealing not the actual, but potential money. And it’s not cooler in any way. You wouldn’t want anybody to take your customer while you do your set, so why would you do it to somebody else?
And of course, never, ever, ever try to steal the other dancer’s regular customer. That’s one of the lowest things that you can do in the club. I remember how hard Alana was trying to steal one of my regulars, Coconut. Luckily for me, he was so in love with me that he wouldn’t even come to the club when I wasn’t working. But Alana tried to steal him as soon as I would get on stage and leave him alone; she would come up to him and start saying how much prettier she is than me and how her boobs are bigger. I was only laughing though, if you have to persuade somebody that you’re hot, you probably aren’t. You should just enter the room and have everybody looking at you. That’s how it works. 
So here we are, these three rules are very simple, but if you follow them, soon you’ll be the main attraction of the place, making crazy money and being spoiled by the attention of the most desirable customers in the club.
 
Chapter 16
 
Our first date with R. was on May 27. I remember it so well because since that date we have a tradition of celebrating our anniversary in the same Mexican restaurant in the Village, take a ride on a horse and buggy in Central Park, stop by the “Imagine” mosaic dedicated to John Lennon (R. is a huge Beatles fan), make out on a bench in the dark and go home. It was quite unusual to see each other in the daylight while I was dressed sexy, but classy and without my whorish make-up. We haven’t had a tiny bit of an “uncomfortable silence” that most of the couples have on their first date. We were talking all the time, laughing and holding hands.
We found out a lot of new things about each other. R. was quite surprised to find out that I was Jewish (but it turned out to my favor as he grew up in the neighborhood that was predominantly Italian and Jewish and had more Jewish friends than I did); that I had a bachelor’s degree in linguistics and that I haven’t spoken to my father in almost a year. I learned that he was older than I thought (the fact that I didn’t believe in until I saw his driver’s license since R. looks at least 15 years younger than he really is); that he was separated from his wife long time ago (big relief!) and that he lived with a cat named Rory and a goldfish named Feesh. Besides the club R. had a sign business and he enthusiastically pointed out to me every billboard and every sign he made while we were driving to the restaurant. R. told me a lot about his big Italian family, about his nieces and nephews, how his father died several years ago and how he missed him. I told R. about my daddy issues and about my grandpa who was such a great father figure to me; I told him how I haven’t seen my mommy and granny for so long and how much I miss them. I also told him what a bitch my aunt Anna was and how I wanted to move to Brooklyn. I didn’t want to hide anything, I wanted R. to know everything about my life without covering things up.
That’s why I also confessed that my uncle was in jail for heroin trafficking. R. just laughed and told me to look up a couple of names on a Wikipedia: they were his good friends and probably made the top ten most wanted Italian mobsters on the FBI list. I really started laughing after that one. Looks like I just can’t beat him at anything! R. started laughing too and said that he was very happy that I didn’t take off like a bandit. And by the way, the Feds might be watching us right now and taking pictures, R. said. That’s fine, I look great, so they can take all the pictures they want, I answered. We looked at each other and realized that we’re going to make a great couple. Just like Bonnie and Clyde.
 
_______________
 
R. started spoiling me right away. And I’m not talking bags and shoes, he was spoiling me with a completely different from all the other men attitude, he was almost cherishing me and making me feel like a princess. R. was giving me showers after my stages, getting me my favorite cheesecakes and I was sitting on his lap talking about everything in the world. He was taking me home after work and singing Sinatra for me and, oh my God, he sounded just like him! R. was taking me to the best Italian restaurants and feeding me oysters, lobsters and filet mignons. But more than all that, I loved those cute little gentleman things he did, like opening doors for me (even in his car), helping me with my jacket and serving me at the restaurants. One thing I can say, men should learn from R. who’s always been an old school gentleman, and too bad they don’t make them anymore.
Pretty soon he introduced me to all his friends and they all loved me right away, and very soon I found out why. As I told Mikky before, I had no idea about any possible girlfriends of R.’s, and pretty soon he told me that he broke up with his girlfriend a couple of month ago, but she still bothered him calling and asking to come back. It was surprising for me to find out that she was very persistent in her calls and I had no idea how crazy the girl really was until R. and his friend Vito told me some stories.
R. got separated from his wife many years ago and since then he dated Jessie, a fitness instructor, for almost ten years, but after his ex-wife got very sick, he decided to break up with his girlfriend to take care of his ex. Jessie moved to California, got married and became quite a successful painter. She still e-mails R. from time to time and says she never got over him. I understand her. R. spoiled me for all other men for the rest of my life and I don’t think I could ever be with somebody else.
Anyway, when R.’s ex-wife got better and forgot all about how good he was to her during her illness when even her own father and sister didn’t want to take care of her, R. met Denise. The biggest nightmare of his life, as he calls her. Also known as “the Nut”, “Stalker” and “Crazy Bitch” (all names are given by R. and I have nothing to do with them).
The whole story of how they met gives the tone to the whole three year relationship right away. R. loved riding bikes and some of his friends who also shared his love for Harleys, often went for a ride all over the States. So one day, when they were ready to take off for another trip, Vito brought a pretty blonde named Denise, who decided that R. was way hotter than her date and started flirting with him and asking him out. Because of the guys’ code and his morals, R. kept refusing her again and again, until she persuaded him that Vito and her have never technically been a couple, even though Vito took her to a couple of family dinners and she spent a night at his house (but not at his bedroom). 
“She was calling me twenty times a day! – R. was laughing. – What was I supposed to do? I gave up. Biggest mistake of my life! I should have known back then that she was a crazy stalker!”
Denise always had an attitude. She never liked the restaurants R. was bringing her to, the food was never good enough, his friends were annoying, and God forbid a waitress or a hostess would smile at R., - at moments like that Denise was going completely ballistic.
“Did she give you her number? Do you know her? I saw you staring at her ass! Do you wanna fuck her? You motherfucker!” And then there would be tears, hysterical accusations, slamming the doors and walking out on him.
 
_______________
 
It was hard to believe that a woman can be that crazy until it concerned me one day, when Denise showed up at the club with couple of her friends looking to give me a beating of my life. I’ve never seen her before and so I was just happily dancing on stage when a bartender, Leslie, called me up and told me not to collect the tips after I’m done and just go to the dressing room right away, as R.’s ex-girlfriend Denise is sitting at the bar and she’ll make trouble. I was pretty drunk by then, so I just winked at Leslie, said that trouble was my middle name and started dancing as sexy as I possibly could. But right after my stage was finished, the club manager Philip and a bouncer escorted me right to the dressing room, so there wouldn’t be a risk of her making a scene. It was almost closing time, so I changed and was waiting patiently for the van to take me home. On the way to Staten Island I told Mikky the whole story and she laughed with me, and then I stated receiving a bunch of messages with apologies from R., calling Denise a “stupid drunken moron” and saying that she was now banned from the club.
Later I found out that as soon as Denise showed up, Philip called R., and R. rushed to my rescue in the middle of the night like a knight in shining armor. And while I was going to the van with Mikky, R and Denise had a huge fight on the kitchen, during which drunk Denise tried to stab R. with a knife. Thanks to his martial arts skills and years of experience of being a mobster, R. quickly disarmed her and after that gave her a nice kick in the ass goodbye, as the other manager and club co-owner Shawn told me later, laughing. “That girl was trouble, - he was saying. – R. had to sit at the bar looking at his shoes, he couldn’t look at the girls, he couldn’t talk to them, and he has to, he’s the owner of the place! She would make a scene out of everything, I’m so glad R. kicked her out!”
Too bad it wasn’t so easy to kick her out of our lives as well. She would still bother R., even though he wouldn’t pick up the phone, she would leave messages crying, saying how much she loved him, and then right away going to the aggressive mode and calling him names and asking how could he do that to her. Meanwhile, R., a very mellow man who put up with her shit for years, only broke up with her after she went on a cruise with her ex-boyfriend.
“God knows how many guys she’s been with while we were dating! I don’t even want to think about it. – R. was saying. – And you know me, I never run around, if I’m with someone, I’m only with that person, and she kept accusing me of cheating on her! I just kept saying that we see in others what we do ourselves. She hated when I would say that.”
 
Chapter 17
 
Zed didn’t take me going out with R. too well, and along with nasty text messages I was getting “upset DJ’s vengeance” songs for my sets on stage. I didn’t mind dancing to “What Goes Around, Comes Around” by Justin, or “Heartless” by Kanye, and if he thought that his choice of music would make me feel guilty, he was very mistaken. I couldn’t care less and instead of looking upset or mad, I was winking at customers right and left, and doing as many rooms as I could. The nights when R. was stopping by and we were hanging out together and leaving together, Zed was fuming and in the next couple of days he posted a picture of himself with five or six girls sitting around him. And one weekend, while at the barbeque with his friends, he put a Barbie doll on a tent pole and captioned it “girl of my dreams”. I showed it to everybody in the club and was dying laughing.
- What did you expect? – Mikky asked me. – You broke his heart. And a man with a broken heart does stupid things. 
- No, honey, a woman with a broken heart does stupid things. A man should take it like a man and walk away. Because grown, 40-year-old men don’t act like little vindictive winy bitches.
- Just unfriend him then!
- No way! I’m having too much fun watching him trying to get back at me.
I was actually genuinely amused by Zed’s reaction, but I had too many things on my plate at that time, so his Facebook immaturity soon stopped being entertaining even on a slow Monday night. I was desperately trying to get my own place. And to get my own place I needed a lot of money. 
You know how you don’t go fishing where there are no people? You go to a place where everybody’s fishing, because that’s where the fish is. The same happens with dancers: they fish where all the girls get some catch. It means that if the customer is new and he takes a girl to the room, you want to be the next girl who catches him right after. And that’s how I caught my most loyal customer, the guy who won the “Idiot of the Year” award from me and my friends, the guy who thought that we were actually dating, the guy who wanted to convert from Christianity to Judaism to marry me… God, I wish I started writing this book earlier, while he was still around, because I’m afraid I forgot half of the crazy shit that he was saying or doing. I gave him a name that perfectly fits him: Coconut. 
 
_______________
 
I first saw Coconut sitting at the bar with Alana and was pretty much surprised that she was wasting her time on such an unworthy looking customer. Alana and Megan, who were always considering themselves the elite of any club they ever worked at, with all their “with-my-style-and-my-look-I’m-too-good-for-Jersey” attitude, they never wasted their time on someone who looked like a soccer player who just finished his workout and forgot to shower. And he’s drinking a beer? Beer is a drink of a guy who spends his last $20 at the strip club and then walks home because he can’t afford a cab; no way a classy guy will drink beer. 
“So something’s up”, - I thought to myself and continued working the room as a couple of my regulars showed up early, so I was done with them and now had nothing else to do. To my great surprise, in ten minutes Alana took the weird looking black guy to the Champagne room. “He has money for Champagne?” – I raised my eyebrows as they disappeared behind the doors. I was surprised even more when the “soccer player” didn’t leave right after the time was up, but returned to the bar and got himself another beer. For a couple of moments I was choosing between playing my Candy Crush Saga or trying to work with him, and since I needed money pretty bad, I put on one of my sexiest smiles and came up to the guy.
After five minutes of talking two things happened: he fell desperately in love with me and I concluded that he was a complete moron, and as our so-called “relationship” continued, both feelings from each side were getting stronger and stronger. Don’t get me wrong, sometimes the first impression from somebody can be untruthful or misleading; however with Coconut it was one way damn straight right. It was close to the end of the night and I was already pretty drunk, but very soon I realized that I will need much more alcohol to be on the same intellectual level with Coconut. 
He was an accountant (what an exciting profession!), in his free time he loved playing soccer (you don’t say!), he was divorced and had two kids, a twenty something year old daughter and a son, still have no idea of his age. He didn’t normally go to the strip clubs, but this time his friends brought him after a soccer game and that bitchy girl made him go to the room.
- Well, now it’s time for you to go with the real girl, - I didn’t want to waste more time listening to his bullshit and called the hostess. – I will make you come back every day.
 
