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Footfalls echo in the memory

Down the passage which we did not take

Towards the door we never opened

Into the rose-garden

—T. S. Eliot, Burnt Norton
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 Chapter One

Jude, eighteen, only just. Frizzy brown hair, soft, suburban features. Arms crossed across her chest, forehead pressed to the smudged window of the 492, watching miles whip by, all strip malls, wilting palm trees and wild bougainvillea. As if the sight of so much natural beauty mixed with human mess might account for how she wound up riding the bus to Los Angeles, city of cars. Ford Woody Wagons, Datsuns, Camaros. Around her, adults sat solo in window seats, absorbing the same scene, though Jude sensed they saw it different. A dull resignation to their gaze, like they knew she rolled her skirt to make it shorter, pushed her boobies up on purpose with the cross of her arms. When a red Corvette pulled alongside, lingering for a moment before accelerating, she saw it as a sign, beckoning toward an ideal future, sex and speed. Though her favorite color was yellow. 

Graffiti in shades of purple and pink popped from gray concrete in the lowering light. Through painted corridors, up and down ramps that swooped and whorled, the bus labored. It merged onto the 101, exited on Highland, turned right, lurched to a stop. Doors swung open with a push of frisson. Compression of air. And Jude stepped onto Hollywood Boulevard, a street paved with stars. 

Spray-paint artists and celebrity look-alikes. Boys with pompadours and jean jackets, sunglasses that turned their eyes to mirrors. Girls with feathered hair and teased bangs, the way they sauntered in shoulder pads, sipped Coke cans with Revlon-red lips. Somewhere among them might be Winnie. Jude walked the boulevard, men muttering as she passed. Honey, baby, smile, sweetie, smile. She smiled. She was still wearing her reform school uniform—beige skirt, canvas backpack and knock-off polo shirt, laurel leaves and Class of 1982 embroidered on the breast. Heinous, all of it. 

She stopped at a convenience store, browsed chips and colas, candy bars. Nothing nutritive. At home, in Newhall Ranch, she’d seen how cigarettes and soda weathered a person. Meals at San Dimas School for Girls were processed, full of salt and chemicals. Jude wanted, in her new life, to eat better. But options were limited. She paid a quarter for a wan hotdog and stood by the cash register, chewing. The door ding-dinged and four men entered, made for the beer fridge. While the rest argued brands, one circled back. He wore a black leather jacket festooned with chains, tight denim pants flared at the ankle to fit his motorcycle boots. He was older, but his face had a feminine grace, a beauty that took Jude by surprise. She had come to Los Angeles in search of Winnie; she had not, when she wandered into this sad store, anticipated finding sex among the aisles. 

“What’s up, cutie?” he said, and Jude squinted at him, said, “Hey,” like she was wise to his ways. He wore a mullet, sideburns long enough to hide the acne scars peppering from behind his facial-hair-like freckles. “What’s your name?” he asked, and she said, “Rhiannon.” A lie plucked from the lyrics of a song about a woman so free she took to the sky like a bird. He was called Laird. 

“There’s this party in the hills,” Laird said, eyes on Jude like she was the one girl in the world he wanted to talk to. “My house. You should come.” He said it like he knew it was a long shot, like he was hoping she would decline, for her own sake maybe, or for his. Like it might be easier if she turned him down. 

She said, “Can’t,” with her mouth full. “I’m on a mission, looking for a friend.” How to do so, though; just three dollars left in her pocket for bus fare and food. 

“A girlfriend?” Laird said. 

She nodded, still chewing, and he placed a hand on her arm. Around his wrist: a silver POW bracelet, a sleeve of tattoos disappearing into the arm of his jacket. “I’ll help you find her,” he said. “I got a bike, a fast one. Never know, maybe she’ll be at the party.”

He promised a good time either way, a swimming pool and full bar, a view of the city. Somewhere to stay until tomorrow, when they’d hop on his bike and go searching for Winnie. “Cool?” he said, and Jude said, “Cool.” She tossed her napkin in a can, rolled the waistband of her skirt so the hemline inched above her knees, and followed him from the store, natural as anything. 

Laird’s friends were younger than he, still acting like boys. Jude liked their lean laziness, their childish jokes about bodily functions. She liked how Laird held back from such jokes, the adult in the group. They drove to the party, radio playing “Eye of the Tiger,” “Shadows of the Night,” Jude on Laird’s lap, enjoying the slick of his leathers beneath her, ignoring the boys teasing them both. Laird was beautiful, Laird was a little scary, Laird wanted her. He tipped a beer bottle to her lips. He lit a joint. She inhaled and the world muffled, music played underwater. 

The road took them up up up, winding, and Jude pictured the Dodge missing a turn, careering off the cliffside. She pictured her body, broken between the broken bodies of the boys. Or worse, still living but passed between them in some vacant lot, helpless, a doll. When they stopped, when the parking brake cranked on, she popped out, quick, ready to run. But they had arrived at a gate beyond which a bungalow stood, the sounds of a party audible from without; they had not been lying. In the driveway, a motorcycle, front wheel cocked for balance. “My baby,” Laird said, and ran a hand over the chrome engine. “Speeds like a dream. Tomorrow you’ll see.” He led her to the house. 

Inside was yellowed by dust, littered with cigarette butts. Couples necked on the furniture. Boys played darts in the kitchen. A projector streamed the same scene of the same three girls on a loop, but muted. Without sound, the actresses, mouths opened in the shape of silent moans, looked more like they were yawning. And Jude stared too long, as if watching for her own reflection. 

Laird took her hand. He pulled her through rooms and groups of people who weren’t Winnie. He showed her the bathroom, the moldy tiles and mirror flecked with spit. “I’ll just be a minute,” she said, and walked in, intending to pee. But he followed, reached right for the waistband of her skirt. For an instant she thought of home. Dry winds and drought; heat so strong only lizards came out before nightfall. Bicycling to the Plaza Theater strip mall on Lyons, Winnie riding the handlebars of Jude’s cruiser like the figurehead of a pirate ship, blonde mermaid hair flying, the smell of her sweat wafting backward on the wind: hot sauce, onions, sex. Far as Jude could tell, home was made by people, and even then, only sex was real, thrumming beneath the fleshy fabric of all. When she first saw this man, she saw sex, the truth; was drawn to him, magnetic as a moth to flickering danger. 

She unbuckled his belt, backed herself to the sink, sat on the ledge. He took her face in his hands with tenderness. The sink was cold, the light too bright before it ceased to matter. She felt her body fill with his, felt him wash up and warm her. Laird thrust so gently she wondered if he’d done it before. He must have, because in the bright bathroom light she could see he really was older, in his thirties, maybe even at the tail end. But there was something young in the way he said her name, “Rhiannon,” slow and breathy, awestruck. 

She closed her eyes, heard the song in her head. A strange hunger overtook her, the hunger of a body seated before the perfect meal; a clean, rested body, ready to be filled. She let herself make noises—moans and cries, cathartic in their volume, a music she’d not allowed herself at San Dimas, where sex was conducted in secret, back behind the mess hall, breathy whispers in the cold, Don’t worry, I won’t tell, lots of girls do this, we’re just practicing. Fit of fingers inside a mouth, fit of fingers down there, Jude’s talent with the hook and pull, the press of a palm’s heel. Laird’s hand flew to cover the sound of her pleasure, but her voice rose up anyway and enveloped them both, and then, with a jerk, it was over. 

“I never seen it that big before,” he said, watching his dick in the mirror as it shrank. “I knew just from looking that you’d be good at fucking.” 

Jude sat on the toilet, wiping him from her stomach, then peeing right there, proud of her immodesty. She flushed, stood, saw herself in the mirror. The girl who looked back was worldly, powerful even, good at fucking. Laird was zipping up and didn’t seem to notice the change. He had known all along. She took in his mullet, sweat-moistened, flecked with dandruff. His handsome face, which must have opened so many doors, convinced so many girls. “Me too,” she said, “Never seen one so big before.” He narrowed his eyes as if to ask, How many have you seen? But said instead, “You get high?” 

