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“There was about a one month period when there was very few dancers and tons of FEMA men. Supposedly the DJ would say over the speaker—‘Guys, if you want a dance, just raise your hand.’ So many guys wanted a dance there wasn't even time to do the whole chat thing. I'm kicking my own ass for not coming to New Orleans at that time. However, with all the sensationalism about the violence down there, I made a decision based on the information I had.”
- Virginia, Stripper at Rick’s Cabaret
“As a matter of fact, the flood was the best thing that ever happened to me.”
- Ted, bartender at Club Ritz
“He’d already scoped the place out before the storm. I was like, ‘Nigga you got to go.’ So, I walk him down the stairs. I had my nine on him the whole time. Well, he walk out, and then he stops. I was like, ‘Just go, man. I don’t want to have to kill you. Just go. Just go.’”
- Never, VIP host at a strip club on Bourbon Street.
“Oh, there was a good while when all we could talk about was Katrina and the storm and what do we need to do? What do we need to do? What do we need to do?”
- Ashley, Journalist and former stripper
“GOD FUCK YOU! I JUST WANT TO FORGET ABOUT IT!”
- DJ, Sound Technician and Wingman
The assignment was filled with precarious potentials for a great deal of sex, drugs, violence, and music. All things dear to my heart, save the violence. The violence is more of a necessary gatekeeper, a blunt threat to keep us honest. When she serves her purpose, she can be magnificent, adding electricity to the room which once felt stale. But when she crosses the line of threat into action, and you are left in the position of truly hurting someone or being truly hurt yourself, she can feel like the complete bitch you swear you’ll never lay eyes on again, even though you know you’re lying.
The snake of the river as you fly into the city is a good portent for the balance between sweet and sinister one can encounter in The Big Easy. He works his way through her center, providing the city with life, knowing all the while he can take it away on a whim. Down by the water, in the heart of the Quarter, stands a statue sculpted by Robert Schoen, Old Man River. The statue’s arms reach up to the sky with handless stumps. His head is shaven. He may have been in possession of manliness at one point, but now the space between his legs displays a hardened brick, square and ignored for too long. The quote in front of him reads: Old Man River, a man with a past, arms reach empty handed, God to a city in love with water. God to a city in love with water.
Crystal has the look of a deer staring at her impending doom as the lights of a truck barrel straight for her. But she cannot move. This is Crystal’s first night in a strip club. She heard you can make good money at a place like Barely Legal when you’re eighteen and look fifteen, which she does. A seasoned dancer who gives me the name Taylor is teaching Crystal the way.
TAYLOR: “You just want to make sure that you keep your ear out for the dj. If he calls you, he’s gonna announce which stage you’re on. That usually means you have one song notice. If you hear it and you freak out, just find me and I’ll calm you down. I’ll help you get naked.”
Taylor has your classic blond, naughty schoolgirl-with-pigtails look you might imagine finding at Barely Legal. Knee high stockings, Catholic mini-skirt, sexy librarian eyeglasses. One look is all you need to see that there is a good deal of brains behind this beauty.
BUFFALO: “You’re such a good older sister. It’s amazing.”
TAYLOR: “Oh, don’t call us sisters. That would be dirty. We’re classmates.” She gives a wink and leaves me with Crystal, who I am becoming increasingly impressed with as I recall how scared I felt on the first day of my first job. And I got to keep my clothes on.
BUFFALO: “You look a little nervous, Crystal. I’m not gonna lie. Is it overwhelming being here for your first night?”
CRYSTAL: “Yes.”
BUFFALO: “Where are you from?”
CRYSTAL: “I’m from Metarie (a suburb of New Orleans). I’m 18. I grew up here my whole life. I slept through the storm. Through the whole thing.”
BUFFALO: “You are a deep sleeper, my friend.”
CRYSTAL: “That’s what my parents said. That’s when I was younger. When I was fifteen.”