_______________
 
I actually did. Coconut was so crazy about me that he came back the very next day and became my personal dog who was following me wherever I was going. Coconut, who wasn’t exposed to strip clubs before, was very easy to manipulate and very soon I taught him that when I’m dancing on stage, he has to give me showers; that if we’re sitting at the lounge area, he has to buy shots from a shot girl (I was just trying to get as drunk as I could because I couldn’t stand him sober), and after my stage I needed a couple of massages from the massage girl. Very soon I mastered my training skills so perfectly, that I was making Coconut believe that we were dating at the club, since “I had no time to see him outside”. So I was texting him at 4 or 5 in the afternoon, saying something like “Are you seeing me tonight, honey?” (I always hated that word, “honey”, for no particular reason, so I was calling him that). And when Coconut would come to the club later that night, we would “have dinner” first (don’t forget, we “were dating”, so I had to make it look like a date), I would order my Caesar salad, he would order the same, then I would get 3 or 4 apple martinis in a row to get drunk faster and also make him drink something stronger than beer (he was spending much more and stayed in the room longer when he was drunk), and finally after I finished my stage, we would go to the room. In the room I was drinking Red Bull – vodka so I would have some patience to tolerate Coconut. He was an absolutely girlie man: his drink of choice after beer was “Sex on the Beach”. He didn’t know how much to tip the hostess and started giving her twenty percent only after I yelled at him once and gave her the money from my pocket. As I didn’t want to dance with him, I tried to teach him how to rub my back, but that didn’t work too well either.
- Jesus, you aren’t playing the piano, you’re massaging a girl! – I was yelling at him. – Do it nice and slow, it’s supposed to relax me and put me to sleep, not to wake me up!
     - Like this? – he’s doing something with my shoulders that can’t be possibly called a massage. I just rolled my eyes at him.
     - No, not like this! Turn around and let me show you.
     I had a lot of tricks to waste a customer’s time in the room. Surprisingly, all my massages and talking, and pictures of my dog worked pretty well and he was staying at the room for 3 or 4 hours and I was going home loaded with cash.
 
_______________
 
My aunt Anna and Ari left to Miami for a week and I couldn’t be happier to stay home alone. There was no more nagging and teaching me how to live my life, or waking me up early in the morning. I was finally getting enough sleep, getting up at twelve, feeding Tonya, who by that time would destroy half of the house, ripping the pillows and chewing on the walls. I couldn’t care less. I was loving every second of being there alone and finally left alone in peace. I knew it was the time to call the realtor. 
Mikky knew some guy who was helping her friend Katie find an apartment in Sheepshead Bay Brooklyn, and as I wanted to move closer to the ocean and Mikky, and further from aunt Anna and Ari, I gave this guy a call. The very next day I was on my way to Brooklyn to check out several apartments he picked out for me, one in Midwood and three in Sheepshead Bay area. I have to say, I was very excited to see them all, even though the one on Emmons Ave wasn’t an option for me because of my dog, who wasn’t welcomed at the building. I just felt such an inspiration, I felt that I was finally moving forward and that my life, just like a big puzzle, was finally falling into place together. I had a man who I was crazy in love with and who actually made me believe again that real love does exist and not all men are complete jerk offs. I had my little puppy who I adored to death and who loved me to death too. My job sucked, yes, but it was bringing pretty good money and I could finally send enough back to my mom, so she could pay off the loan she took from the bank when I just came to the States and had no place to live.
R. kept saying that we needed to find me another job; he didn’t like seeing me dancing in my underwear on stage at all, let alone talking to the customers at the bar and doing rooms with them. Pretty soon we started seeing each other only outside the club as he didn’t like going there and see me working anymore. I liked that. It meant he cared about me and it made me fall in love with him even more. As I knew a lot of things in my life before they actually happened, just like I knew that I would get a visa to America, or that there will be a female puppy at the pet store when I went there, I somehow knew that I will spend the rest of my life with R., that he’s the one, that he’s my soul mate, and I was ready to do everything to make it work. And first of all, we needed a place of our own.
I really hoped that by my 25th birthday (that was going to be in a month, at the end of July), I would start a new life, in my new apartment, with my new man, and hopefully a new job. So when the realtor showed me a one bedroom apartment on Ave T, I decided to go for it, and left him $300 deposit. However, God, who always has his own plan for me, decided to interfere, and when I called R. to let him know the good news, I hit the voicemail right away and kept hitting it for a couple more days. And as without R.’s help I couldn’t get the lease, as technically I was still an illegal immigrant with no papers, I realized that I got stuck. After several missed calls from my realtor, I finally picked up the phone and told him that my boyfriend, who was supposed to lease an apartment with me, had to go on an urgent business trip, so I will have to call him (the realtor) back as soon as he (my boyfriend) returns.
After a couple of days R. finally called me. He was upstate with his Godfather, he explained to me, and I didn’t want to know what they were doing there. I didn’t ask, I just smiled at the thought that all the jokes about the “three-body-trunk” of R.’s car weren’t jokes after all. The bad news was that I lost that apartment.
 
Chapter 18
 
My aunt came back and I got upset about losing that apartment even more. She started dragging me with her to the stores and teaching me how to live my life again. But more than anything I started to get annoyed by her attempts to milk me at every opportunity she had. 
My first big mistake was to get a joined family plan with her when I decided to get an iPhone in April. She “nicely” offered me a fourth line in her account, and this way I would only pay $300 for the phone itself and about $100 every month. That seemed fair to me until my bills “somehow” got higher than $150 a month. And my own aunt had a nerve to blame it on me while paying half of her bills with my hard earned money.
- You are using too much internet data, - she was telling me one morning, when she came into my guest house without even knocking. Again.
- I’m not using too much internet, Anna. Go talk to AT&T, I’m not stupid, I can check how much I use every day, and just before the payment day it was saying 3.5 GB, while my plan allows up to 5. There’s no way that I used 1.5 GB at one day, you actually have to stream movies all frigging day to do that! – I’ve had it with her and wasn’t even trying to be nice anymore. Go ahead, kick me out, I dare you, bitch!
- Well, I don’t know about that, but that’s what the bill says. So this month you owe me $170. Ari wasn’t even using his phone, he’s been to Canada almost all month.
I couldn’t care less about what Ari was doing and where he was, I hated them both with a passion at that point, and it takes a lot for me to start hating anybody. My mommy always taught me to be better than that. But you have to be a person with no heart or compassion at all to try to screw your own blood relative who has to earn this money dancing in her underwear on guys’ laps. And I have no respect for people like that. I was so disgusted with her by now that I just took the money out of my wallet and gave it to her. 
- Is that it for today, Anna? I would like to read a book and relax before I go to work. Thank you. 
- Sure, sure, relax.
She left with such a happy greedy smile on her face, that I almost felt bad for her. If stealing from me a couple of twenties is the only thing that makes you happy, you are more miserable than some crack whore who fucks truck drivers for dope. Please, pardon my French.
 
_______________
 
My 25th birthday brought me more good news than I expected. First of all, Mikky finally got her papers and we celebrated her getting a Green Card by going out with R. and his friend to Lu Nellos, a very upscale and fancy restaurant in Wayne, New Jersey, not far from our club. Oysters, champagne and filet mignon made me feel like a princess again, and made me forget about my “family” problems.
And just about a week before my birthday Mikky offered me to stay in her apartment in Brooklyn, while she’ll be gone to St. Petersburg to see her parents after two years. And that was the best present I could possibly wish for. R. was very happy too, as we didn’t have to go to hotels every night after a date night, because I couldn’t bring him over to my guest house as my aunt had a habit to break in every now and then without my permission; and R. couldn’t take me to his house and couldn’t explain me either.
- Maybe he has a sick relative he’s taking care of? – Mikky suggested. 
I didn’t know and I didn’t really care. R. introduced me to all his friends, his Godfather; he treated me like a princess and I couldn’t care less what the problem with his house was. Maybe he had a family in there or he kept decapitated bodies in his bathroom before taking them upstate… I didn’t care, I loved him too much. But honestly, I had such an unfortunate previous love life, that I would much rather prefer bodies.
 
_______________
 
July 29 was finally here and R. showed up on my driveway with a huge bouquet of red roses, a cute stuffed kitty cat and a set of diamond earrings. 
- If you don’t like them, we can exchange them anytime, - R. says.
I loved them. I put them on right away and we headed to Atlantic City. It was a perfect little getaway for both of us. I didn’t want to see anybody but R. next to me on my special day, and besides the further I was from aunt Anna, the better I felt.
At Atlantic City we stayed at Tropicana and the first thing we did is stopped by the bar for a couple of drinks, and after that we went to see the stand up comedy show. I remember laughing my ass off and how R. and I were posing for a guy, who was taking pictures of the guests. Later we picked the picture up and since then it never left my night table. After the show we felt like gambling a little and R. took me to the Black Jack table, since it was the only game that you can actually control, as R. explained to me. I’ve never been to a casino before and loved every second of it. For less than two minutes R. won about $500 and we decided to leave before the table could turn around as not to our favor. We had a nice dinner after that and headed back home, as R. had to work the next day and I had to go to the club too. For one last time, when we already were in Staten Island, we stayed at a hotel, and I remember how happy I was that in a week I’m going to have my own apartment and no more clerks will be looking at me like I’m a hooker with a customer. I mean, come on, no boyfriend-girlfriend couples stay for one night at a hotel with no suitcases.
 
_______________
 
The next day at work I had another birthday bash. All my regulars showed up with flowers, presents and chocolates and it felt pretty good to be stuck in the VIP all night, without having to go to the stage at all. I got a Burberry watch, a Prada bag and a pocketful of cash from those who didn’t know what to give me. 
I have to admit, it felt pretty good to have so many admirers worshiping me like a goddess. But, like Marilyn Monroe’s character was saying in “Some Like It Hot”, I was 25 now, which is a quarter of a century, and I had to do something about my life. And I knew deep inside, that it wasn’t a life for me, no matter how successful I was as a dancer, giving lap dances grossed me out and no presents and money will ever comfort me after going to the room with another guy. I wanted to build a nest and start a family. As soon as I met R. I knew that I was ready to be a perfect housewife and a mommy. R. was always telling me that I was too smart to be a dancer and I was laughing. 
- That’s why I’m so good at it, I know how to fuck with their brains, - I was saying. 
- Well, I don’t want you to dance anymore. I don’t want no guys touching my baby. I’m getting very possessive of you. 
- I know, baby. I just have to get my own place and then I’ll try to find something else. 
I was done with dancing. I set my mind on it and every time I set my mind on something, I was ready to do my best to reach my goal. And my new goal was to start my new, independent life with R., in our own place and quit dancing by New Year.
 
Chapter 19
 
- Why don’t you marry me? – Coconut was trying to look into my eyes, while holding my hand at the Champagne room. He annoyed me so much that I drank my Red Bull - vodka almost one shot to become half-conscious to deal with him.
- I told you almost a million times, I’m Jewish and you are Christian. I can’t marry a non-Jew.
With a normal guy who has at least some brain, this excuse would never fly of course. Just think about it: I’m a stripper, I dance in my underwear on Sabbath, and you think I’m so religious that I can’t marry a non-Jew? God, was he stupid!
Coconut smiles and says something that took almost all my self-control not to burst out laughing:
- Well, I have great news. We have a synagogue near our town and I spoke to the Rabbi. He said that I can convert into Judaism. I’ll have to attend certain seminars and to learn about the religion first, and then after several stages I can become a real Jew. Isn’t it great? And then we can get married!
Palm-face. All I could do at that time. He was literary too stupid to put two and two together, but imagining a black guy wearing a soccer uniform and a yarmulke cracked me up though.
- Honey, you can’t become a Jew. You have to be born a Jew. And besides, I don’t want you to change your religion for me. You don’t want to marry me. You don’t want to marry a dancer.
- You won’t be dancing anymore. I’ll take you home and you’ll be living with me here, in New Jersey.
- I will never live in New Jersey. – I interrupted him right away. – I’m a New York girl. All my favorite spots and restaurants are in New York. My hair stylist is in New York. My spa salon is in New York. All my favorite stores are in New York. All my friends are here. I’m not going to New Jersey.
- Ok then. I can accept that job that I was telling you about, that’s in Manhattan. And I can rent an apartment in Manhattan too.
- Your kids are in New Jersey.
- I’ll be going there to see them on weekends.
- What about your soccer? You won’t be able to play with your friends anymore. 
- Yeah, that’s sad. But I’ll be ok. You just give me a chance, Milana. I dream of walking in here with a Zales ring, I’ll go to the DJ booth and ask you to marry me. Isn’t it going to be great? I’ll wait till you get on stage and start dancing, and then I’ll go to the DJ booth and propose to you…
- Please, shut up. – I’m not sure if I’m sick of alcohol or Coconut talking nonsense. Maybe both, but I’m obviously still too sober to tolerate him. – How about you better go to the bar instead of a DJ booth and get me another Red Bull - vodka? And tell them not to be shy on vodka. Be a lamb.
That’s just a little sample of what I had to deal with while I was in a room with Coconut. But unfortunately one of my regulars got a DUI and couldn’t come see me anymore; another one left to Bahamas for a vacation and Bill happily reconciled with his wife, which I was very happy for. And since August was a vacation month and it got pretty dead, Coconut was my only stable source of income. Another vodka it is then.
Mikky was surprised why it was so hard for me to tolerate Coconut, until she met him in person. It was a slow night and I invited her to sit with us while we were eating our dinner in the lounge area. After ten minutes of talking to Coconut, Mikky told me in Russian that she understood me completely and she never met a more obvious moron in her life.
 