His bedroom was darker than the others, cheap tapestries blacking out the windows. A twin mattress on the floor. He sat on it, removed his jacket. He was inked all the way up his arms. A snake, a parachute, a tattered American flag. Ghost faces and an eagle soaring. He opened a drawer on his nightstand, removed what looked like a man’s leather checkbook. “This is just medicine,” he said. Inside was a baggie, a needle, a spoon and rubber band. Jude didn’t know what they were for. She sat on the bed beside him and he tied the band around her arm, offered up freely, like her willingness would confirm something she wanted Laird to believe: that she was tough and storied, too; that her body was fully developed, built for sex, for pleasure, for the euphoric wash of heroin up her blood and into her brain, seat of her own genius, which she opened her mouth and sang to the world, a certainty. Home existed. It was here in her own body. All she had to do was unlatch the door and step inside. 

She slept through the following day. It was just that she was tired, so tired. And Winnie could wait, couldn’t she? 

In the evening, Laird’s so-called boys convened. A coup in the living room over rent owed, junkiedom, “the general bad vibes you’ve been bringing to the living situation, man.” Laird had not helped with clean-up after the party. Laird owed so much they would claim his posters and mattress, his stained sheets and bedside lamp. They would keep his bike. Jude hoisted up the jeans he’d lent her, cinched tight with a piece of rope, rolled her shoulders back and shoved out her tits, defiant. She moved to gather her journal, tucked in her backpack, the one thing she cared about keeping. But the boys blocked her, called her a junkie whore, and Laird led her by the elbow to the street, hidden from the house by a hedgerow.

“Stay here,” he said, and walked back down the driveway. From her hiding place she considered running, thought better of it. She was broke and the road was steep; better to wait for the man. After a few minutes, she heard yelling, the crash of something falling, the slam of a door. Then the sound of Laird’s chopper, a mechanical curdling noise. 

He pulled up beside her, gestured for her to climb on. They sped down the hill until a red light stopped them and Laird twisted in the saddle. “You okay?” he yelled, and she nodded. He reached in his back pocket, removed her journal, handed it to her. She held it to her heart. “Thank you,” she mouthed, and he said something back, but the engine was too loud to hear.

He took them to a motel on Vanowen called the Vagabond Inn. They checked into a room on the first floor. It looked out on a neighboring vacant lot, transformed into a film set, tents and trailers parked in a giant semicircle around whatever they were shooting. The bed was like a packing pallet, rigid and ribbed, stuffed with the hollow spirits of other lovers’ long-gone lust. 

“We’ll find your friend,” Laird said. “But first we need to find some cash.” Jude didn’t ask how he planned to do that. Just presented her arm, the underside so white her veins showed like rivers on a map, blue and winding. Love, she thought when the needle hit, carrying her to the heaven of her own insides. She put her hands on her body as she left it. Me, she thought. Mine. Laird shot the last of the bag while she floated, watching herself from the ceiling until she slept. 

In the morning, she woke alone, itchy. Laird’s jacket on the back of a chair told her he’d return, and an hour later, while she was sprawled sideways on the bed watching Mighty Mouse, she heard the bike rumble to a stop. There he was again, striding through the shoddy door, carrying a McDonald’s bag. 

“Breakfast, baby,” he said, “I made it in time,” and crawled across the mattress to place the bag in Jude’s hands. Heavy, white paper blotted gray. She peered within. Atop a pile of greasy hash browns and flattened egg McMuffins, Laird had placed a gun, gleaming. 

“A prop,” he said, when she pulled forth the weapon, felt its weight, the ribbed texture of its grip. “Stole it from an unlocked trailer. I worked as a gaffer one summer.” 

He smiled then, almost bashful. The way some men might smile upon discovery of the ring they’d hidden in a cupcake or crème brûlée. A prop gun, he repeated. An easy solution. A convenience-store stickup, all the cash in the drawer in a matter of minutes. “And after that we’re set for weeks.” 

The gun, from this vantage, was romantic. A gesture at the sort of romance Jude wanted, the dangerous sort. She placed it to the side, pulled Laird closer. His palm to her palm, their long fingers interlaced in the throes before Jude let go, reached for the gun again as if for another lover’s hand. “Careful,” Laird muttered. He was on his back, gazing up at her, the weapon she caressed. “Hey,” he said louder. She set it on the nightstand, let herself be flipped.

“But what if the cashier has a real gun?” she asked after, still lounging in bed, eating her hash browns, while Laird dressed with an urgency that suggested he had somewhere to be.

“Relax,” he said. “No one’s gonna shoot a girl.”

“A girl?”

“Last I checked you were a girl.” Jude read need in his voice, and no fix in sight. The apathetic tenor of the desperate. 

“I can’t rob a liquor store,” she said. “There’s no way I can do that.”

“I got a record.” He put a hand on his heart. “I can’t get caught. You got no record, you get caught—which you won’t—and they slap your wrist.” He went in his pocket, removed two white pills he placed on the bedside table. “Take those,” he said, “They’ll keep you quick.”

“I’m not looking to get slapped, though. I’m eighteen, I’ll go to real jail.” 

“You’re looking for a sweet high, I see it in your face.” He told her again to take the pills. “Eighteen isn’t a child,” he said. “Believe you me.” When still she hesitated, he sat beside her on the bed and held her hand. “Baby, please,” he said. “I’m getting sick, I can feel it. I’m in need and the only thing I own is my bike, I’ll never let that go. Just this once, then we’ll figure something else out.”

She swallowed with spit so the tablets went down in a slow chemical slide. He kissed her cheek. “Just this once,” he repeated. “I promise it’ll be okay,” and more than words his touch made her believe him. 

The first store was a 7-Eleven on Reseda. Deep valley. Relentless sun. They walked, rehashed the plan. Laird would go first, scope out the scene and signal when the coast was clear. Jude, in sunglasses, would do the stickup. Laird reiterated that he would risk it, but he had notations on his record since returning from Nam, the history of which he glossed over. Possession of narcotics, possession of a firearm. “Yeah, a real one,” he said. “Big mistake, but I got a soldier’s heart to heal.” He tapped his breastbone, the dark heart beneath. It flared up and frightened him sometimes, around sundown, when shifting light turned to shadows. That was why he needed. Heroin, medicine. “It really is used for that,” he said. “It’s only when I don’t have it that things go south.” The gun was fake, he repeated. The stakes were low, the money already theirs.

“What happens when I get the bag?” Jude was beginning to feel sharp, her vision a sterile funnel.

“You run,” he said. “Fast.” Meet back at the motel. Easy. 

“One thing I need to tell you first,” she said before he left her around the corner and went ahead into the store. “My real name’s not Rhiannon.”

He turned, spat on the sidewalk, then looked back at her and shrugged. “Well what’s your name then?”

Laird entered the store, left, signaled to Jude. She swallowed. Her throat was dry and narrow. Her heart was a motor, spun by magnetic force. She held the gun gingerly in a swatch of torn T-shirt. The door trilled when she entered and faced the cashier. A woman, top-heavy and hard-worn, a bristle of gray atop her upper lip, which smiled at Jude, just slightly. At this Jude felt her own face give a little in apology. But something about the woman, her age, the sweet mistake of her mouth, recalled the women Jude came from, and she froze over again. Speed made it easy, everything tapered to its essence. She held up the gun, ripped a black plastic bag from the waistband of her jeans and slapped it on the counter. “Empty the register,” she said. “Fast.”

Yes, it was easy. Almost as easy as a legitimate transaction. Ten dollars on pump number three, please; a pack of Camels; empty the register. The door rang once more when she pushed through, out into the blinding sun, the nearness of victory. She ran down a maze of back streets, past people’s mailboxes and lawn ornaments, the bag tucked into her waistband, the gun within the bag, as if she were any girl out for a jog. As if she were any girl contemplating abandoning her man, keeping the money, running. Finding Winnie on her own. But the road she chose led back to the motel. She knocked on the door, and immediately Laird opened. He swept her inside. 