Crystal’s mom cut her off when she turned 18 because Crystal didn’t want to become a nurse. She wanted to go to beauty school. To show her mom, Crystal went out and got a job that will likely pay her between five hundred and a thousand bucks a night, which she figures will more than cover her beauty education, provided she does not get caught up in the life. And she’s right. Given the averages of how much strippers are making these days, Crystal, with no technique, no knowledge of how to talk to a man, will probably pull in a grand a night. Depending on how good they are, the full spectrum of how much these girls are making from high to low is roughly fifteen hundred dollars for the greatest ones at the most popular clubs on Bourbon, to a hundred bucks after a twelve hour shift at the less than above board spots on Iberville street, unless of course they’re taking advantage of what is allowed at some of those places. Prostitution is not looked upon well at the clubs on Bourbon. But on Iberville, if you know the right spot, it’s another story. But more on this later, because now, Crystal wants a shot of Jagermeister… no, a Malibu punch. A Malibu punch with cherries. Lots of cherries.
BUFFALO: “How has the city changed since the storm?”
CRYSTAL: “The street signs from over here turned all the way over there. Cable chords and electrical chords were everywhere. My dog ran right into an electrical chord. But other than that it’s not so different.”
Ashley and DJ are local to the bone and seem to know people in every place I go. Ashley splits her time between taking care of her family, tending bar at a spot on Bourbon, and writing magazine pieces for various nationals, most often with High Times. By the end of the weekend, she and DJ would show me the full spectrum of strippers in the Quarter. From the absolute cream of the cream, such as the girls at Barely Legal, Babe’s Cabaret, and Rick’s, to those with no choice but to work what gravity and time didn’t ravage at dreary tobacco stained Hell holes where strippers go to die.
DJ is not a tall man, maybe five foot six or seven, but he’s wiry and not the kind one looks to fuck with for too little. He has a long goatee and wears a Buffalo Skin cowboy hat he can fold up into a ball and put in his pocket without damaging it in the least. A local sound technician, DJ handles the rigging for most of the big concerts that come to town. He was suspect of me. It would take a few hours before he would warm up. We had some sizing up to do before we could become buddies. That’s just about always the case with men of a certain code, but even more so in New Orleans. We sniff each other out, assess who could take who in a scrape. Are you a threat to my woman? Do you look like you might have a bigger cock than mine? Wider at any rate? If we were to become buddies, and someone came after me, would you hop in or pussy out? These scenarios are processed in each man’s unconscious. This may take no more than a moment or two, the flare of a nostril, the blink of an eye. But at times it has taken years with little to no conclusion. No matter how long it takes, the inner knowledge of how much you can trust your wingman is essential if one is to embark on a savage journey through all hours of the night to scratch at the heart of how these strippers view the state of New Orleans.
TORI: “My name Tori. I was born and raised in New Orleans. I took in three teenagers. Ray Nagin not doin a damn thing. I took in these kids. It was Christmas. It’s cold outside. I’m like, ‘how could dey do people like dat?’ I didn’t know em, but I took em in because they was homeless, living under the bridge. It was a white girl and two black boys. I took em all in and I started the white girl at dancing. Cause, what else I’m gone do for her? She didn’t like it. Okay I understand that so she got a regular job. But God’s gone bless me.”
Tori was walking, dark chocolate sex. Black as night with bright eyes and a kind smile. Kind, but naughty as hell. She oozed sensuality out of every sweet breath. One look at her and you could tell she had a righteous attitude toward life. She also had one of the thicker New Orleans accents I had ever encountered. It was bizarre and beautiful, blurring the words together in a way that almost made you swear you could hear the harmony behind them on a separate track.
BUFFALO: “How has the city changed since the storm?”
TORI: “Well I’ma let you know somethin. It’s like different strokes for different folks. Some guys like black girls. Some guys dey don’t like black girls. But we try to make all the guys comfortable. We try to excite them, make them come back for more. I been trying to do what I gotta do, but all the guys come in wanting to push it too far after the storm, cause we get all the Memphis girls, who are a lot more slack about dat then we are. They offerin pussy, and me myself, I don’t do that. So the guys come in wantin dat and I don’t make no money. Yesterday I cried. Because in the Summer time it’s slow. And for the black girls, it’s hard for us. “
BUFFALO: “Why?”
TORI: “It’s just the south.”
BUFFALO: “Old school racism. Do you feel like New Orleans is different from the rest of the south on that front?”
TORI: “Hell no.”