_______________
 
I can’t stand stupid people. But more than stupid people I can’t stand weak men. Coconut was an embodiment of the stupidest chicken you can possibly find. Alana wouldn’t forgive me that I turned him, Coconut, her single-time customer into my regular, and kept stalking him every time I was on stage or at the dressing room. She kept shaking him for a drink or for some money, and this idiot kept giving it to her so she would leave him alone.
- Why don’t you just say no to her? – I was getting pissed watching it, since it was my potential money going into Alana’s pocket. – If you keep doing it, she’ll never stop.
- I know, I know, - he says with a sigh, - it’s just easier for me. I give her what she wants and she leaves me alone.
- A man, a normal manly man, would just say no. You’re not a man, you’re a chicken. – my frustration brought up the bitchiest bitch in me, but God knows, Coconut deserved it!
But it reached the limit of the ridiculousness one night, when Alana and her best friend Megan stopped by the club to ask the manager Shawn to take them both back to work (because of their attitude they were getting fired on a regular basis, but the manager would normally take them back after their long, tearful apologies, as they were making good money for the club). Coconut came early that night (I told him how much I care about him getting his eight hours of sleep at night, that’s why I wanted him to come early. The truth was that early evenings were always the slowest part of the shift, but luckily for me he was too stupid to pick it up).
Waiting for the manager, Alana and Megan ordered a couple of martinis at the bar, where they were sitting with some guy slash customer, who was driving them around when they needed it. I told Coconut to ask a bartender to order me my salad, but he couldn’t manage that simple task without getting in trouble with Alana. Ok, I have to admit, sometimes I made Coconut do things or put him in situations just for my amusement, so I could make fun of him for the rest of the night or make just another example of why girls with asses like mine will never go out with guys with faces like his. It was exactly one of those good times and I sat more comfortable in a chair, sipping my martini and watching Coconut getting robbed. When he finally came back, I made a very mean face (don’t forget, I studied acting while I was in my high school and university, so it came in very handy in my new profession), and asked him what he was thinking by giving Alana money.
- I don’t know, honey, she just attacked me and told me that she needed money for gas…
That was too funny to watch him sweat from the top of his head. But I kept going.
- What gas?! She’s with a guy who drives her and her friend around! Are you stupid?! 
- No, but… But she said that guy makes them pay for gas… - his hands were shaking.
- You are stupid. Have you ever seen a guy who makes a girl pay for his gas?! She’s lying right into your face and you buy it like a five year old. Jesus Christ, I’ve never seen anything like it!
A shot girl came up to us and saved his ass.
- Hi, guys! How are you doing tonight? Would you like a shot?
- I need at least two. – I keep my “mean” face on, even though I’m laughing inside. The guiltier I make him feel, the more money he’s going to spend. 
Yep, that’s exactly how it works in modern world, guilt equals money. And my math teacher told me I was hopeless. Maybe I was, from her point of view, but in my third grade, when I realized that I’ve learned enough math to count money, I decided not to bother myself with learning algebra and whatever the hell she was teaching us. After all, I’ve never seen a person who needed algebra to succeed in life. Or to trade on Wall Street.
While I was drinking my first shot, Alana and Megan spotted it like hawks and came up to our table “to say hi”. To have a free shot actually, as we never really got along. For the same reason why we didn’t get along with Coconut: I never liked stupid people. And stupid girls, with attitudes, who sleep with anybody who would agree to take them for a weekend in LA… I’m sorry, I don’t judge anybody, but I don’t want to be friends with you either. Nevertheless, my mommy raised me well, so I never rejected a polite chit-chat with them.
- Are you guys having shots? – Megan kissed me on a cheek and gave me one of her fake bitchy smiles. I returned the favor.
- Yes, we are. – My mommy did raise me well, but this world made me a bitch, so I’m not going to offer you one. You’ll have to ask for it, sweetie. Coconut, feeling the storm coming, is trying to be as invisible as a black guy in a dark club can possibly be.
- Do you girls want to join us? – the shot girl wants to make money too, and she knows that Coconut is the perfect ATM machine. – Can they have a couple of shots too?
I’m trying my best not to laugh. The poor guy is sitting there, between me, just staring at him hard, the shot girl and two troublemakers, and wishing he was somewhere far, far away. Finally, Alana makes a decision for him.
- We have to go anyway, - she gets up and grabs his shoulder. – Relax, pussy!
They both leave and I start giggling along with the shot girl.
- We need a drink for that! – I tell her, and we both picked new shots out of her tray.
- Wait, did you see how mad she was? – Coconut seems to be very far from our festive mood. – What if she’s going to do something?
- Like what? – I roll my eyes at him.
- I don’t know, but she seemed pretty pissed. What if she comes back with a gun?
For a moment I don’t even know what to say, and very few things can leave me speechless.
- What?! – I realize that Coconut was genuinely concerned about Alana and the whole gun thing wasn’t a joke. I should have known better: he was as bad at joking as at handling women. – Are you being serious right now?! You, big black…ok, you’re not big at all, but the point is, you’re afraid of a tiny little white Russian girl coming back and shooting you?! Really?!
- She seemed pretty pissed…
- So what?! Why am I not afraid of her? I better pretend I’ve never heard what you just said. You’re a man. You can’t be afraid of little girls! What else are you afraid of? Flowers? Butterflies?
- No, I’m not afraid of butterflies…
- Thank God! They can be pretty creepy and might also have a gun!
- You are joking right now, - he’s trying to smile at me.
- You think?! – I fight the temptation to smack Coconut on the head. – I have no respect for you. Seriously. After what I saw tonight… Before I thought you can’t say no because you’re too nice. Now I see that you are afraid that if you say no, a little Russian girl will shoot you. You’re not a man. You’re a girl.
- I’m a chicken, I know. But I’ll try to fix it. You want me to be tough, I’ll be tough.
- Oh yeah, I’d pay to see that happen.
 
Chapter 20
 
I doesn’t matter if you are a citizen of the United States or an illegal or not so legal immigrant, finding a place to live and especially in NYC is always a problem. And finding a perfect apartment or a house for a good price is almost as challenging as finding your perfect soul mate in the Big Apple. First of all, it’s the location problem. And sometimes really nice apartments for a good price, that won’t cost you an arm and a leg, are in the area where you don’t want to find yourself after dark. But if somehow you managed to find something suitable in a good area, they will ask you for as much paperwork as you would have to give to apply for a Green Card. 
That’s why I was so happy that Mikky was sub renting me her apartment in Brooklyn for two month while she was going to Russia and I had pretty much enough time to find my own. But when I shared the good news with Aunt Anna and told her that I was moving out in two weeks, she wasn’t a happy camper at all.
- So you think it’s ok that you are telling me this just now, when I don’t have enough time to find new tenants? – that was her first question. What?!
To clarify the situation, as soon as I got my puppy and she didn’t want the dog to live in the house, I moved to the guest house that was half destroyed after the hurricane Katrina, with part of the roof missing inside the house, with snakes accidentally getting inside from the nearby park, let alone bugs, water bugs and spiders. And even though I didn’t have hot water in my sink in the bathroom for four months and the shower was so clogged that it was taking 30 minutes for the water to go down and no Drano was helping, I was still paying frigging $1200 a month and wasn’t saying a thing, while my aunt didn’t really give a flying fuck about all that. And now this money greedy bitch was accusing me of not letting her know about my moving sooner?! I’m your family, dear! For God’s sake!
- New tenants? – I couldn’t hold my anger no matter how hard I tried this time. – What are you talking about? Who’s gonna live here? It’s a remodeled garage with half of the wooden roof showing, with no hot water and no means of transportation within a half hour!
- It doesn’t matter! People would love to live here! It’s close to the park and they are gonna have a pool, and the roof can be fixed in one day.
- One day?! Why the hell haven’t you fixed it while I lived here?!
- Oh, you know, I was waiting for our neighbors’ contractor to fix it for free, and he never came, he says he’s too busy.
- Of course he’s too busy to do it for free! And I haven’t had hot water all this time, I don’t think those “new tenants” will be too happy about it too!
- Where you haven’t had hot water?
- In my frigging bathroom!!! And I told you a million times to fix it and you just completely ignored me!
- I’ll tell my friend Boris to fix it, he’s a plumber. And by the way, washing your face with cold water is good for your skin, I do it all the time.
- Well, I don’t want to wash my face with cold water! I want it to be warm!!!
- You know, you’ve really changed since I first met you, Mila. You were such a nice, quiet girl, with no attitude, always so polite and respectful, and I don’t like what you’ve become.
- You don’t like that I became a self sufficient person who can take care of herself and finally say something back, and not a foot rug that I used to be. Then yes, I’ve changed. And good for me!
- That’s not right what you’re doing. You’re being very ungrateful. I gave you a home when you had no place to go, you were eating my food, from my fridge, we were taking you out with us every time we went somewhere, I was driving you around…
- And you were getting very good money for that, weren’t you? It’s unheard of that I was paying $1200 a month for this place, and I was buying my own food since I moved out of your house, and every time that you dropped me off in Brooklyn, it was ok enough for you to ask me for the gas money. And $200 phone bills? Who else in their right mind would pay that?! No one! And I did, I never said a word let alone all the free services that you were getting from me! I’ve been your personal Cinderella since I started living with you! Mila, clean the house! Mila, wash the dishes! Mila, let’s clean the leaves in the back yard! Mila, let’s cut the bushes! What am I, a free Mexican?! And now you’re saying that I’m ungrateful?! I paid you in full for everything you did for me, and also with a pretty big interest. So you have no right to accuse me of anything!
- That’s still not right. And you had to either tell me earlier that you are moving…
- I just found out literally one day ago. – I interrupted her.
- I don’t believe that. And just to be polite, you should give me the next month rent now. Because you’re just leaving me hanging with no time to find new tenants, and I still have to pay my bills.
- First of all, you have two weeks to find new tenants. And second, if this guest house is such a steal as you’re describing it, you’ll find new people tomorrow. And I owe you nothing, Anna.
 
_______________
 
I couldn’t tell you how happy I was to pack my bags. I was going to Brooklyn! Finally I’m going to be free, no more nagging from my aunt, no more hour walk to Stop & Shop and back with huge bags of food, no more bugs and birds singing at 7 in the morning! One thing I had to do to cut the final rope… I had to unlock my iPhone as it was still connected to my aunt’s family plan. Thank God, R. knew some guy in Brooklyn who could do that for $40 and we had to go see him the next day. But to my surprise, when I tried calling my agent to confirm my schedule for the week, I couldn’t get the reception. “What the hell?” – I thought to myself. Just a week ago I gave my aunt the money to pay the bill. To clarify the situation, I knocked on her door.
- Oh, hi, honey! Good thing you came, I was just going to tell you, don’t use your phone. I called AT&T and told them it was stolen.
- What?! Why? – I was enraged. I should have just gone with R. and done it without notifying her.
- Well, we agreed that we need to unlock it, but I don’t know how good those guys you were going to see are, so I’ll give it to the guy I know.
- I’m not giving you my phone. – She really crossed the line this time and I was this close to smashing the fucking phone on the floor, just like Julie did.
- I’ll just unlock it and give it back to you.
- No.
- Why not?
- I don’t trust you.
- What do you mean you don’t trust me?
- It means that if I give you my phone, I won’t have it back. And how could you do such a thing without even telling me?! I can’t even call my driver now to tell him the time he should pick me up! How am I supposed to go to work?!
- I thought you bought a new phone.
- Why would I buy a new phone?!
- Because this one is mine, it’s on my name.
- What are you talking about?! I paid for it! Yes, I used your number, but I fucking paid for the phone!!!
- I’ll give it to you, I just have to unlock it today, they said it has a chip inside and they can find it. And if they find out what I did, I’m gonna have to pay a huge fine.
- I need a new phone now, for these couple of days at least, I somehow need to get to work. And I need to transfer all the numbers to it, so what about that?
- I’ll take you to Best Buy, no problem.
You are my fucking problem!!! I was so furious, I haven’t spoken to her all the way to the store. I couldn’t believe we actually shared the same blood. I hated her with every single cell of my body and wished she would just drop dead! You are wondering why do all the bad things happen to you, greedy bitch? Because of the thing called Karma, that’s why! Your front tooth keeps falling off? Stop tricking people with your so-called real estate services and stripping them of their money! Your back yard keeps getting flooded with orange clay coming down from the construction up the hill? Pay your debts to the people you owe! Your husband won’t come out from jail for the next two years? Well, you deserved every single bad thing happening to you, darling!
I didn’t have too much cash on me, so I bought a Blackberry, put a prepaid $40 T-Mobile sim card in it, transferred all the contacts to it and handled Aunt Anna my iPhone. I knew that 99 percent out of a hundred I won’t have it back, and I did it on purpose. She’ll take it, and something ten times worse will happen to her, it always does to people like that, and I’ll just sit back, relax, and watch life fuck her over.
 