“You did it,” he said, and embraced her, then straightened his arms to hold her at length. “Anyone see you?” 

Jude shook her head. “I don’t think so, no.” He whooped, threw her on the bed. She emptied the bag and tossed the bills to the sky, let them rain on the mattress like she’d seen actors do in movies, so that Laird, when he pulled her pants down and pushed her underwear to the side, knelt before her on a carpet of cash. 

That night they hit the Vagabond Inn laundry, waiting wrapped in towels while their clothes tumbled clean. They ate meatball subs, juicy with sauce, then scored, spent four days and five nights shooting up, fucking when the high wore off, the whole experience so euphoric Jude started to forget why she’d come to LA in the first place. Not nothing, to be wanted by Laird, who seemed surprised by the force of his desire. “Mine,” he said, “my Judey Judey, mine,” so often it became a sort of mantra. Day and night they slept, deep and dreamless, curled into a spoon, Laird’s body around Jude’s, human armor. Small things she felt protected by: that he took the side of the bed closest to the door so that in the case of a break-in he could defend her; that when they walked along the road, he did the same, rearranging her body so that his stood between the traffic, or an approaching man, and hers. Once, they fell asleep in the middle of a kiss, lips suctioned together like they were meant to fit that way. They woke hours later, still kissing. “We set a world record,” Laird said, his voice thick with sleep and cotton. “And we didn’t even have to try.” 

When their bags were almost empty and their cash almost out, they rode all the way to Long Beach, moved into a cheaper motel called the Palms, with an algae-green pool and an hourly rate. Laird went out, came back empty-handed, sweating in the cold. “I found a guy, but we need more cash,” he said, and removed the gun from where he’d buried it, deep in his saddlebag.

At the liquor store, the man behind the counter grinned at Jude before she waved the gun and watched his smile turn upside down. It was after midnight. Once again Laird had entered first, browsed until he was the last shopper, then left, signaling to Jude that the coast was clear. But this man was slow. Perhaps purposefully so. Something about Jude was unconvincing, no sunglasses this time to hide her eyes. She only got one hundred dollars from the register, too worried to push for more. As she ran, she heard sirens coming up behind her and turned to see a cop car, blue and red lights casting the empty road sad to glad, sad to glad, a rotating wheel of color. She slowed to a walk, but her heart kept running. The cop sped past. 

Back at the motel, she couldn’t stop shaking. 

“Not normal,” she said. “I’m cashed, I’m sick, I can’t keep this up.”

“Just adrenaline,” Laird said. “It’ll pass.” He put the back of his hand to her forehead. “My poor baby,” he said, “my poor baby needs her medicine.” He took a stack of bills and left, returned with Tylenol and ginger ale soda, saltine crackers and a gram of heroin. Jude wondered briefly if it was the drugs weakening her. But it came from poppies, Laird said. It was medicine from the earth. There was a long history of artists using it to free their minds and reach new heights of consciousness. “Ever heard of . . .” He snapped his fingers, trying to remember. Didn’t matter, he said, there were books and he would find them once she felt better and they got settled. For now, she needed sleep, the band, the needle, the cure. 

Those were the days in which time became to Jude a liquid substance, its true nature revealed by the drug, which taught her that time could stretch, it could shorten, it could collapse entirely. From this vantage it didn’t much matter that she hadn’t found Winnie, had not so much as looked. Lying in bed in one motel after another, the drug kicking in and night falling fast, she would remind Laird that she wanted to, that he had promised to help. 

“Winnie?” he would say, as if trying to conjure the memory of an old acquaintance. Winnie with her notebook, scribbling poems; Winnie in her swimsuit, nose sheeted in zinc, lifeguard whistle round her neck. This was in Moorpark, Covina, Gardena, La Crescenta. Money was running low or it was plentiful, soon to be spent. 

“My best friend,” Jude pushed, one night in Cerritos. “She works in a diner somewhere. Glendale?”

“I’m familiar with the place.” 

“She’s my best friend,” Jude repeated. But Laird didn’t answer. “Should we,” she said through the mush of her mouth, “should we look for a more perma . . . permanen . . . better living situation? Get jobs, an apartment?”

Laird was propped up in bed, sheets tangled around his naked body, eyes closed. He opened them. “Good idea, Judey,” he said, like it had never occurred to him. He rolled to face her, played with her hair as she faded. “Let’s get a house with a garden. Let’s get a puppy.” 

“Let’s get a puppy,” Jude repeated. “Let’s get a garden.” 

“Let’s grow vegetables.”

“Make salads.”

“Soups.”

“We can play in the yard with our puppy.”

Laird’s eyes were flagging now, hung half-mast. “We can get married,” he said. “We can be husband and wife.” 

They rode back to Los Angeles in the morning. Jude liked how, close to the road, she was one with the traffic stretching into the distance, a single scale on the back of a giant snake. She rested her head on Laird’s shoulder. 

They used their last ten dollars to check into the Vagabond Inn on Vanowen, the same motel they’d started at almost three months before. When Laird suggested the place, Jude thought it romantic, to return to the site of their first big win, the excitement of their budding romance. But they opened the door to a familiar room—same maroon and yellow comforter, same moldy towels and shower curtain half off the rings—and she felt a sinking in her stomach, the unavoidable sensation of despair. 

Laird left, came back with more bags and two Cup O’ Noodles soups they prepared with hot water from the coffee maker. “That was the last of the cash,” he said. 

“We need another way to get money,” Jude said. “We need to find Winnie. We need a plan.” 

“We’ll think of one, Judey, tomorrow we’ll make a plan.” But tomorrow came and went. Then the next day. It was easy not to feel hungry for food. Though once the bags were shot, Laird in particular embarked on a plummet. The batch had been weird, weaker than usual. He was sweating, shaking. He needed, and fast. 

“This isn’t good for you,” Jude said, seated on the edge of the bed, rubbing his back, curled toward her, fetal and self-protective. 

“You have no idea,” he snapped. “How do you know what’s good for me?”

“Maybe—”

“Maybe you get out there and make us more money. More than one way for you to earn your keep.” 

Jude’s eyes stung at the corners. So female of her, to cry when she meant to rage. “You’re not yourself,” she said. “You don’t mean to talk to me like that.” 

The seventh store was a Quik Mart on Roscoe and White Oak. Laird left her around the corner and entered first, as usual. Jude loitered outside while a customer paid for cigarettes, dinged the exit bell, climbed into a truck and drove off. From inside, Laird gave the signal, standing by the window, removing and replacing his sunglasses. It wasn’t usual for him to stay put during the robbery. Jude touched the wedge in her waistband where the gun was tucked. Cool metal, hot skin. She removed it. Wrapped it in the scrap of T-shirt. And walked into the store. Three steps to the register, easy. She fit her fingers to the trigger, lifted, pointed. 

“Holy shit,” the cashier said. 

“Register,” Jude said, as she had learned to say. She passed him a bag and he filled it, fast and silent, while she scanned his age spots, faint brown against black skin flecked with white stubble. He handed her the money. But his gaze was directed over her shoulder, and she glanced back to see why. Laird had been roaming by the beer fridge as she entered. And when she withdrew the gun, he’d cowered, pretending surprise. But now he was approaching, heroic. Chivalric? Aggressive. 

“Give it to me,” he said. 

“What?” Jude tried to keep both men in her line of sight.

“Give it to me.” In Laird’s eyes she saw someone she didn’t know. 

“Don’t do this,” she said, and looked at the cashier, who wore an expression somewhere between terror and total confusion. She turned toward Laird, gun out. “No,” she said. But the gun was just a prop. Laird knew this. He could overpower her if he wanted. He took a step toward her, then another. With a jolt of heat and panic, she pulled the trigger. 