BUFFALO: “But White people are the minority here, no?”
TORI: “I’m not gonna complain cause all white people is not the same. And like I told you, I don’t hate nobody. But you got some white guys who been hurt by a black girl and then think every black girl is like that. I guess they been done wrong to, and part of our job is to try and improve that.”
The ladies at the other club had the feel of reality TV contestants who had made it through the initial cuts and were now trying out for a spot on the Monday night show. The girls at Babe’s Cabaret, such as Tori, had an authenticity I was appreciative of. They were local.
The night before, after I had left DJ and Ashley, wandering off into the city alone, I bobbed into Rick’s Cabaret, advertised by word of mouth as the best club on the street. Upon entering, I could not help but notice the feeling that I was no longer in New Orleans, but rather, had stepped into Scores in New York. I doubt if there were more than five locals there, and I’m including the staff in that assessment.
Christine’s skin had been scarred from a teenage battle with acne. It had left her with a bit of bite to her words, the energetic equivalent of a boxer who keeps his left up at all times. Christine was from Jersey. I asked her what she thought of the state of New Orleans and she told me business was picking up. Her eyes scanned the room, never focusing on one thing for more than a second or two. It looked like she was on ecstasy with an added line or two of coke for a chaser. Christine would not talk to me unless I bought a dance from her. As we walked over to an empty part of the main floor, she told me she thought I was cute and that she was really horny.
BUFFALO: “Come on now, you say that to all the boys.”
CHRISTINE: “Nuh-Uh. I haven’t had sex with a guy in like three weeks. I’m hoooooorny!” I was beginning to believe her. She sat me down and began to dance. I slipped the recorder out and was about to ask if she minded me getting her interview, when I felt her tongue ram it’s way into my mouth.
“Holy fuck this chick really is horny,” was my first thought, but it was quickly replaced by the taste of her breath, a vague touch of French Onion Sunchips mixed with old ashes from cigarettes smoked many hours ago and a subtle undertone of acid. I do not want to say it was altogether unpleasant, for any experience of a bizarre and surprising nature cannot be completely without benefit. But it was close. Instantly one of the floor managers screamed at her and she was off me. I did my best to laugh with her about this, found the closest equivalent to a graceful goodbye I could muster, and made my way back to the bar for a shot of vodka to cleanse the palate.
I was ready to leave Rick’s, when I spotted Virginia eyeing me from across the room. She looked the image of your archetypal 1950’s pinup girl that innocent boys put on their bedroom walls.
VIRGINIA: “Basically I tend to do bachelor parties during the Spring and Summer time. New Orleans for me is a late Winter/Early Springtime place.”
BUFFALO: “Why is that?”
VIRGINIA: “Because you have Mardi Gras, which is basically the last burst of activity before the Summer slow down, which happens all over the United States.”
BUFFALO: “Really, I didn’t know that. Why is there a slow down?”
VIRGINIA: “Probably because of the daylight hours. A lot of people spend a lot more time outside. You find this in Alaska. During the winter months, it’s really dark. People have jack shit to do, jack shit to spend their money on. Whereas during the summer months, when it’s sunny most of the 24 hours, there’s a lot less stripping activity. So, just put that theory towards the summer months everywhere.”
BUFFALO: “Do you mind if I ask you how old you are?”
VIRGINIA: “Oh. I’m gonna make you guess first. That’s just standard operating procedure.”
BUFFALO: “I think you’re 21.”
VIRGINIA: “I think you’re full of shit. I’m 25.”
BUFFALO: “I say twenty-one cause that’s the age no one has seemed to have an issue with.”
VIRGINIA: “That’s the funny part, outside of a strip club, tell the girls that they look twenty-five. Because the young girls will think, ‘Oh, he respects me.’ And the older women will totally love you because they’ll look at you and think, ‘Oh, you think I look younger.’ I think it’s hilarious that in a strip club scenario, you brought that down four years.”