_______________
 
My moving problems didn’t finish with that though. I couldn’t wait for the next day to move into Mikky’s apartment and spent the whole day with her, while she was showing me how to use gas, how to sign her checks to pay the bills, where the laundry room was, and everything else I might need while she was away.
When I came back home though, I was shocked to see three things: the huge pile of the construction garbage on the floor, and my dog missing. The number three thing was my bags, or should I say, their absence.
- The fucking bitch took my puppy and my clothes to get the money from me! – pissed to no end, I was telling R. what happened. – Can you believe that?!
- No! Did she really? – even R. couldn’t believe it, and he sure saw a lot of assholes in his life.
- Do you have somebody in police that we can ask to come and scare the shit out of her?
- I do have a friend who’s a detective. I could ask him to go there and talk to her. Don’t worry, baby, we’ll get your puppy back and I’ll buy you new clothes. I’ll come pick you up at ten tomorrow, ok? Don’t worry and go to sleep.
It was easy to say, go to sleep. I was so used to sleeping with my puppy that without feeling her tiny warm little body next to me made falling asleep almost impossible. My little baby girl, Eliana, or Lyalya, brought me back to life after a painful break up with Michael; she was always meeting me at the door when I was coming back from work, and cheering me up. She was my bundle of joy, my little baby, and now she was kidnapped by that evil bitch, who doesn’t even know how to take care of a doggie like her! I couldn’t understand how someone could do something so low. She’s not even worthy of being called a human being after what she’s done. Anna almost chocked to death a week ago with a piece of chicken (Karma), and now I was very sorry that she survived.
 
Chapter 21
 
I remember that August for two very different reasons. First reason is the overwhelming feeling of freedom that made me wake up early every morning with a huge smile on my face, greeting the sun that was filling the whole apartment on the seventh floor, that I could call mine for the next two months. I remember how happy I was to finally put a mask on my face and take a nice bath with mineral salts and aroma candles that Mikky left for me, and not just a quick shower; how excited I was to discover that all stores, nail salons and a subway were all within a ten minute walk from my building. I could finally do whatever I wanted and no one would break into my house, like my aunt Anna used to love to do and make me clean my closet and organize my clothes the way she wanted them to be. No more nonsense $200 phone bills the proof to which I could never see on paper, no more cold water that couldn’t be fixed in months… I was finally free.
The reason number two was a very sad one. Aunt Anna was still holding my little baby Eliana as a hostage and would only give her to me in exchange to $1200 that I “owed” her. There wasn’t a minute for the entire week that I wouldn’t think of my little puppy; it was so empty in the apartment without her… The worst part was that I still had her food and her dishes and her potty pads, and it was all just standing there, bringing tears to my eyes every time I looked at it. R. was missing my little baby girl too, as she got very attached to her daddy, and he offered me money just to pay that bitch off and bring our little baby back. I didn’t want to do it for two reasons: first, I didn’t want to take it from him, and second, Anna didn’t deserve a penny from me, so we had to think of some alternative ways of how to get our puppy back. R. told me that he could ask his detective friend for help, so he would go to her house and make her return all the stuff she took from me. The problem with that was that knowing what a snake my aunt was and how she was capable of the meanest and lowest things when it comes to money, I was afraid that she would sell my puppy to someone else just to get her fucking twelve hundred. I didn’t care about the clothes at that point, or a digital camera that she borrowed from me and never gave it back, or my iPhone; all I was thinking of is the safety of my precious fur ball.
Finally, when I couldn’t stand the fact that I had no idea how was my Eliana doing without me, what aunt Anna was feeding her and if she was feeding her at all, I called Coconut and made him come to the club and bring me the money. Unlike R., from whom I still feel guilty accepting money for my needs, I felt absolutely fine stripping Coconut from all the cash he had on him. It’s funny how strippers divide men: I can’t ask him for money because I love him, but if it’s a customer who you don’t care about at all, he’d better be generous, or he’ll have to deal with such an attitude he has never seen in his life.
 
_______________
 
The very next day I called aunt Anna and told her I’ve got the money for her. She sounded very happy about this news and told me that she’ll bring Eliana and my bags in a couple of hours. I was so nervous that I made myself a nice tall glass of Red Bull - vodka and prepared for the battle. I wanted to give her $800, since she still had my iPhone and my camera, but as soon as she pulled up next to my building and I saw her fake smiling face, I got so disgusted by her and by everything she’s done to me, that I decided to just pay this last price to buy my freedom and never have to talk to her again. I took my shivering puppy from her back seat, my suitcases from her trunk, stepped inside the cool hall and locked the door behind me. I’ve never seen her since then, and never spoke to her. One more person crossed forever out of my life, right after my father, Ari and Michael. And as the funny internet quote says, some people entered my life and made it great, and some walked out and made it fucking fantastic!
R. and I were finally enjoying our little family nest. Mikky didn’t have a TV, so we stayed up till five in the morning, having crazy kinky sex and just talking to each other. We were buying food at Stop & Shop right next to us and tried cooking, but when we both realized how hopeless I was, we started ordering in and going out again. R. had friends who owned restaurants, and several times a week, when I wasn’t working, we were just hanging out with them, drinking and having fun, as none of them would leave us till midnight.
We were taking walks on Emmons Ave, taking pictures of ourselves and gorgeous swans swimming in the canal. But this is pretty much where the peaceful part was over: R. loved putting me through all kinds of crazy situations that you can possibly imagine. He made me ride the Cyclone in Coney Island and after I thought that I would die if not from falling out, but from a heart attack for sure, he fed me with famous Nathans hot dogs, which made me feel much better. To make it up to me even more, R. went to the shooting ring and effortlessly won the first prize – a huge purple doggie with the cutest puppy eyes; to my question where did he learn how to shoot that well, R. just gave me one of his winks which made me laugh. I didn’t want to know! When we would drink with his friends and he would drive like a maniac, doing 90 on the Verrazano Bridge, and we would get pulled over by the cops, he had so many shields and cards, that they would always let us go, saying: “Just try to drive carefully, sir”.
- I’m on the both sides of the tracks, - my crazy R. would smile at me after I asked where he got so many shields. – Don’t tell nobody.
We were sneaking on the beach at night and make out in the lifeguard’s chair till the helicopter started circling around us with bright lights, and then we would run away and jump the fence like two little kids. We were walking puppy around the block and make fun of her when she was getting scared of black garbage bags rattling in the wind. When she was getting too hot and started sticking her tongue out, we would splash her from a water bottle that we always carried with us. We were a little family, the three of us, and we had the whole world for ourselves. One thing bothered us both though: R. wanted me to quit dancing and promised me that after New Year I’m going to quit. There was nothing that I wanted more than to quit, and so we shook hands on that.
 
_______________
 
Several girls left “Velvet” after the summer season, and all for the same reason: they all started their new life of good housewives with the men of their dreams. It was so funny that we started calling “Velvet” a perfect match-making club to meet your future spouse. Our flexible yoga addict Sonya, who was able to put both her legs behind her ears, got snatched up by a wealthy New Jersey plastic surgeon, who was always sitting right next to the stage and putting bills all over Sonya’s gorgeous body. They are still married and are very happy together.
Evelyn left “Velvet” when her regular customer sold his car to buy her a ring, and even though they never got married, she found herself in the fashion industry. 
Lexi, tall pretty girl from Siberia, who would only drink Cognac with customers and talk serious matters, also got engaged to her regular Kevin, who was also R.’s friend and the president of some company. He proposed to her after four months of dating inside and outside the club, and soon she moved from Manhattan, where she used to share an apartment with a very respectful Japanese boy, to Kevin’s apartment in New Jersey. R. and I were at their engagement slash Lexi’s birthday party, and were very happy for them both. I never mentioned to Lexi that before she started working in “Velvet” I was dancing for her future husband a couple of times, even though after her engagement Lexi got a very annoying habit of teaching me, Mikky and some other girls about life and how to deal with men. R. was getting annoyed by it too.
- If she caught Kevin on the rebound, when he just broke up with his whorish girlfriend, who was by the way a very good friends with my nutty ex Denise, doesn’t give her any rights to tell you, girls, what to do.
I shrugged… I wasn’t a confrontational person at all, so I just kept all our communication with Lexi on a minimum level, liking her posts on Facebook and Instagram, texting her on New Years and her birthday, and polite chit-chatting with her if we accidentally met at the club.
Some new girls came to “Velvet” in place of those who quit, and that’s how I met Emily. Emily became my great friend and my “dancing partner” when Mikky decided to work in one of the clubs in Manhattan, even though I didn’t like Emily at first.
I never or very rarely liked new people when I just meet them; I don’t know why, and I’m really trying to fix that. But anyway, Emily seemed a little too tall for me, a little too pretentious on stage…and I honestly don’t even remember how we started talking at first, but Emily is such a sweetheart, that she makes people fall in love with her right away.
Emily was a Romanian girl who only spoke Russian, and who came to New York a couple of years ago, just like me, but for one year she was working and living in Connecticut. She told me that she got sick and tired of the owner who made girls work five days a week and who was also renting them a house for some crazy price. So Emily moved back to New York and started working at “Velvet”.
She was dancing beautifully and I always admired her on stage. She knew how to use every single part of her body in a slow, sensual dance; she knew when to flip her long, dark hair from side to side; she climbed the pole so graciously, that it almost looked like art. Very rarely I like new people, but once I like someone, we’re going to become the greatest friends ever.
 
Chapter 22
 
It’s funny how almost ninety percent of strip club visitors leave early to be on time for a family dinner with three kids and a golden retriever. It’s even funnier, that sixty percent of them are wearing their wedding bands in the club. Girls won’t judge them of course, they don’t care about a customer’s marital status as long as he pays cash. 
But some girls are not that understanding. I worked with a girl for a couple of months, who strongly disapproved of guys cheating on their wives, and to her going to a strip club was cheating as well. She would post something like this the next day after she would finish her shift: “So this asshole takes me to the room and asks me for my number. I’m asking him: “How would your wife like it? I see you’re wearing a ring”. So his response is: “Why should she know?” He didn’t leave me a choice; I rubbed my finger on my lips and put all that lipstick right on his white collar of his shirt, while he was grabbing my ass. Hope it’ll be a good lesson for this jerkoff!”
Terri, the cheater-hater, was a very young girl, a medical student, and dancing was the only way she could afford her education. She was amazing on a pole, it was almost an art to her, and she always put her standards as high as she climbed it.
“Three things disgust me: drugs, sex for money and girls who go with married men. Understand it, one day, hopefully, you’ll be a wife, and how would you feel to find out that your husband is cheating on you with some stripper?” Her Facebook was her diary and her way to address some people. I always told Terri that she should have a blog. Honest to the bone, I love that bitch.
As for my customers, I never even asked them about it. Married or not, that was his business, not mine. And after all, I always felt like “who am I to judge?” I don’t know their situation and what makes them go to a strip club instead of getting some flowers and Godiva candies and hurry to the woman who they promised to spend the rest of their life with. I knew that most of them were simply lying and cheating bastards, who wouldn’t be satisfied even if they would be married to the most gorgeous woman on Earth. They didn’t evolve too much, and even though they walk straight, they still act like primates, who have to fuck as many female species as they can. Pardon my French.
But some of them were married to real bitches, who were making their married life a living hell, and that’s how they ended up spending half of their salaries on strippers, paying for the words their wives were never saying, and buying affection that they couldn’t have in real life. They knew, the more twenties they put in a girl’s G-string, the more she’s going to love them until the time is up… or until they run out of money.
 