    


    
 Chapter Two

Veiled light, bordello red, a lampshade scarf. Jude emerged from the Quik Mart fast as flame, hair streaming, legs pumping to catch the 422 bus. She thundered up the steps, dropped a quarter in the kitty. Then the cold plastic seat, grating her butt bones at last. She was thankful for it, breathing hard, arm pressed to her side, the puff and crinkle of the plastic bag she’d tucked into the waistband of her pants where the gun had been. She hadn’t killed Laird. Most likely she had not killed him. Please God don’t let him be dead. Most likely the bullet was a blank or it had only grazed. She would cry if she thought too hard about their love. The lies. Garden, puppy. Fake gun, he had promised. But when it fired, the pistol had kicked back with such force that it flew from Jude’s hand. The skin of her palm still hummed. 

At the fourth diner she tried, in Glendale, she sat at the counter, inquired with a waitress, who said I’ll ask and returned with coffee, a name, an address written on a paper napkin. It took her to another diner, this one in the center of the Sunset Strip, packed with tourists and street performers, the air thick with the smell of oil and batter, the bathroom a mess of toilet paper and toilet water, dirty footprints tracking through it all. She slid into a small booth, repeated her question to a waitress her own age in a green uniform, received another address in response. She sat out the night in muffins and cups of coffee and in the morning caught the bus again.

The next place was vast, carpeted in red and gold. At a front desk manned by a woman with frosted lips and long pink nails, Jude was told to wait. The woman walked through a set of swinging doors and Jude craned to see: a nude body leaning over a pool table; a bar, a platform for what looked like shoe shining and a row of topless girls waiting there for customers, brushes and oils and Kiwi polish in boxes at their feet. They sat so still that once the doors swung shut Jude wondered whether they’d been sculptures, or wallpaper, or whether they’d been real.

When the woman returned, she bore a new address, written inside a matchbook printed with the silhouette of a naked body. Jude rode the bus again. She stepped into the evening. A light before her: Ladies of the Valley in red neon, no windows to cut the glow. As if beckoned, as if compelled, she entered.

Hanging lamps, bulbs hidden by stained-glass skirts. Pool tables and a mahogany bar. A stage in back, empty spotlight hanging low as a harvest moon. Jude sat at the bar, made eye contact with the girl behind it. “Can I get you, hon?” she asked, and Jude took in her plain, uneven face, caked in makeup two shades too light, and knew she wouldn’t card. 

“Tequila sunrise,” Jude said, because it was a song her mother loved, a song she sang each time she ordered another tequila sunrise, her favorite drink on Friday nights when Jude was a child. Then, every night, no matter the day. Then, every day, no matter the time, down at Doc’s flirting for drinks and jukebox songs, never much worried what her kid was up to. A free spirit, she called herself, forging a path for her daughter to follow.

Follow it Jude had. Fourteen, only just, riding her bike down Lyons to the house party where she first met Winnie, who was fourteen too, and new in Newhall, standing at the keg with her head tipped back, laughter exposing the long ladder of her throat. She righted her gaze and caught Jude staring. “What?” she yelled. Still, Jude approached. She couldn’t stay away. 

The sunrise tasted  happy and happy was what Jude needed. Her mind had turned to heroin as if reciting the lyrics of a beloved song, catchy enough to become a curse. She drank fast, hands shaking, ordered another. The song faded. On stage, the solo spotlight strobed. Outside its circle, the faint outline of a girl. She approached from the wings to clapping, cheering, the absence of a formal announcement. Just this raven-headed angel in sheer blue polyester. Frill of lace about her neck. Puff of pink nipple barely visible beneath the fabric. Tan skin golden as a song about California dreams, California girls. The sort of song about the sort of girl Jude longed for—to have or become, she couldn’t say. The way she longed for home, not literally, not the one she came from. Home like a memory she couldn’t place; childhood, freedom, a time before some knowing she couldn’t now unknow; home like a certain sort of light, Winona, who had introduced herself to Jude that night at the house party with apology in her voice. Winnie for short. And afterward, they were rarely apart. 

There were more parties around town. For a time, there were boyfriends, Patrick and Cody, conduits to virginity’s loss. Afternoons in the garage at Winnie’s house, where no adult cared what the kids did, Pat and Jude hot and heavy on the couch while Winnie and Cody made out in the laundry room, separated from the rest of the space by thin sheetrock Pat knocked on when he needed to convey a noise complaint. It pained Jude, the thought of Winnie’s body entwined elsewhere. She couldn’t help imagining herself in Cody’s place, brusque and boyish, making Winnie’s lower lip tremble, biting to make the shaking stop, like lovers do. But Winnie was obviously into Cody, who was less obviously hung up elsewhere, and Patrick, a baseball player, could have his pick of second-tier cheerleaders (first-tier was for the football players), though Jude knew, in that wordless way, that he considered her primed for sex, knew he was right to. Winnie had said the first time split her like a fruit, a nauseous pass-out kind of pain. But when Jude’s moment came, she felt only pressure. Then, Pat’s hands on her hips, a tentative, awkward rocking. Though it was cold in the garage, she lifted her top so he could see her boobies, already bigger than most girls’. In a greedy gesture, he reached up and squeezed, still rocking, still grunting and sighing, louder the longer they went on and she wanted to match him, to reassure and encourage him; maybe she wanted to drown him out. She closed her eyes, opened her mouth and a song started. She was built to sing it, the song of sex itself, sinful, and sweeter for its sin. Had anyone explained sex to her? They had not. Why then did she know what to do? It was innate, a power that could belong to other girls too, a birthright. But they feared it, refused to claim it, why Jude would never know.

The spotlight strobed. The angel took hold of a long metal pole, circling it slowly as the music started, a song about boys, sung by a girl with anger in her voice. 

Neither boy lasted,  of course. Which didn’t matter much to Jude, though she performed the rituals of mourning, belly-down on Winnie’s bedroom rug, willing the phone to ring, willing Pat to change his mind, her body so close to Winnie’s that she could feel her heat. A heat that stretched into the beginning of tenth grade, which Jude sailed through, every day a continuation: Winnie’s smile, Winnie’s laugh, the smooth skin of Winnie’s thighs in her cut-off shorts; the yogurt shop, the garage, then back to Jude’s own horrid home, her absent mother. It was no wonder she wanted to escape. Beer, pills, weed, provided by the record-store clerk, a fair trade for sexual favors in the listening booth. Then home again, bed, her private, verboten dreams. About Winnie, of course. And art, that vague enmeshment of wants. To be seen, to be understood. To have something to say and to say it just so; just so others could hear. 

Winnie heard her, and Jude wanted to stay always by her side. But she was caught by the cops with the weed-dealing record-store clerk, in flagrante in the listening booth, and though her mother hardly noticed—Teenagers hump like bunnies!—her grandmother had had it. She simply would not abide another loose and wayward girl. Jude shipped to San Dimas. Gone in a day, no time for goodbyes. Only letters to and from Winnie, cast out across the distance like paper hands, reaching. Jude saved every one. 

On stage, synthetic  threads shone, a plastic corona, shading the angel’s face honeymoon-blue. She stripped, wobbly on stilettos. But she was like the ocean when viewed from afar, rough water made into soft fabric by distance, and from where Jude sat the performance was flawless. She downed her second sunrise. The song ended and the girl knelt to gather the dollar bills strewn across the stage. Come on, Velvet baby, give us a taste, someone yelled from the dark. She ignored him, tottered off. From behind the curtain a new body emerged, this one draped in chain mail that waggled when she moved. Canned music from the speakers and this silver woman undulating, her stomach a digesting snake. Jude left three wadded-up dollar bills and made her way to the room’s edge, a door. Staff, it said, but she tried the handle, found it unlocked, pushed inside.