Tripp, the twenty-one year old bouncer/assistant floor manager at Babe’s Cabaret, moved to New Orleans six months ago to take care of his mother as she fights cancer. He met his girlfriend, Serenity, the first night he started working at the club. It was Serenity’s first night, too, and she thought Tripp was something special. The two fell for each other at first sight, and the look of them brings about a feeling of sweetness one can’t help but smile at. She’s sick tonight, so she’s not dancing, just hanging out in Tripp’s hooded sweatshirt, watching him work. Living proof that love can be found in the least likely of places. They live above the club in an attic apartment that Ashley tells me most people believe is haunted. That’s not unusual in New Orleans. The spirits have nearly as tangible a presence as the people, and depending on which drug you’re doing, they often have more.
SERENITY: “New Orleans is like a million countries in one. I’ve met people from every state and every country. They’re all different and they all come back. I’ll never leave New Orleans. Katrina didn’t do it. I don’t believe anything is going to knock the city out. Ever.”
“Best way to cure a hangover, don’t stop drinkin’. This is not a good town for a sober mind,” Damien, the six foot four, shaved head, bouncer/doorman at Babe’s warns me as we make our way out in search of the seediest strip club in the Quarter. And he’s right. This is no place for a sober mind. The drink enables you to slide over to the right side of your brain and experience the city completely, seeing both the good and bad spirits in the way one sizes up a room in a relatively tough bar. Remain sober for too long in this town, your analytical side takes over and only looks at the terrifying aspects of the possibility that Heaven, Hell, and Earth might all be the same place.
TED: “Well, me personally myself, I never think about the flood. I think about today. And what I can do today to make things better. I mean that’s gone. You have to move on.”
Behind the bar at Club Ritz on Iberville, Ted meticulously fills out each drink order, taking his candy time with everything in an extremely southern way. Bald on top with a thin wiry frame, Ted is durable. But from the moment you meet him, you can tell, Ted is sweet to the bone.
Sitting to my left is Bridgette, 32 and looks about 45. She lost her brother, father, and grandfather in the flood. Blond with harried eyes and bumps all over her body. Couldn’t really tell from what. Maybe scars from childhood beatings, perhaps something else, a physical reminder of the hard times. But it seemed good news was on the way for Bridgette. A distant relative had passed on and left her close to five hundred thousand dollars to go start a new life somewhere. She’s keeping it a secret until she’s long gone.
Ashley and DJ play Tetris at the table because there are no dancers in sight. Club Ritz is dark, dank, and empty but for us and one other patron who looks to be “gettin’ his nut off,” as DJ puts it. My bar stool has an aged sticky feel and I’m really doing my best not to imagine the worst of all possibilities that could have caused this mess when Ted takes a healthy pull on his Marlboro Red and blows my mind.
TED: “As a matter of fact, the flood is the best thing that ever happened to me. I see life a whole lot clearer. I see me a whole lot clearer. I’m much more appreciative of things. I switch on the light now and the light come on, I’m still like Wow! Befo the storm, I thought I was a role model in a sense. And I felt like I used to preach to people, younger guys that if they just did like I did, they’d be okay. And then I found a flaw in my character. When I lost my material values, I found out that I was very materialistic. And it took me losing everything to find that out about myself. Now, the most important thing in the world to me is people and how I relate to people.”
BRIDGETTE: “See, I call him Daddy. I give my world to him.”
TED: “Who?”
BRIDGETTE: “To you. I love you to death.”
TED: “You better!”
Laughter all around. The way Bridgette looks at Ted, you need not ask if she means it. He’s probably the best father she ever had.
TED: “Let me tell you what is real,” he pauses to take a grin. “Strippers is all I know. And they drive you crazy, but that’s all I know. I’m a say it like this: To me, I guess everbody has a plan, a vision, and a mission. My mission in life is to see six or seven strippers get away from here and make it successful in their life. That might sound weird. Like I got a phone call from a girl in New York, I don’t wanna say her name. And it’s really weird what she said to me, but it made sense. She said, ‘I’ll never see you again. But thanks.’ Okay, now why did I get such a thrill out of that? That kept me goin’ another year. That phone call, it might sound crazy. But this was a girl I was used to seein ever day. I liked seeing her ever day, but she’s goin to college, workin and going to college. She’s in New York, gonna stay, says she’s not gonna come this way again, and thank you. That was one of the biggest things that ever happened to me in my life. I wished for years to see that.”
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