_______________
 
I never cared too much about a customer’s personal life, but outside the club I always supported Terri’s beliefs one hundred percent. I was proud to say that I never dated a married man, I never was someone’s mistress and I never stole somebody’s boyfriend. I always believed in Karma, and I knew that I wouldn’t want to find myself in a situation when a boomerang, which as you know always comes back, would hit me right on my forehead, and I find out that my husband has someone on the side. And that’s why all the men who had rings on their fingers, automatically became neutral sex to me; I never considered them a possible mate, to me they all were in the same category with gay guys and priests. I know they exist, I let them be, but they will never interest me as a woman. 
Besides, I saw so many examples of my girlfriends getting in trouble with married men, and it always ended the same way: tears, broken hearts, martinis and long talks about how “never again will I get involved with someone else’s husband.” Because let’s face it: those guys can promise you all the stars from the sky, but they will never leave their wives. No matter how truthfully they’re going to look into your eyes and hold your hand and say how badly she treats them and how they can’t wait to leave…guess what, they never do. And it’s one of the biggest problems of all dancers since ninety percent of customers are married, - they sometimes fall in love and become one of those mistresses, who get jealous of their lover’s wife, who try to “accidentally” forget their lipstick in his glove department so the wife would find it and divorce him; who call in the middle of the night and leave hysterical voice messages when he doesn’t pick up the phone.
Mikky had a romance like that, with the crazy Tony, but the problem was not only the wife, but a couple of other girlfriends of his on the side. I still wonder how he found the time for all of them, and how he didn’t mix up their names. But some professional cheaters solve this problem very easily: they call all their girls “baby”, “honey” or “sweetie”.
Margarita, the massage girl, is still crazy in love with R.’s business partner slash club manager Shawn, also happily married with two kids. For three years they’ve been “together” she never saw anything better than hotel rooms for a couple of hours, rare dinners in far away places where no one could recognize him, and awkward nights in “Velvet”, when she couldn’t even stand next to him for more than five minutes, as “customers would see it.” From a beautiful, life-loving, open girl, Margarita became a walking shadow, dressed in long dresses so no one would see her body, afraid to get in trouble for every smile she would give to a customer, afraid to talk to anybody, so she wouldn’t upset her boyfriend. Does she know that he’ll never leave his wife? Yes. She doesn’t care. She’s in love, and even though she jumps the ocean for the person who wouldn’t step over a puddle for her, she’ll continue to love him, and that’s all that matters. I understand her perfectly. I was in her shoes before, falling in love desperately and unconditionally. She’s the sweetest girl and I pray God everything works out for her as she deserves it like nobody else. 
 
_______________
 
I never understood that. I always knew that my life was too precious to spend it on someone who will never be mine in the full term of this word. So how surprised I was, when I found myself right where I thought I would never be.
One beautiful August morning, when R. and I were laying in bed and he was showing me pictures from his phone while we were eating fruit, he stopped at one, where he was hugging some good-looking young guy.
- Do you know who this is?
- No, I don’t. Who?
- That’s my son.
For a second I didn’t know what to say. I always suspected that R. had a kid, why wouldn’t he, but when I once joked that he never took me to his house because he probably has a wife, two kids and a golden retriever over there, he just laughed and said no. He got divorced from his wife a long time ago, and he has a cat and a golden fish that his niece won for him at the state Fair. And now here we are. 
- You never told me you had a son. – I wasn’t upset about the fact that he had a kid, I was upset that he lied about it. – How old is he?
- He’s 19. And I also have a daughter.
Luckily for R., I wasn’t the type of a girl who starts crushing things with a baseball bat and smashing plates on a guy’s head; kids are kids, they are big, and why would I start hating him for having them?
- How old is your daughter?
- You’re gonna kill me if I tell you.
When R. is guilty, he always has that puppy look on his face, when they pee in the middle of the room and you step in it and start yelling. “Mommy, please don’t kill me! I know I’m guilty, but I love you so much!”
- Why would I kill you?
- She’s 25, - lowered head and puppy eyes. – Her birthday was in May.
You didn’t just pee in the middle of the room, you crapped right on my head, but guess what? I still love you, you little jerk!
- So she’s my age? Actually two months older than me?
- Yes…
- Well, what can I say? You’re a frigging pervert, but you are my little pervert, and I still love you.
R. is so happy; if he had a tail, he would wag it so fast, that he would look like a peacock.
- Mommy, I love you, I love you so much! You’re such an angel, you’re never mad at me…
- Oh, I am mad. I am mad that you didn’t tell me before, when I asked you if you had any kids. 
- I know, mommy, I’m sorry! We just started dating back then and I was afraid you would leave me if I told you.
- So you decided to wait till I fell in love with you and get so used to being with you, and then you would drop the “kids” bomb on me.
- I’m sorry, mommy… But I love you so much, I can’t live without you!
- And they both live with you and your wife lives there too. Are you even divorced?
- I’m separated, mommy. And I live separately, I have my own apartment on the first floor, with my own entrance.
How did I know all that before? The only thing that I was wrong about was the dog. R. had a cat. And a goldfish that his son won for him at the State Fair.
- Well, you got yourself into this situation where you can’t say to any of my friends that you have kids. Because I already told them that you don’t, and I’ll look like an idiot if I tell them about your situation now. And my mom… she also doesn’t know. So make sure to keep your mouth shut. That’s the least you can do.
- Ok, mommy, I will.
And here I was. A home wrecker. A mistress. The other woman. Like I didn’t have enough labels being a stripper before! I knew he didn’t love his ex-wife, I wasn’t worried about her at all. He was with me half of the week, and she knew about me, later she was even texting some stuff like: “Are you still with your Russian girlfriend? I need you to go to the bank.” Later I was even laughing at it. One thing R. was right about: if he told me at the very beginning that he had a family, even though he wasn’t technically married anymore, I wouldn’t even start this relationship. But it was too late for me, I loved R. too much already to leave, he was my perfect match, my soul mate, and I couldn’t picture my future without him anymore. And they say you shouldn’t be with a person who you can live with, you should be with a person who you can’t live without. And I didn’t know if I was doing the right thing or not, but I let myself hope, that one day I will call him mine, and we’ll be living in a big house, my family – me, him and our kids, and a golden retriever of course. And a goldfish that our son will win for his daddy at the State Fair.
 
Chapter 23
 
Between my working and very busy personal life with R., I tried my best to find an apartment on my own. Since I really liked the area where I lived, I wanted to rent something as close to Mikky’s building as possible. So I bought local newspapers, opened Craigslist, took the number of a realtor from one of my drivers, who was good friends with him, and hoped for the best.
After a week of searching, I got pretty disappointed though. All the “renovated” apartments that I saw were as renovated as I was Catholic. Old floors, old bathrooms painted white, no a/c… But the prices were so high, that I seriously started considering renting an apartment in Manhattan as it would probably cost the same.
Luckily, or not so luckily, as it turned out later, when I called Mikky to complain about the whole real estate market, she told me to call one of her friends who just rented a good apartment for a nice price. Mikky had some problems with changing her passport in Russia and she told me not to be in a rush, as she would only come back in mid-October. This gave me some extra time, and I called her girlfriend Katie right away.
- Apartment is a sweet deal, - she told me. – But the realtor was really weird. Cursed in Russian a lot, and seemed like a real prick, but he knows his stuff.
- Sounds fine to me, - I laughed and put his number down.
He did sound like a prick, but he named 3 or 4 different apartments in the area right away, and one of them was a steal.
- It’s in Oceana, you know it’s an elite complex, right? $1500, all bills included except electric and internet; it’s furnished, just renovated, huge bedroom, balcony, dining area, doorman, gym and monitored parking. What do you say?
- I say let’s see it!
- Ok. We can’t see it tonight because the landlord lives upstate, but she comes tomorrow if you are free. And let’s say, 6.00 - 6.30 we meet in front of the building.
- Great! I’m there!
I dressed like a lady, put on my baby blue D&G silk top, pencil skirt, high heels (good thing I didn’t have to walk far), my Chanel bag and most important my confident look. I’m going to go and get that apartment! It was too bad that R. was busy working and couldn’t make it, but I was all ready to do it myself. 
I should have turned away as soon as I saw them. The landlord, a middle aged Russian woman (I could tell even without talking to her), a tall, grey haired skinny man, who I guessed was my realtor, and a third guy. My sneaky Jewish agent who never gave me my deposit back, when I was looking for an apartment several months ago. I should have known how tight the Russian community in Brooklyn is, and how they all know each other, and how they all are sneaky bastards. Too bad I wanted that apartment so much, so I smiled and came up to them. 
- Hi, I’m Mila.
Another biggest mistake of my life.
 
_______________
 
- I love it, I love it, I love it so much!!! – I was so excited telling Mikky about my “steal deal” when we were driving home from JFK.
- How about you, R.? Did you like it? – Mikky was so happy to be back home in New York, but she claimed that she forgot all the English in two months.
- I loved it! – R. smiles. – They have a balcony and I won’t have to smoke through the window anymore.
- How about not to smoke at all? – I asked him for a millionth time.
- I’ll quit eventually, mom!
- What a little jerk you are! – I roll my eyes at him, laughing. – Anyway, it’s really big, bright, as it’s on the seventh floor, the landlady seemed nice, I gave them the deposit and we signed the lease starting with October 10, but they have some problems with moving their mother-in-law out, so if it’s ok, I’ll stay with you for a week or so…
- Of course it’s ok! – Mikky’s such a doll! She always has my back. – Stay as long as you need to. 
We didn’t know back then that I’ll have to stay way longer than that. First, the landlady called me and said that they moved the mother-in-law out and took her with them upstate; but mother-in-law’s boyfriend, who also lived there and wasn’t too happy about the eviction, started a law suit against them and now threatened to come and get them, that’s why she stayed in the apartment to monitor it. She told me that her court date was in a week, and if I could wait a little longer, that’s great, and if I can’t, she’ll understand and will give me my money back. I didn’t really have a choice since in that case I would lose $1500 that I paid to the realtor, so I agreed to wait.
Mikky left to Canada with Tony, and I was happy that I wasn’t such a burden now, as sharing a studio is not a good idea at all. After that week passed and I was supposed to move in, the landlady called me again and said that they postponed the hearings for a couple more weeks, but they are going to win for sure, and I will just have to wait a little bit more.
- I can’t wait anymore, - I started getting angry. – My friend who I live with now, and her boyfriend are coming back in two days and I will have to move out. I’ll have nowhere to go, what am I supposed to do?!
It wasn’t true of course, but I wanted to press her more so she would start doing something about the whole situation. 
- Oh, you can move in right now. I’ll just stay in the living room, because they still can come and do something and I’m worried. So you can bring all you need and live here. 
- I’m a bartender, I come back at 4 in the morning. – I said.
- That’s fine, I’m a journalist myself, I write for a newspaper upstate, so I’m up all night too.
Fudge!
- Where is my boyfriend going to stay? We were supposed to move in together.
- Oh, no problem, he can move in too.
Crap! You just can’t scare that woman. Only if we do move in and first night we are there we have our crazy sex, she’ll pack her bags right away and will never come back. But my mommy raised me well, so I just brought a couple of bags there but never stayed a night.
 