The girl in blue sat on the edge of a ratty couch, black wig hanging on her hand. She glanced up when Jude entered, her face blanched with panic. Quickly the expression softened. “No way,” she said, and pulled the nude net of a wig cap from her head. Blonde tumbled out like the removal of a mask, like Jude hadn’t known the girl was Winnie, hadn’t committed to the pages of her journal then to memory the address she’d sent months ago, hadn’t followed the trail of other addresses she’d left, hadn’t come all this way to find her, as promised. She’d been waylaid. But she was here now.

Winnie tossed the wig to the side and went to her, pulled her into a hug. “What are you doing here?” she said. 

“You were great up there.” Jude’s voice was smothered by relief and the press of Winnie’s skin. She felt aware of the bag, the bulge it made in the waistband of her pants, somewhere between mannish and maternal. She felt aware of her stomach churning, and the sweat at her temples, the back of her neck. 

Winnie muttered, “Thanks,” like she didn’t believe the compliment. She held fast to the hug, squeezing. “It’s good to see your face,” she said, though she was looking over Jude’s shoulder, at the door she’d just walked through.

“Why the wig?” Jude asked, and finally Winnie released her. 

“Oh, I don’t know. My dignity. It helps to be someone else up there.”

“I won’t say I wasn’t surprised. But I think it’s bold in a good way. You have fans.” 

“Everything is material, right?” Winnie said. “I’m thinking I’ll write a big doorstop novel about a strip club.” She held her hands up when she said it—novel—and spread every finger, like she was saying perfect ten. So she still had her literary ambitions. Ambition, an elusive quality Jude considered the purview of particularly resilient people. Jude who tried on art forms—one day a painter, the next an actress, poet, playwright, dancer—like she was waiting for her friend to tell her which fit best. She couldn’t decide on her own; she had been told she was on a road to nothing and sometimes she believed that, and sometimes she believed she could amount to everything all at once. 

Winnie’s mother was famously dead, her father, like Jude’s, famously absent, and after the age of thirteen she’d lived with her stepfather, Mitch, who was, simply put, a predator and a pervert. At fifteen she’d inherited her mother’s old Mercury Zephyr, with the wood paneling and the interior that stank of menthol, a smell that hadn’t bothered Jude until now, nausea clambering for her throat. “But you know driving it makes me feel sort of close to her,” Winnie said, and fiddled with the handle to roll the window up. “Glass broke a while back so I have to crank this extra hard.” She pushed Blondie into the tape deck and they were off. 

In the dark, on the way to the apartment Winnie invited her to with an eagerness that suggested loneliness, Jude swallowed her sickness and focused on her friend, consuming the girl in pieces: those high cheekbones, the asymmetries that only made her more beautiful; her small mouth, behind which her teeth were slightly bucked. When she spoke, they flashed spit, brilliant white and bubbled in a way Jude took to mean that Winnie was fundamentally unchanged by the two years they’d spent apart. Or at least still not a smoker. She talked about Ladies of the Valley, where aside from dancing, she tended bar. She talked about Brad, the owner. “So much easier for the boys,” she said, but with a lightness to her voice, good-humored. “They get to keep their clothes on and still make money.”

“Fuckers,” Jude said. She was beginning to think emotional entanglements with men were best avoided, a lesson from Laird. Then again, girls were emotionally entangling, too. At San Dimas she’d learned about their bodies, bare-breasted under the hard spray of communal showers, the thrill of sex and the betrayal of being called dyke and puss, the special sting of those words when uttered by the very girls who’d lusted in return, hypocrites. Jude was not so easily classified; it was less bodies than souls that attracted her. Men, women, she wanted them equally. 

“I started writing. Like you,” she said. “Poems, but mostly journaling, really, just for me.”

“That’s cute,” Winnie said. 

“You read Eve Babitz yet?” 

Winnie said, “Of course I have,” but nothing more, and Jude wondered if she was lying. She herself had read Eve Babitz in her last class at San Dimas, for which she’d composed an A+ poem titled “Faces and Doors.” The teacher had been an incognito hippie who didn’t believe in grades. It was the only A+ Jude had ever received.

Winnie turned right on a street called Laurel Canyon. They passed from highway into forest, a stark, sudden shift. Trees loomed. Wet leaves glistened in the Mercury’s high beams. There were no streetlights. Just narrow roads and parked vans, mailboxes lilting at angles, funky. Winnie rolled past a cabin standing high on stilts, nose to nose with the tree cover. “My spot,” she said, but the driveway was full of cars. She made an annoyed noise, put the car in reverse and backed down the road. “We’ll hoof it.” 

The place was built of dark wood. A long staircase led to the front door. “A nightmare with groceries,” Winnie said as they climbed. Inside it was cozy but unfurnished, a two-bedroom hideout unfit for full-time living. And hot-boxed, weed smoke cloaking the room. Jude had to squint to see through it. When her eyes adjusted, there were the men. Gathered, languorous, on the floor around a wood stove, drinking from Mason jars of red wine, a mirror smudged with white in the middle of their circle. A TV in the corner flashed images that took shape the longer Jude stared. Arms, legs. Close up on a pastiche of pubic hair and vag, a penis pumping in and out, the proboscis of some briny sea creature. Jude thought of Laird, the house in the hills, pornos projected on the walls. Before that night she’d never seen an adult film before. But it felt like she had, like she’d known the choreography, the angles and aesthetic, by osmosis. 

“Babe,” a man said. “Two babes!” The tone was joking in a way that made Jude feel pretty. Almost as pretty as Winnie. The pale brunette brought in to support the sun-kissed blonde star. Where were the women at this party? 

“This is Jude,” Winnie said, and then, “Have you guys solved the world’s problems and delivered all mankind to freedom of speech, sexual revolution and prosperity?” 

Most of the men laughed. “Working on it,” someone said. From among them, one rose, climbed over bodies to reach Winnie and put an arm around her shoulders.

“This is Brad,” Winnie said. “Brad is my boss. And my landlord.”

He shook Jude’s hand, glanced swiftly at her chest. “Pleasure,” he said, and smiled so his thin face stretched wide and friendly.

“Jude is my old friend,” Winnie said. “I’m going to show her my room.” 

“Yeah, we might be a while,” Brad said, and gestured at the gathering. 

Winnie said, “Cool.” She took Jude’s hand, led her to the kitchen. “What’s your drink these days?” 

Jude said, “Beer,” and hoped for something thick, to smother her stomach acid and stave off sickness.

Winnie made a face. “I don’t have beer.”

“Tequila sunrise,” Jude tried. 

“I’ll make a screwdriver,” Winnie said. “I think it’s similar.”

The twinkle lights in Winnie’s room were her touch, she said. “I need a little light, you know?” They sat cross-legged on the floor, drinking. “Brad owns a lot of property—this place and Ladies of the Valley plus some other stuff. The rent is fair. He stays over sometimes, for protection. You hear about the hillside stranglers?”

Jude said, “They caught that guy.” She didn’t like the idea of Brad crowding the small house, sucking up Winnie’s affection.

Winnie said, “Two guys. Lots of creepers out there.”

Nearly shrill, Jude’s voice, raised to a pitch when she asked, “You sleep with Brad?”

“Kind of forward question,” Winnie said slowly. Then she added, “But no, I don’t.” 

Jude sifted through a box of tapes—Siouxsie and the Banshees, the Cure, the Runaways, of course—covering up her outburst with feigned engrossment, an over-efforted parody of Winnie’s chill. She thought about telling Winnie about past conquests, Laird, as if in doing so she might force upon her friend the discomfort of jealousy; at least then they would be on equal footing, and the time each had passed without the other would somehow cancel out. But before she could find the words, Winnie snatched a novel called Women from the stack by her bed. “I have a treat,” she said, and removed a hand-rolled cigarette and Ladies of the Valley matchbook from its pages. She stuck the rollie in her mouth, ripped a match to spark it. “Weed,” she said. “I’ve been too chicken to get baked alone. Now you, take a hit.”

This drug was different from Laird’s H, less milky brown and peaceful. Jude still felt her body, just heavier, and the symptoms of withdrawal were dulled, replaced. By Winnie, floating beside her on a river of smoke and sky and memory: Laird, the gun, the money she took with it. The heat when it fired and what had been fake became shockingly real. Fast as flame, Laird had betrayed her. It was an embarrassment that he’d found it so easy to do. But hadn’t she found it easy too? And how quickly all that had been shoved from her mind, replaced by a new body, Winnie in the blue teddy, shining. 

“It’s really all I want to do,” she was saying. “Write, I mean, not strip. Like really write, a novel about my life, raw, the way women don’t normally write. Or the way we’re not supposed to write. About stuff we’re not supposed to write about.” She made air quotes around the word “supposed.” “Literature can be prudish,” she said. 

“You should,” Jude said. “You’ve got the chops. I took some classes, got an A+ grade—” 

“I’ve been through so much,” Winnie interrupted. “I guess I feel like if I write a book, it’ll all be worth it somehow.” 

“You mean about your mom?” Jude suspected Winnie meant more than that. The stepfather, the pervert. Just weeks after her mother died and Mitch moved them to a new house in Newhall, thirteen-year-old Winnie had awoken from a deep, sad dream to find him standing over her, fumbling with his belt. Then the awkward clapping noise, the worst sort of applause, and she’d kept her eyes shut, pretended to be dreaming a nightmare. Always, after that, the same routine, and though he never did more than touch himself in front of her, Winnie said the metal clinking of his belt buckle haunted her. They were fifteen by the time she told Jude; she’d been enduring Mitch for over a year and swore her friend to secrecy. They would run together, they agreed, soon as they graduated, side by side in the Mercury Zephyr, free and inseparable, best friends forever, two halves that made a whole. Though of course that wasn’t what happened. Jude shipped to San Dimas, breaking in a day her promise to Winnie. 

“I’m sorry about your mom,” she said now. “Not sure I ever told you that.” There was a long swath of silence. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, and felt the reefer in her blood, revealing the importance of all small things. Words, gestures, the way Winnie reached for her hand and squeezed, then released. Was Winnie crying? Or was it Jude, crying for her? Jude, who also knew what it meant to lose a mother, if not by death than by drinking and disinterest. Jude, who had no concept of a man like Mitch, the disgust and confusion and fear Winnie had endured. She did know what it felt like to be entirely alone. Though it never seemed to bother her the way it bothered Winnie. 

“Hey,” she said, and lifted her top, removed the plastic bag. She tipped it over and the cash fell to the floor between them. 

“Shit,” Winnie said.

“I found it in a park in Reseda.” 

“How much is it?”

“About five hundred dollars.” Jude put her hands on the cash, messing the pile of bills. “I could be your roommate. Fix this place up. You need furniture. Maybe one day we could get a puppy.” It was a risk. Winnie hadn’t invited her, and Jude was aware of her vulnerability. She knew from experience not to ask too much, had tried once or twice a hand to Winnie’s neck, where friends didn’t touch (why not?), a kiss on her wrist, where friends didn’t kiss (truly, why?), and felt it, unmistakable, a turning away. So be it, and still, that friends did not do such things was and always would be confusing to Jude. She was different. Early on she learned this and went about negotiating the exploration intrinsic to young adulthood with the imperative not to push, the way boys and men might push, predatory in the pressure they asserted. Beneath her, that sort of pushing.

“We can write books,” she added, “become famous novelists.” 

Winnie looked at her like she was checking she was real. “I’m glad you found me,” she said. 

In return for half the rent and money to furnish the house, Winnie would get Jude a job at Ladies of the Valley, bartending, dancing if Brad gave the okay. They both agreed: Everyone had a body, so what was the harm in nudity? Everything was a life experience, everything could be written about, so why not live the experience, make the money, collect the essays, create the fictions? They would share Winnie’s Mercury; they would buy a typewriter, a desk, set it up in the cabin and take turns sitting at it, making pages, an intellectual marriage like Joan Didion and John Gregory Dunne. Or Mary and Percy Shelley. No, Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas. Was Alice a writer? Or was she only a muse? 

Jude slipped into sleep on the mattress beside Winnie, wondering if she was safe in this vision of a shared future. Sometime in the night she heard coyotes on the hillside, laughing at the sound of sirens snaking up the hill from Hollywood tragedy. Sometime in the night she heard the door, felt a body fill the frame, and her own body tensed, ready to run. But the body left. Winnie stayed sleeping. Brad was perhaps not the worst sort of man, not a total threat. 

She fell into fitful dreams again, vibrant color, the trees and verdant hillsides of Newhall in the spring. And woke cold-sweating, reaching for Laird and finding herself embracing Winnie instead, spooning. Reluctantly she started to roll off. But whether from within a dream or wakefulness, Winnie reached for Jude’s retreating arm, pulled it back around her waist. Then, once more and as one, they slept.

Jude woke again to the hard-shell sound of plastic on plastic, Winnie putting away tapes, and wondered if in the light of day her friend would want to back out of their plan. It was possible that last night had been too good to be true. Or that Brad would somehow ruin it, as men were wont to do. But Winnie whispered, “Wanna borrow clothes? Let’s get out of here, get breakfast before he wakes up,” and Jude pulled on a T-shirt, a pair of elastic-waistband shorts, then scuffed behind Winnie through the kitchen, past the wood stove, still radiating heat, to the front door, careful not to wake the man sleeping in the living room. 

They carried their shoes into the morning light, laced them on the porch. Marine layer hung in the air, low and salted. Jude still felt sick, but hungry, starving actually. A big meal might bury whatever was writhing inside her. At a diner over the hill she ordered steak and eggs, a side of pancakes to split with Winnie, a buttered English muffin, coffee with cream. After, a weight in her guts. She had to shit for the first time in . . . she couldn’t remember. In the women’s restroom she washed her hands and face like she was scrubbing an intrinsic stain. Her reflection reddened but remained slanted and plain, more so in proximity to Winnie, who became prettier, more polished in nearness to Jude. This was the simple truth, drugs, like sex, had made Jude beautiful. Without them she saw herself as she truly was: a coarse foil to Winnie’s conventional graces. 

“You okay?” Winnie asked when Jude staggered from the bathroom. She was seated deep in the booth, legs stretched long, her back against the window. Beyond, the sun cast a comforting light, the kind captured by iconic paintings and films. California light, touching Winnie’s yellow hair. 

“Sure,” Jude said. “I will be.” 

It was Winnie’s night off, but she drove Jude to Ladies of the Valley, so they could re-encounter Brad in the light of late day. Dim light, as it happened, no windows. Just dust motes spooling through slivers of sun, sneaking around cracks and closed doors. Jude stood before Brad in his office (black leather everything, stacks of papers and nudie magazines, overflowing ashtrays) while he glanced again at her breasts, then her face, and said, “Okay there, slugger?”

“Bad seafood,” she muttered. “Tuna,” she added to strengthen the lie. 

He nodded, said, “Nasty,” and asked for the ID she didn’t have. 

“I’m eighteen,” she managed. “Promise.” 

He said, “Yeah, but you need more than just a word,” and she rifled through her mind for a paper to prove herself. 

“You can call my school,” she said. “They have a copy of my birth certificate.” 

She sat, sweating, in Brad’s office while he dialed. “I’m a potential employer,” he told the San Dimas receptionist. “Just dotting every i.” 

Jude had thought she might stanch the sickness seeping up her body, retreating and returning like a tide. But as she walked with Winnie from Ladies of the Valley, it roiled up, a sudden wave of vomit, shot across the dusty parking lot. 

“Happens all the time,” Winnie said, and kicked dirt over the mess, helped Jude into the Mercury, buckled her in like a baby. “Holler if you need to stop.” 

They did pull over once, on a dusty turnout for brake checks and photo opportunities, and Jude hurled with the whole of Los Angeles laid out before her, Winnie keeping watch, wary of strangers stopping under the pretense of service to prey on two defenseless girls. “You’re burning up,” she said, back on Laurel Canyon, her hand to Jude’s forehead, which even through fever relaxed with the touch. 