_______________
 
Every year in the beautiful state of New York in the beginning of June you will find a special handout in your mailbox, saying “It’s hurricane season.” Inside you will find a set of instructions of what to do and where to go in case of emergency. It tells you what to pack first, where you can find a shelter and provides you with the list of phone numbers of different emergency services. And also the centerfold of the handout shows a map of New York City with evacuation zones, so people who live in the high risk zone can be fully prepared for the evacuation.
What can you do if you live by the ocean? It just so happens that our beautiful city consists of several islands, and water is our worst enemy. But at the same time, people of New York got so used to all the “emergency evacuation” warnings during the hurricane season that no one really cares anymore. And almost every year, despite all the prognoses, the whole hurricane thing usually ends up in one or two heavy rain days. 
Same thing happened in 2012. We got warned several times that this time it’s going to be different, that the storm is going to be one of the most destructive ones in the whole century…yeah, right, New Yorkers said, they all give us the same crap every year. So nobody left their houses, very few people moved their cars further from the water, “just in case”; those who had boats lifted their anchors, but nobody, no one expected to see what they saw the next morning. 
I remember the day before the night when Sandy flooded our city, I called my mom to calm her down, laughing at the meteorologists.
- Don’t even worry, mom, it’s just very windy outside, that’s it. The birds can hardly fly.
- Are you sure? They are saying this time three different storms are going to collide.
- Oh, please! They always say that and nothing happens. Anyway, Mikky and I went shopping this morning to buy some food that can’t go bad without a fridge, you know, just in case if they turn the power off for a couple of days like last year. So we’re good.
- Do you have enough water? Fill the bathtub just in case.
- I don’t think we’re gonna have shortage of water, mom, but I will. 
I was so right about the water! Mikky and I were watching it come from the safety of our seventh floor, and couldn’t believe that it actually reached our street. 
- Look! It’s the water right there, at the intersection! – I pointed out the direction to Mikky. – It’s really water! See, the cars can’t go through, they are all turning away!
- No! Really? But where is it all coming from? – Mikky seemed to be as shocked as I was. – We’re pretty far from the ocean!
- I don’t know… From Emmons?
- From that little canal? Can’t be!
- But it’s coming, more and more! Look, people are getting out of that building, it’s up to their knees!
- They probably lived in a basement. But where are they going to go now? I’d rather stay in the building, I would just go up.
- How much water should Emmons have if it’s so flooded over here? – I still didn’t seem to understand the whole gravity of the situation, it all looked like one of those movies about the end of the world, but this time we were the actors.
- I don’t know… - Mikky checked her incoming text. – My friend Nicolas, who lives next to Petco, says they have water over there too.
- But it’s higher than us, don’t you think? – fighting with the wind, I tried to stick my head out of the window to see what’s going on to the right of our building, where Nicolas’s building was supposed to be. – Oh my God, Mikky! Look!! There’s water coming from that side too!
- Are you kidding me?!
In a matter of half an hour, maybe forty minutes, the water reached the entrance of our building. The cars couldn’t go through and their owners were getting out, just leaving them out there, and we saw the water reaching up to their hips. The wind was so strong, it was ripping off parts of the roofing from the houses across the street. We closed the window, as we were afraid that some parts flying out could easily get us. The electricity went off and all we heard was sirens, people screaming outside and our neighbors talking in the hall. Pretty soon the water left as fast as it came, and we went to sleep still sure that tomorrow we’ll get our power back and everything will be back to normal. Little did we know then.
 
Chapter 24
 
The next morning we ate everything that would have gone bad without the fridge, as the power was still off; we tried calling our families in Russia, but there was not even a little signal, so we put on our Uggs and decided to go outside to see the damages Sandy made.
It was not too bad on our street, just a lot of dirt everywhere. The super of our building was freaking out at the underground parking garage, as it got all flooded and they were trying to get to the insurance company to file the complaints for the cars. Owners of small businesses on the ground floors were all busy cleaning out the water and sand from their stores. Piles of garbage outside started growing bigger and bigger, as sanitation trucks were all busy helping out the streets that were hit the hardest.
We started noticing more and more destruction as we crossed the little bridge leading closer to Emmons Ave. We saw cars with broken windows, flooded inside; glass building hall doors broken; sand and dirt everywhere. But the worst picture was at Emmons itself, and only then we realized the consequences of the destructive force that hit the city a day ago. The wrecked cars were standing in the middle of the street and government services were trying to move some of them in order for the traffic to move again. No traffic lights were working, all windows on the ground and sometimes first floors were broken, fallen trees here and there, some of them crashed right on the cars parked nearby. We could see sailboats tops in the canal; the boats themselves were completely under water. And the canal itself, always so pretty and full of gorgeous swans and ducks, looked more like a huge dumpster filled with water.
As we walked further, we got more and more shocked by what we saw. All the cute little basement restaurants and cafes, the landmark of the Emmons avenue, were filled with ocean water up to their ceilings. Cars now, hit by the arriving fast water, were flipped over, some of them ended up on bushes, some just piled up with other cars, but all of them were destroyed and just left there by their owners, waiting for the insurance companies to come and mark them.
People were saying that before the power went down last night, several houses caught fire because of it. We didn’t see the houses, but we saw the burnt out electric shields at the pierce, right next to the big boats that survived the storm, but were damaged as well.
I asked Mikky to go further to Brighton to check out what the Oceana area looked like, and also because my landlady called me and asked me to see if the apartment was ok. Sneaky bitch was hiding from the storm upstate. Oceana didn’t look any better. The entrance canopy of the building, which I was supposed to move in to, was torn apart and laying on the side. The windows on the ground floor, however, weren’t broken and when we entered inside, it didn’t look too bad: they must have already cleaned up. We had to walk seven floors in the pitch black darkness, helping ourselves only with our cell phone lights. The dark hall on our floor looked really creepy and immediately reminded me the scene from the movie “I am legend”: I was expecting to see ugly, flesh-eating zombies any minute now, and so was Mikky.
Finally, we opened the door to our apartment, and there was light. Relieved that we haven’t been eaten by zombies, we locked the door behind and looked around. Of course, nothing happened to the apartment since it was on the seventh floor, only a flipped chair on a balcony and unpleasant view from the window. It looked like the whole Brighton got wiped out and now all that was left was dirt, tree branches and seaweed everywhere… A very, very sad picture.
I called my landlady and told her that the apartment was ok. She asked me to pick up her mail as she was only going to come back in a couple of weeks to finalize her court issues, but it was never destined for me to move into that apartment though.
 
_______________
 
After two days of no electricity and no hot water, when our phones almost died, we had no other choice but to go to Mikky’s friend Nicolas, who had the power in his building. As soon as we plugged in our phones, I texted R. to ask him how he was doing in Staten Island. Luckily, in his area they weren’t hit too badly, and he was just finishing some cleaning up in his back yard.
Nicolas ordered a pizza and three of us were enjoying the little part of civilization left, such as TV, home delivery and opportunity to wash our hands in hot water. It’s funny how we don’t appreciate how good it is to have hot water or be able to turn the lights on when it gets dark outside, and how helpless we feel when it all suddenly disappears. I felt like a cave woman; a couple more weeks with no fridge would probably make me hunt for raccoons with a butcher knife.
Nicolas had some weed, and it was just what we needed in our new “post-apocalyptic-no-hot-water-no-electricity-raccoon-hunting” world. I have to say, drugs don’t really have an effect on me, except making me hungry and sleepy, that’s why after trying it once, I never abused them. This time was the same; I ate three huge slices of pizza, felt sleepy, and soon took Mikky home, after thanking Nicolas for his hospitality and outlets. It was pitch black outside and the only light that we had was a cheap Chinese flashlight worth a dollar, which we had to buy for ten. I don’t know why, but weed made Mikky paranoid about our surroundings, and to her bad luck, two older men followed us to our building. They were talking Russian to each other, discussing something completely irrelevant, but Mikky somehow got an idea that they were some serial rapists who were after us, and so she rushed to the seventh floor in the complete darkness. I was walking behind at my normal pace, laughing my ass off. The two men, who disappeared on the second floor in one of the apartments, turned out to be our neighbors, and Mikky turned out to have a total drug incompatibility. The next day, when she came back to her normal self, we laughed at this little episode pretty hard.
 
_______________
 
Since we had nothing else to do at home and nowhere to go outside due to the complete disaster still reminding us of Sandy throughout our whole neighborhood, Mikky and I decided to try to go to work. Since the area where “Velvet” was didn’t really get too much of a storm, we thought that we could make pretty good money, since the other girls were still staying home and trying to file their claims or just to clean up. But we didn’t know about the next big problem that several states in a row had to face: the gas shortage. We started noticing weird lines at the gas stations while our van was making its way to the club.
- What’s with all the lines? – I asked the driver when we couldn’t come up with a suitable explanation ourselves.
- Oh, haven’t you heard? Because of Sandy a lot of ships that were transporting gas and oil were prohibited to enter the harbor and now everyone’s panicking that for several days they will be left with no gas.
- Is it just in New Jersey? – Mikky asked.
- New York City had more gas to begin with. I haven’t noticed any problems while filling up my tank. But who knows how long it’s going to take to bring the new supplies to the stations…
I shrugged. It was the 21st century for God’s sake, gas shortage in New York, one of the biggest and the most developed cities in the world seemed as real to me as flying unicorns. But it was one of the most discussed topics among the customers though. In the Champagne room, one of my regulars, a very nice 60-something year old veterinarian was telling me a story of how he found his clinic partially flooded and what he had to do now to get the insurance money. 
Nobody was happy with how their insurance companies handled their claims. And the biggest problem was that everybody who had flood insurance didn’t know that it only covered them if heavy rain caused the flooding; however, if the water came from the ocean and flooded the basement or the whole first floor, it wasn’t eligible for the compensation. Men were getting mad and wanted to get drunk. And we, the perfect therapists, the sympathetic wives, were right there to listen, to comfort and to make them forget all their problems for a couple of hours. Our prognosis was right: almost no girls from New Jersey showed up and we were making good money from our poor clientele. 
I didn’t get them: they just lost a shitload of money, found out that their insurance wasn’t good and wouldn’t do anything for them, and they still went to the club to spend their last several hundred dollars. For what? I didn’t know, I didn’t really care; if they want to give me their money, I’m always there to take it. I was becoming more and more cynical and didn’t like it. Drinking my martini, I was thinking that I probably worked for too long in this weird environment and started to become someone I didn’t like. I didn’t feel bad for them anymore, I didn’t care. I started hating all men just because almost every day I only saw the bad ones. I wanted to go back home and be good again, I wanted to be good for my R. After all, he was the only reason why I still didn’t lose all the faith in humanity.
 
_______________
 
“What do you mean, you can’t get gas?!” – my fingers were flying on my Blackberry keyboard with the speed of light. Today I had to warm cold water on the gas stove to fill up the bathtub to wash my hair and myself; I was tired of eating soup noodles since all the stores in our area were still closed; I couldn’t do the laundry as the laundry room got flooded and our super hasn’t fixed it yet… And now Coconut, my biggest profit, was texting me that the gas station ran out of gas at five cars in front of him. 
“Go to another one, pump it yourself from underground, go to frigging Iraq, but get your stupid ass here!!! I could have stayed home, but came in tonite just to see you, to make sure that you are alright after that stupid storm, I came all the way from New York for you, and you can’t find a way to see me?!” 
I read the message out loud to Mikky and we both start laughing.
- You’re such a phony bitch! – Mikky said.
I was. Of course I didn’t care how he was doing after the storm, as a matter of fact I wasn’t even going to text him tonight as he annoyed the crap out of me, and I was hoping to make money without his help. But unfortunately the gas shortage got even worse within these two days and it was dead in “Velvet”. So I put all my acting together and took the situation under control.
“If your ass is not here within an hour, don’t even bother to come back at all. If you can’t find a way to see the girl who you claim you love so much and want to marry, it only means you’re not serious at all”.
I’m showing it to Mikky again and she laughs.
- Why don’t I have a customer like this?
- Because they don’t make idiots like this anymore!
“I’ll be right there, my honey, I promise, even if I have to walk!” – a minute later my Blackberry beeped. 
- Told you. – I smile at Mikky. – No more idiot manufacturing. They discontinued them.
That night Coconut proved me so right about his mental abilities that it wasn’t even funny anymore.
- So I found that guy, here in New Jersey, through a friend of mine who was here with me once, you remember?
- Mm, - I nod and take a big sip out of my martini glass, trying not to concentrate on Coconut’s talking too much, otherwise my brain would soon overheat and explode.
- So that guy, he’s a big mafia guy, he’s Italian I think, wants to sell his restaurant. So I’m thinking to buy it, just to have a business on the side, you know?
Palm face.
- You are going to buy a restaurant. You. You are going to handle a business?
A smart guy would have realized that he said something stupid and would have stopped talking. But Coconut wasn’t too bright.
- Yes. But I’m not going to actually run it, I’ll have a manager who’s gonna run it for me. And I’ll just be getting money from the business while still doing my accountant job.
- Where are you going to find a right guy to run it for you? And if you don’t even know anything about the business, how can you be sure that he won’t be stealing from you? Restaurant business is not that easy, honey, you have to be there 24/7 at the beginning at least. Do you know somebody honest and loyal, and at the same time experienced in this sphere, who can be your manager?
- Well, I was thinking to ask Margarita to be my manager. She’s a smart girl and she’s very nice to me, and she won’t steal from me, I’m sure.
- Margarita? The massage girl Margarita? – I couldn’t believe that a 40-year-old man just suggested having a massage girl from a strip club to be his restaurant manager. – Honey, have you thought of the fact that your manager’s main quality should be experience in the business and not the fact that she’s a nice person?
- I haven’t thought of that…
- I bet you didn’t. Sometimes I get a feeling that you don’t think at all.
- I just want to be a businessman. I want to make a lot of money so you would marry me.
“I wouldn’t marry your stupid ass even if you were on the cover of “Forbes” magazine!” – I thought to myself but didn’t say anything, as Coconut was my most reliable customer despite all his stupidity, and who knew how business was going to be after the hurricane. It all wasn’t looking too good…
- Anyway, I gave the owner of that restaurant $70K deposit, just to show my serious intentions, and he promised not to cash the check until we sign the deal.
“Kiss that money goodbye,” – I smirked and took another big sip. Couple of more months of dealing with this guy and I’ll become an alcoholic.
- He wants to sell it for $700K, and he promised me the protection from all the bad guys in the area. – Coconut was excited like a five-year-old, who was putting milk and cookies for Santa and telling his parents how he’s going to catch him. – He was trying to scare me; he was sitting across the table, such a big tough guy, smoking a cigar and talking like some mafia guy from the movies…But I’m not scared. I’m a tough guy too.
- You got scared of Alana not too long ago.
- Yes, and you called me a chicken. I’m not going to be a chicken anymore, you want me to be tough, so I’ll be tough from now on.
“I want you to be smart too, but it doesn’t seem to work out too well either.” – I couldn’t help but crack a little laugh; this job made me such a sarcastic bitch, that my own remarks I was making up in my head while listening to all the bullshit from my customers, were making me laugh better than any stand-up comedians.
I got very drunk that night. But I made good money and it would make up for the next day’s hangover. I felt bad for my body, but listening to Coconut sober was something that was impossible to do. Sorry, not sorry.
 
Chapter 25
 
It’s a pretty well-known stereotype that you see on a daily basis: a beautiful, teen-something or twenty-something model looking, well-groomed young lady by the hand with an older, sometimes shorter, but very expensively dressed gentleman. It’s in the movies, commercials, on the internet, TV shows, among celebrities…let’s face it, it’s everywhere and most of the time it’s mocked and being perceived by many as something negative. Meanwhile, let me tell you the truth about what society calls “gold-diggers” and “young flesh hunters”.
From the historical and anthropological point of view, there is nothing more natural than a young beautiful lady making a decision to spend the rest of her life with an older, mature, experienced man who does well in life. Let’s face it: even in the animal world, what do males do? They fight with each other in order to occupy the position of a leader in their pack, and the leader has to prove to the pack his abilities to protect his family and to bring food every single day. Why do males do that? In order to mate with any female of their choice in that pack. And females in their turn will naturally choose a healthy, big, strong and assertive pack leader to reproduce their offspring with, rather than some smaller and less successful member of the pack. 
Humans evolved, yes, but our instincts still determine our behavior every single day. We need to eat, but instead of hunting for food, we go to work and make money to buy it. And that hunter, who brings the most money, can bring all the food he wants, and not only food, but also clothes and a shelter. And when a young female has to choose who she would rather have her offspring with, the best “hunter” or a cab driver with an annual income of $25K…she will first think of her kids, who will have to eat good, organic food instead of some “buck-a-bucket” junk, wear cool, limited edition sneakers and go to a private school so they can become president when they grow up. Believe me, the choice will be obvious. A lot of those unsuccessful “cab driver species” though complain a lot that women are all about the money. But due to the lack of education or any particular goals in life, they don’t see the fine line between the money itself and what a person behind all those assets represents: women tend to choose the “best hunters” simply because they respect what they’ve achieved in life, they respect a strong personality that made that particular “hunter” so successful, they want that strong genetic code to be passed on to her kids so they can be the “best hunters” when they grow up. It’s not about the bank account, it’s about a determined, goal-oriented fighter, who probably went through a lot in life to create it, who never gave up despite of all the difficulties, who needs to prove to himself that he’s the best every single day, and whose best competitor is himself one day ago.
And if a male is the “best hunter” in his “village”, he will also most likely choose a pretty, healthy, young female as his mate, rather than deal with someone he has to put up with just because that someone is his only chance to have babies with. So here you go, the most natural match in nature is explained from the purely scientific point of view. And you can’t argue with science. I know what most people are going to say: those girls only think of money. No, they really don’t. And I can name so many examples of how girls refused to be in a relationship with the most perfect candidates just because they didn’t love him.
 
_______________
 
A couple of days ago Mikky broke up with her “boyfriend” of  8 months... a wealthy, hardworking, smart, good-looking Jewish guy, only 38 years old, treating her like a princess, spoiling her rotten…guess what, they never even had sex. Impossible, you will say; power of beauty, I will answer.  Us, dancers, drive men crazy sometimes.
They met at a club in Manhattan, where Mikky was working for almost six months. She was seeing Craig at that time but since he was financially worthless to her, and she desperately wanted to celebrate her 26th birthday in Vegas, she grabbed the bull by the horns, or Adam by his credit card, and booked their flight right from the VIP room. He came to see her in the club a couple of more times, they went out on a date to Jean Georges, but even before their plane landed in Vegas, Mikky realized that no money will ever make her sleep in the same bed with Adam, let alone any intimate relationship. So she came up with a pretty stupid explanation, genius in its simplicity. Mikky told Adam that she didn’t like sex at all. It made her all grossed out and she broke up with her previous boyfriend because he wanted sex all the time, and when she couldn’t give it to him as often as he demanded, he cheated on her. Surprisingly, Adam bought it and for eight months all their intimacy was kissing in the car when Mikky was really drunk and after which she would rush upstairs to her apartment to brush her teeth for five minutes.
When I met Adam, I couldn’t quite understand why Mikky was so annoyed with him all the time. He was smart, fun to talk to and treated everybody like a gentleman. I was working as a massage girl in that Russian club in Brooklyn, where Mikky started her “career” when she just came to the States, and he left me more tips than I did actual massages for Mikky that night, just to please her. Mikky had about six martinis just to be able not to yell at him all the time. Remember it next time when you’ll start saying that strippers will do anything for money. 
Adam didn’t want Mikky to dance anymore and paid for her FIT courses of interior design. He drove her to school and back twice a week, even though it meant that he had to drive from his apartment in downtown Manhattan to pick her up in Brooklyn, drive her back to Manhattan, wait till she finishes her school and drop her off at home. Sometimes Mikky wouldn’t even talk to him in his car, as even the sound of his voice annoyed the crap out of her. He still didn’t care.
Mikky was so depressed about that relationship that she was crying in my apartment that she had to go to Barbados for his birthday, which meant she had to spend three days alone with him. Trying to somehow put up with Adam, she was drinking martinis before every dinner and was carrying a little water bottle filled with vermouth every time she had to see him. Remember that too when you say that girls don’t care about a guy’s personality if he has money.
 
_______________
 
Not wanting to become an alcoholic, Mikky came up with a genius plan how to break up with Adam and not to look like a bitch at the same time. She went to the jewelry store right before Christmas and picked out a $3K set of diamond earrings and a necklace with a pendant.
- We don’t have sex and I’m really pushing it right now. – Mikky’s eyes were sparkling when she was telling me her plan. – I mean, we never had sex, but every month his company sends me a check for $4K, because “I’m working there”, and I have no idea even where his office is. He pays for my school, he buys me Burberry and Louboutins, and now I think it will finally be the straw on the camel’s back. There’s no way he’ll pay that amount of money for my jewelry, so he will have to dump me. And I will look good and like a victim! I’ll tell him that I thought that I finally found a perfect man for whom the spiritual connection is more important than sex, but he’s just like everybody else.
Adam not only bought her that setting that she chose, but a diamond bracelet on top of it. Oh, and did I mention that when Mikky’s father needed a very expensive treatment that only was sold in America and it was a matter of life and death, Adam sent the money right away, no questions asked?
Mikky couldn’t put up with her conscience anymore and no matter how nice Adam’s financial support was solving all her problems, she wrote him a long letter saying that he’s a great guy and he deserves the best girlfriend in the world, but unfortunately she can’t be that girl. She finally cut her financial cord and took a deep breath of freedom. She had no job and very little money saved, but it was making her much happier than having to pretend and play the role every day. Remember that when you say women choose money over love… we don’t. Yes, we unconsciously follow our instincts and choose the “best hunter” in the “village”, but if we don’t love this “hunter”, all the catch he brings won’t matter to us. 
 
Chapter 26
 
- Gulnara is here!
When I came out of the shower, I found Mikky all excited on Skype with her old friend from her Russian strip club times. Gulnara and Mikky were doing a lot of things together, they were “dance partners”, they both “got married” almost at the same time and even rented apartments in the same building, Mikky on the 7th floor, Gulnara on the 4th. The only thing they didn’t have in common was the country of choice. Just like me, Mikky was in love with New York City, she was the biggest American patriot that you could possibly find (well, maybe, except me); Gulnara, on the other hand, was always longing more towards Russia, and as soon as she got her temporary bride’s visa after her “marriage”, she went back home for almost two month and came back to New York just two days before her interview for a temporary Green Card.
- Oh great! Say hi from me. – I was getting ready to see R. after almost a week. The gas shortage didn’t stop him from coming to Brooklyn, even though it came to such ridiculousness as people driving to Connecticut to fill up their tanks, or closing of the Verrazano Bridge to prevent all the incoming traffic to the city to keep what was left of the city gas from the Jersey “smarty pants”.
- I’m going to see her right now! I’m so excited! Yay!
- I’m glad you are. – I smiled at her. – R. is picking me up to get some food for us, so I’ll call you when I’m outside the building, you’ll drop the keys for me, ok?
- Ok, baby, say hi to R. from me and have fun, you guys!
I was very excited to see my R. because I missed him like crazy, but I wasn’t too sure about the fun: the heat still wasn’t on and I had a feeling that I was getting sick. The stressing out over my apartment in Oceana, the situation with which was still unresolved as because of Sandy they postponed the court hearings for three more weeks and I didn’t want to move in until I was one hundred percent sure that everything was fine. The Sandy nightmares, Coconut’s stupidity and lack of vitamins really took a toll on me; I just didn’t feel right.
However, as soon as I saw R., smiling at me from his car parked outside, I forgot all about it. We were hugging and kissing for about ten minutes before we drove off and I kept telling him that he can’t leave me alone for so long anymore. But we had to face another problem now: finding the food in the area. It turned out that all the stores around us suffered greatly from the storm and now all we saw next to Wallbaums and Stop & Shop were garbage trucks taking all the food gone bad, and sanitation trucks pumping the water out.
- I can’t believe they are all closed! It’s been more than a week now! How is it in Staten Island?
- Well, in my area it’s all fine, we are up there. – R. explained to me. – And don’t forget the gas problem, now they probably can’t bring the food in because of it too.
- God! It looks like one of those movies about the end of the world, like “The Day After Tomorrow”!
We didn’t die of course, but for the first time people of New York found out that they weren’t so safe anymore. And it was a very scary realization. 
The first working food store we only found was on Kings Highway, and it was packed like an ant farm. As soon as we entered, I had a major flashback to the early 90’s in Russia, when I was a little girl, whom her mommy was dragging around in those huge malls with almost no food, but lines coming out to the streets. And money wouldn’t do anything if you didn’t have special food stamps. I still have a social phobia thanks to those “happy” memories of my childhood, I completely freak out if I have to wait for a train in one of those tiny stations in Manhattan during the rush hour. But it was all new to R., and for the first time I saw an Italian mobster, who would give the toughest guys beatings of their lives, trying to get away from the crazy Russian women “hunting” for food. It is a scary sight, and you don’t want to be in their way: they have years of experience of elbow-pushing people out of their way and insulting nice and polite Americans in their native Russian language. There you go, the real concrete jungle!
We finally got all we needed and I took shocked R. back to the car. He joked that the last person who he would want to deal with from now on, was a “crazy Russian babushka”. But the tough “post-apocalyptic” shopping was the last straw, and I started to feel really bad.
- I think you have a fever, baby. – R. looked concerned touching my hot forehead. – Let me take you to the pharmacy so you can get some medicine.
I was feeling nauseous and just wanted to go home and lay down, but R. insisted on stopping at the CVS. After he got me some Dayquil, cough drops and nasal spray, we headed back home. I was resting my head on R.’s shoulder when my phone rang. It was Mikky.
- Hi, baby, - she had her “I-have-an-offer-for-you” voice on. – How is shopping doing?
- Oh, don’t even ask, baby! Everything around us is still closed and we had to drive to Kings Highway to get some food. It looks like the frigging stamp system of the 90’s in Russia!
- Are you serious? Oh my God!
- Yep. You wanted something, sweetie?
- Yes, I have a great offer for you. – I could almost hear her smiling on the other side.
- What kind of an offer?
- Gulnara doesn’t want to stay here, she decided that she wants to come back to Russia for good. But she has no one to give her apartment to. So…would you be interested in taking it?
- It’s a very strong possibility I would. – I started smiling too. An apartment right in Mikky’s building that I got so used to, the area I already knew so well, it would be just a perfect deal. – How many bedrooms does she have in there?
- It’s a one bedroom apartment, she’ll give it to you with the new furniture and the TV. And she just did the new floors as soon as she moved in.
- How much is she paying for it?
- Twelve hundred.
- I’ll take it!
- I knew you would! – Mikky started laughing. – So get your butt back home and she’ll show you everything, ok?
- Great! I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.
R. was very happy to hear the good news too. We will finally have our own apartment, just the two of us and our puppy.
- But what about that landlady and her apartment? – that was R.’s only concern.
- Oh, she’ll be dragging ass for two more months with her court, and I don’t want to be a burden for Mikky. Besides, she told me that if I want to cancel the lease, she’ll just give me my money back, so I think I’ll just take Gulnara’s apartment and forget all about her.
- Ok, baby, whatever you feel is best for you.
- I’m so excited! We’ll finally have our own place!
- Ok, excited, let me take those bags upstairs and go rest, you don’t look right and I don’t like it.
After R. helped me with the bags and I kissed him goodbye, I came down to the 4th floor to take a look at Gulnara’s apartment. Gulnara and Mikky were sitting at the little dining table drinking tea. 
- Can you imagine, Gulnara’s leaving tomorrow! – Mikky was all upset.
I gave Gulnara a hug and sat down with them.
- You’re leaving? I thought you had your interview in a couple of days.
- Yes, but I won’t go. As soon as I landed, I realized that I don’t belong here. I love Russia and I want to live in Russia. So I already booked the flight and I’m leaving tomorrow morning. 
- Tell her that she has to stay at least three more days, get her Green Card and then go! – Mikky was trying to persuade Gulnara, but I could see by the look on Gulnara’s face, she already made up her mind.
- I don’t need a Green Card. I don’t want to live here, I’m one hundred percent sure. So don’t even waste your time trying to talk me out of it. – She smiled at Mikky. – So, Mila, do you want to take my apartment?
- Sure, I’ll take it!
- Look around then, - Gulnara escorted me to the bedroom and showed me the room. – Everything’s new, I just bought all this furniture. The bed, the mattress, the dressing table… Here’s the closet, it’s pretty big as you can see. Here is the bathroom, the paint is peeling though, I didn’t have time to paint it, I’m sorry.
- That’s fine, I’ll paint it all myself, no problem.
- Here is the kitchen, it’s not brand new, but still very pretty. And here’s the living room, here is the TV, I didn’t have time to get the cable though, but it’s a smart TV and works as the computer with WiFi, so you can watch movies via internet. I’m sorry, I understand, it’s maybe not by your taste…
- Oh, what are you talking about? I love it! I love everything white too, I would probably do all the same!
I wasn’t lying. I loved her white leather couches, her white glass coffee table, her white dining set, white cabinets in the kitchen, white bed with white dressing table… Bacteria-phobic as I was, I found my perfect apartment: I could wipe off the dust as soon as it would land on my new white furniture.
- Use the treadmill too, I didn’t really have time to run on it. And I’ll leave you all the information for my electric bills and the internet, so you can pay for it. When the lease expires, you can change it all to your name.
- Ok, no problem. So how much do you want for all the furniture?
- Together with the floors, I was thinking five thousand, but if you don’t want the furniture, I’ll sell it to somebody.
- No, no, I love it!
- And this month rent is paid, so don’t worry about it.
- Great! My landlady is supposed to come back in ten days, so can I send you the money by Western Union?
- Sure you can.
- So it’s a deal.
- It’s a deal.
And just like that, after a hug and a handshake, I got the perfect new apartment without even expecting it. Also, the same day, I got a really bad flu that kept me in bed for almost two weeks.
 