The cabin bathwater drew lukewarm and suited Jude just fine. She was too shaken to soap herself. Time passed, how much she couldn’t measure. When Winnie called Alive in there? from behind the door, she mustered her strength to stand. Water clung to her, vestiges of the girl she’d been with Laird. She shucked it off, reached for Winnie’s towel. 

Four days went by in this disgruntled dream state, Jude waiting in bed for the return of Winnie’s unwashed body, stinking of Ladies of the Valley—sweat, cigarette smoke, gin. A tender time, it turned out, Winnie a willing caretaker. Mid-morning she woke first and ran Jude’s bath, boiled her oatmeal. Late night after long shifts she came to bed bearing warm washcloths and chamomile tea, stories in which regulars at Ladies of the Valley were the punchline: the wall-eyed guy named Larry with a limp, who drooled, literally, on stage; “Combover Bob” in his tracksuit, passing out coupons as tips. Winnie kept Jude’s mind off yearning, the drug, though that was an inadvertent side effect to her chatter; far as she knew, Jude had simply caught the flu. 

Then, the dream dissolved. It was day five. Jude was wrung-out and weak, but young enough to rally. A copy of her birth certificate had arrived at Ladies of the Valley in a certified envelope. 

“They mailed this to you?” she said, first day on the job when Brad called her to his office and handed her the paper.

“I’m charming,” he said, and smiled. “Don’t you agree?”

“Yes.” Jude folded the paper, tucked it in her back pocket, thinking to herself that he really was. 

“I made a copy for my files,” he said, “but don’t go losing that.”

“Sure,” Jude said, and walked out of the room.

“We can take it to the DMV,” Winnie said once they were alone behind the bar. “They’ll print you an ID off it.” Jude didn’t bother to ask how she knew that. 

They worked early evening to late night. Delivering drinks, drinking drinks, Winnie dancing to the Runaways while Jude watched, her envy hovering just offstage, waiting to assume the spotlight. She should be a dancer too. Should be seen and adored and called for, the way Winnie was. Her song could be “Rhiannon”; no, “Gloria”; no, her song could be “Born to Run,” shimmied to in the blonde wig she’d bought from Bernadette’s Beauty on Glenoaks Boulevard and Winnie’s blue teddy, her breasts filling the fabric where Winnie’s did not. After a month, it happened just so, but only in the afternoons, only for a scant handful of admirers, which was often embarrassing, all that writhing for no one. Plus, the nighttime stage was where the big tips were spent. “Why?” she whined constantly, not to Brad but to Winnie, who sighed each time she answered. “Power trip,” she said. “The other girls are territorial, there’s a pecking order.”

Another month passed, then another. Jude was running nowhere. She clung to time like its accumulation would prove that Winnie was running nowhere also. Winnie who was organized, neat, sometimes rigid, qualities that appealed to Jude, raised in chaos by a free spirit, a good-time girl. Winnie who was drawn to punk music as an expression of a rage she never let loose, a foil to her true nature. Winnie who was drawn to Jude for similar reasons: chaos, freedom, good-time girlhood. That was the hope, anyway. They went to the Rose Bowl flea, furnished the house with peaceful things. Crystals and wind chimes, a kitchen table with leaves that folded out, tucked in again. Hanging plants only Jude would remember to water. A double deadbolt for the front door they had Brad install, to keep the stranglers out. The place came to feel like home. Perhaps the first real home Jude had ever known. The house a stage for womanhood, spotlit by the dying glow of girlhood, the drama of every experience when it’s a first. 

December, Ladies of the Valley. A triangle of daylight burst into the dark space, gone again when the door shut behind Jude and Winnie, arrived for work less like employees than sisters home from the city for a suburban Sunday meal. The club had assumed the routine of familial obligation—neither unpleasant nor fun, but comfortable. It felt good to be known. “Morning,” Jude shouted. “Afternoon!” No one answered. Brad was in the bathroom, probably. “Bombing it as usual,” Jude said. 

Six months since she’d moved in with Winnie at Brad’s Laurel Canyon cabin; six months rising as one, brushing teeth, journaling side by side on the front porch, driving to work, returning after 2 a.m., giggle-fitting with fatigue, falling into sleep together in Winnie’s double bed, a ritual both girls adhered to without acknowledgment; though Jude had a mattress of her own now, purchased from a discount store in Chatsworth, she had not once found occasion to test it out, not even for a nap. They hadn’t bought the typewriter yet, they hadn’t bought the desk. After several trips to Pasadena for furnishings—the table, a rattan love seat, a hanging macramé plant holder—they had blown the last of Jude’s stolen money on luxuries: “personal massagers” from a store in the Westfield mall, which they used separately, Winnie in the bedroom, Jude in the bath, both stumbling to the living room to report their results; twin joints, fat and fragrant, from a man on Santa Monica Boulevard who Winnie deemed, for reasons apparent only to her, “trustworthy enough” to patronize; manicures and facials, the two of them at a spa in West Hollywood, stoned off their asses, wearing scratchy bathrobes and cucumbers over their eyes, mud masks that slid down their faces when they laughed to tears at the sight of each other.

For Jude it was some sort of heaven, time spent with Winnie, hand in hand on walks through their canyon, like little girls in a buddy system. She hoped, but of course could not know, that Winnie felt the same, heavenly. Could anyone ever truly know such a thing? Perhaps someday, perhaps with age. They were, in the scheme of things, still little, marriage and motherhood and love like distant skylines from the summit of a canyon hike, barely peeking through pink pollution and smog. Jude didn’t need that death drug, living like she was. She didn’t need love if she kept herself promiscuous, scratching her sexual itch with customers from Ladies of the Valley: gap-toothed and bearded; skinny and strung-out; underaged and anxious; married and contrite. Men she messed with in the bathroom, the boom boom room, the back seat of sedans, and never brought home. “I’m stocking up stories,” she’d started to say. Writing was living. “If I’m even thinking about writing, I count that as writing. We’re in our living phase.” 

“We’re in our living phase,” Winnie agreed, though sometimes—when she was drunk, usually—she was less forgiving. “How am I going to be a writer if I never have time to write?” 

Some nights, in their spoon, Jude thought she felt her friend sobbing in her sleep. In the morning she might mention it, but Winnie didn’t want to explain, not beyond her well-trodden complaints about the hot lights at Ladies of the Valley, the men’s eyes, their demands and disappointments. There was no real talent to the dancing she did, perhaps that was the problem. Some girls were truly good at it; some girls could climb the pole like acrobats. But what Winnie did relied only on an audience who adored her, and alcohol, sometimes so much of it her drunkenness was evident around the edges of her performance, tiny trips and slurs visible if one searched for them, like loose seams on the sleeves of a beautiful garment. Secretly, Jude preferred Winnie not to write. She preferred all Winnie’s time devoted solely to her. Even Winnie’s drinking felt familiar, a flaw to ensure she would not change or grow or separate from Jude, and above all, inseparability was what Jude wanted. She wanted independence and utter enmeshment, somehow all at once. 

In the club, in the wings, a rotating cabal of dancing girls prepped and primped, each with their own personal band of regular customers. Sallie in a red leotard and legwarmers, jogging and jiggling. Suzanne, a burlesque performer around town who whipped her long black hair and shimmied in a chain-mail skirt, Morticia Addams cum medieval goddess cum belly dancer. Rachel in a Marilyn Monroe wig beneath which her features were discordant, moles in the wrong places, a bulbous nose. “Saving up to get it fixed,” she said to anyone who would listen, “Like Marilyn got hers fixed,” hoping, Jude suspected, that some man would take pity on her and foot the bill. 