Chapter 27
 
After fourteen days of sitting home and taking care of myself, I didn’t feel like going back to work at all. I finally unpacked all my stuff and had enough time to decide what I wanted to do with my new apartment. Whoever painted it before had no taste whatsoever, because I could not imagine how a normal person could possibly paint the bedroom dirty gray, living room greenish-dirty-grey and the hall bricky-maroon-“dogshit”-brown. I decided my bedroom will be powder pink with white, my living room creamy white and my hall will be happy Christmas red. I even went to Marshall’s that just opened nearby that didn’t suffer from Sandy at all, and got some new bed sheets and accessories for my new apartment. After so much time of moving from place to place I could finally call it my home, I could finally settle down and enjoy the life with my man who I loved so much and our puppy Eliana. R. domesticated me to the point where I was actually enjoying cooking (and I always hated the kitchen!), he treated me like a princess, and all his friends became our friends, so the profession of a stripper didn’t quite fit in our new lifestyle anymore. But I still owed Gulnara five thousand, and my landlady all of a sudden didn’t bother to return my calls anymore. I went through her mail that I picked up for her right after Sandy and after reading several bank statements I realized that she owed the banks several thousand as well, so I figured till I somehow get my money back, I’ll have to go back to work.
December is normally one of the best months of the year for strip clubs: happy customers in a festive mood spend all kinds of money like there’s no tomorrow and girls get Christmas presents from their regulars. This year’s December, however, was dead as dead can be. Some people lost their houses, some were still fighting with their insurance companies to get their money to cover damage and repair costs. Sandy messed up a lot of businesses and “Velvet” was one of them. It was like as if everything all of a sudden was against me working there; even Coconut started complaining that he was spending too much money on the rooms. “My sister saw my bank statement and she was wondering how come I went through $10K last month… I didn’t realize I was spending so much”, - he texted me one day. “Ten grand?! It was good if I got $3K out of it”, I thought, because of how stupid he was, Coconut didn’t think of how the club was getting the third of the price of a room; how he was paying for drinks and $8 shots and massages from his credit card; he somehow assumed that I was getting all that money, and after his offer to start “real dating” outside the club, I told him to go fuck himself and to never text me again. 
After a very painful break-up with Tony, Mikky couldn’t make herself go back to “Velvet” and see him and Stina together, so she decided to go dance in one of the most popular clubs in Manhattan. Without my best friend there, it got really boring at work, even though Emily was keeping me company and cheering me up. R. stopped coming to the club a long time ago, as he couldn’t see me sitting and talking to other guys, let alone doing rooms and giving lap dances, so that December stayed in my mind as a very quiet month of pole dancing with Emily (we had to somehow entertain ourselves, so we kept learning new tricks every night); very happy but also very rare contractors as customers (they were the only ones who were making money at the time) and very miserable income.
 
_______________
 
When everything gets so bad at once in some aspect of your life, the whole universe pushes you to understand that this is the finished chapter of your life and you have to move on. However, my “career” came to an end very unexpectedly even for me. 
Christmas party at “Velvet” I spent not as a dancer, but as R.’s date; a lot of his friends showed up, and it was strictly prohibited to all the dancers in the club to mention that I was one of them. R. and I had a lot of fun, unlike Zed, who was staring at us all night from his DJ booth, trying to kill us both with the power of his mind. R. was making fun of him, saying that this year wasn’t good for Zed at all: first his girl dumped him, then he lost his house during the hurricane and now he had to live at his friends’… “So sad”, - R. was saying with a Spanish accent, imitating our favorite comedian George Lopez, - “Such a loss…so young…” I couldn’t stop laughing.
The New Year’s Eve we decided to spend at our friends’ restaurant in the Italian Bronx, and a couple of days prior to that R. and I decided to take a little break from work and just lock away in our new apartment and cuddle, watch TV and order delivery food. I called the house mom to cancel my shift that I was supposed to do in a couple of days, blaming it on the fact that R. and I had to pick up my friend from the airport. I never had a problem with her before, but that particular time something got into her head and she texted me the night before my shift saying that she couldn’t find a replacement for me and if she doesn’t have a certain amount of girls, the manager will be very unhappy. I texted her back that I couldn’t do it. R. and I were on our way to our dinner with R.’s business partner and his wife, when the manager of “Velvet” Shawn called R.’s cell asking about the whole situation with me. R. explained to him that I had to pick somebody up from the airport and I gave the house mom a two days’ notice, so it was all cool. For some reason something got into Shawn’s head too, as he started threatening R. that he would fire me if I don’t show up. The whole threatening idea wasn’t too good to begin with, as R. couldn’t stand anybody getting fresh with him, so after quickly putting the guy in his place and finished yelling, R. turned to me and said:
- I’m sorry, baby, I don’t want you to see me angry like that. But he started the whole thing, and you know that you can’t threaten me.
I laughed.
- Am I in trouble? Can I still go back to work or am I fired?
- You’re not fired, baby, but you’re not going back there anymore. I don’t want other guys touching you or talking to you, it makes me sick just thinking about it. From now on, you’re staying home and I’ll take care of you.
And with these words R. finished my old life and gave me a new one, he gave me the best present of that New Year – the possibility to start everything from a blank sheet, a chance to start all over again, with him by my side, hand in hand, through good and bad, always together forever.
 
Epilogue.
 
R. and I painted our bedroom pink, even though he was making faces at me at the Home Depot when I was choosing the paint, and bought a new pink bed for our puppy. My new job is to dress up and look beautiful for the only man in my life and drive around with him to his sign business appointments. He keeps saying that I am “so annoying” when I ask him to stop for a bite or for a bathroom break, but we always have the best time goofing around in our second home – R.’s car. R. quit smoking and I started doing yoga on a regular basis. We honestly tried on cutting out the alcohol, but it didn’t work out too well, since our busy schedule includes going out three to four times a week. 
After I quit my job, Emily became good friends with Megan, who lost her best friend Alana, when the last one got pregnant from her customer and now current boyfriend. She now lives alone, raising a son and drives a new BMW convertible. Emily and Megan rented an apartment in Bay Ridge and now go to parties, basketball games and night clubs. Megan got fired for her constant drinking and calling the manager Shawn an asshole. She currently works at “The Stable”. Emily is looking for an apartment to live alone with her kitty cat and trying to quit her job as well. I’ve always been saying that she was too good for it. We are still great friends and I wish everything works out for my little doll.
Lexi was suffering for quite a long time because of her moving to New Jersey from her beloved Manhattan, but she got quite used to it, and now she and Kevin are expecting their first baby together. She finally accepted her lifestyle as a Jersey housewife, found several girlfriends in her area and sometimes calls me and R. to get together for a double date. 
Coconut didn’t come back to “Velvet” for over six months, but on the first night he came back, he ran into me and R. having a party with our friends. He was smart (or cowardly) enough not to come up to me to say hello, but Margarita, the massage girl, had to listen all night to him saying how his “girlfriend of six months” Milana dumped him for her boss and how hurt and heartbroken he was. I don’t know if he ever came back to “Velvet” after that and what happened to that restaurant he was going to buy. 
Zed wasn’t doing too good either. He put all his belongings that he had left after Sandy destroyed his house, in his old Toyota and drove to Los Angeles to complete his dream to become a famous DJ. Nobody has heard from him since then.
Mikky is not working anymore. She moved into her dream apartment in Manhattan, got herself a cat, got a degree in interior design and is in active search of a good husband to spend the rest of her life with. She is very happy. It was her who gave me the idea to write a book, after one of our evenings together, when we were drinking tea and recollecting all the crazy stuff we went through while working, all the brain damaged customers and even more brain damaged co-workers. She said that if only people knew the inside of this business, their hair would stand up; and I decided that after so many writing classes in my university and so much experience in my “dancing career” it would be stupid not to put it all down on paper, so I started writing.
 
_______________
 
This book was written not to glorify the profession of the exotic dancers, but to make people understand what’s really going on behind the closed doors of New York and New Jersey strip clubs. I wanted my readers to see why the girls have to get into this business and what happens when they leave it. We all have different paths in life, some of us get our happy endings, and some still keep struggling, but the point is, we are all fighters, as it takes great courage to overcome yourself, to step over your feelings and come out on stage wearing nothing but a tiny G-string, plastic shoes and a smile. 
Several years ago, if someone told me that I would be one of those girls on stage, I would laugh in their face. But now, after looking back at everything that happened to me, I can say that I’m grateful for all the good and bad in my life, as it made me the person I am today. I had to come to America, I had to struggle to keep a roof above my head, I had to fall in love and be broken hearted, I had to dance all those nights, I had to keep believing in myself and my bright future, I had to meet the love of my life, my knight in shining armor who came to my rescue, like all the fairy tales say, I had to go through all this to write about it, and if I was given a chance to change something in my past, I wouldn’t do it, because my path, sometimes very dark and scary, lead me to the happiest place on Earth; this is where I am now, with the man who I love more than life, and I wouldn’t trade it for anything in the world.
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