But the men who came to Ladies weren’t rich, and girls like Rachel were just background noise, especially next to Winnie. Winnie in blue polyester, turning her face to the light like she was looking at a miracle; Winnie’s tall body swaying, her nipples attentive to the cold, men attentive to her nipples. She wasn’t a good dancer, that was true. It was like she thought her beauty exempted her from having to try, or her past made trying intolerable. Either way, the men loved her. They called her stage name, Velvet, with longing in their voices; they begged Jude to send her drinks she’d not accept. Always Jude took pleasure in turning them down. Winnie’s orders. She was principled that way, willing to wear the outfit, to remove the outfit, but unwilling to engage beyond that, a boundary Jude appreciated—for it saved her from jealousy—but could not imagine assuming herself. If men came at Winnie with lust in their eyes, she wouldn’t acknowledge them. They could speak loud as they wanted. They could yell. And she would stare straight ahead as if she were completely alone, impervious. Which was why Jude hadn’t told Winnie about Laird and didn’t plan to. The longer she spent away from him, the more it felt like he’d used her, and she didn’t want Winnie to think her weak, for indulging a weak man. 

Only a single-stall toilet for women at Ladies of the Valley. But that was the bathroom Brad favored. More private, he said. The door banged and he slumped out, announcing he was “brutally hungover.” 

“What’d you do after close last night?” Jude asked. She was emptying the dishwasher, batting off the steam, handing cups to Winnie, who reshelved them, a ritual they repeated daily.

“Wrap party at my house in Northridge. We’re calling the picture Pussy Train.”

“The picture?” Jude said. 

“Yes, the picture,” Brad said, assuming a snooty Shakespearean accent, a joke but also a sneer. He said, “The adult film? Vibrant Videos Presents.” Jude must have looked dumb, because he rolled his eyes and said, “You dumb or something? I make pornos, Jude. Produce, sometimes direct, little of this, little of that.” He opened his arms to the room. “Where do you think I get all these dancers?” 

“Radical,” Jude said, though inside she was scattered, looking at Winnie, who was reaching high to put a glass on the shelf. 

“Not everyone who dances does porn,” Winnie said without turning around. “Just to be clear. Girls drop out of films like flies, Brad’s always looking for fresh meat.” 

“She’s not wrong,” Brad said. “But a lot of girls do a little of everything.” 

It did make sense. Jude remembered that the first time she met Brad—on the living room floor of the apartment she now lived in—he was watching two bodies on the TV, fucking. It wasn’t for fun, she realized. It was for work. “I want to go to a porn party,” she said. 

Brad smiled and his eyes got smaller. “Maybe next time if you’re a good girl,” he said, and slumped off in the direction of his office, his first line of the day. He did cocaine constantly, the best drug in mother nature’s arsenal, he said, and kept it nestled among bricks of cash in a safe behind his desk. He wasn’t ungenerous. He cut Jude lines anytime she asked, passing her his custom metal straw. Snorting was intuitive. Stoop to the glass, plug a nostril, inhale quick with the other, all the way down the rail. Her first time, she’d straightened, taken in the room, which appeared to her like new, as if she’d stood on a chair to see things from another vantage. A vantage from which she was suddenly gorgeous. No question, cocaine was the best drug. Heroin had made her beautiful, but it had felt like dying, a flood of peace and finality. Cocaine was life, consumption, an energetic high that made Jude want to fuck, to make something of herself, certain she could become the best at anything she wanted. 

“Hey,” she hissed at Winnie once Brad was gone. “You knew about this porn stuff?” 

“Yeah,” Winnie said, “I knew.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” 

Winnie let out a thin laugh, punitive in its brevity. “Because I didn’t want you getting any crazy ideas. Those girls are tragic.” 

Then it was New Year’s Eve, and Jude was swaying behind the bar, drink in hand, powder rimming her nostrils like ice crystals crusted to a ledge. Brad had given her a dime bag for the night, happy New Year and all that. Ladies of the Valley was extra open for the occasion, banking on the crowds of not-regular customers wandering Sherman Oaks in true desperation. 1983! Can you believe it! Jude adorned each drink served with this question, adorned each customer’s cheek with a friendly kiss, so warm and welcoming on the edge of the future. 

She was as much a part of that future as of the dim, smoke-filled club. She thought she could feel it in the ether that night, some coming change, nature’s expectant stilling before a storm. But maybe that was just the drugs. Bar mop in back pocket, drink held out in front of her like a torch, she went looking for Winnie, who was slated to dance at midnight, a sexy striptease to “Auld Lang Syne,” and should have been doing her makeup, doing something. Yet there she was on the dressing room sofa, drunk and sulking, her face unpainted. 

“I have PMS,” Winnie whined. 

“You had PMS two weeks ago,” Jude said. “Tell me how that’s possible. Let me help you with your wings,” she added, and got close, picked up a tube of liquid eyeliner. She meant to be unindulgent of Winnie’s negativity, but maybe it came off as insensitive. Because Winnie said, “I don’t want to put it on yet,” slurring as she batted off Jude’s hands. “You have coke on your nose, by the way.” 

Not once had Jude seen Winnie snort a line. Wouldn’t hurt her to try an upper for once. Her complaints had recently increased, and it felt at times like she was seeking a solution only Jude could provide. Jude had no answers because she had no money, had not yet been considered good enough, desirable enough to dance for the rush-hour crowd, the real tippers. Were she in Winnie’s place, she’d make sure to dance so good she’d become a big breadwinner. And Winnie could do Jude’s job behind the bar. They’d both be happier that way. 

“What’s with the tone?” Jude reached to her nostrils and pulled. White granules mixed with snot. She brushed the mess on her jeans. And sniffed. “If you’re not going to put your makeup on, do the bare minimum will you and help at the bar while I go to the bathroom.”

“Sure,” Winnie said. “You got it.” 

Jude found Brad in his office. He’d recently added a mirrored coffee table for the sole purpose of doing blow and was seated on his leather sofa, snorting, a girl next to him. Rachel, Marilyn Monroe wig askew. “Pardon the interruption,” Jude said when she opened the door. She said it coolly but inside she was itching to teach Winnie a lesson. Winnie who was Brad’s favorite. Winnie who should be grateful for what she had, including Jude. 

“Someone at the bar?” Brad asked, and she nodded. “Then stay.” He patted the cushion beside him, cut two fat lines he gestured at with the straw. 

“My face!” Rachel kept saying, massaging her cheeks like they might come to life if prodded. “So numby!” She had on a baby voice, per usual. Only once had Jude heard her drop it and thought she sounded like a telephone operator, nasal and old. She’d make a good character. But in real life she was intolerable. 

Jude sat and took a line, fast and clean, like she’d learned to do. The drug shifted her perspective on the present moment and everything to come. 1983, can you believe it. She was tired of waiting. She looked at Brad, who was looking at Rachel, sloppy in her yellow wig, spaghetti straps wilting off her shoulders. Pudge of arm flesh, faint whiff of body odor and cheap champagne breath. 

“Babe,” Jude said, and touched Rachel’s shoulder. “You have powder on your nose.” She looked at Brad, held his gaze, the universal message for wanting, as far as men were concerned. Her mother had taught her so.

“Rachel, honey, you have powder on your nose,” Brad echoed. 

Jude took Rachel’s chin in her fingers like she was cupping a flower, gentle, and turned to Brad as if posing for a picture of a girl with a flower and he was the man taking it. “Winnie’s not feeling it tonight,” she said. “She says she doesn’t want to dance. Female troubles.” He nodded slow, mulling the question Jude hadn’t asked out loud. She turned back to Rachel. “Hold still, honey.” And licked from where the powder was down to the girl’s lips, chapped and flaked with red. The leather couch emitted an awkward squelch as Jude’s weight shifted. Rachel tried to pull away. But Jude held her to a kiss. Force, a man’s tool, one she was usually above employing. She thought of Laird, the porno flicks projected on the wall of his house in the hills—the same films Brad produced—and angled her body just so, stomach tucked, back arched, ass up, mouth on the girl’s mouth. Tongue, taste of coke drip. When Rachel wiggled off, squealing, “Ew!” and running to the bathroom, Jude thought it for the best. She moved toward Brad on the couch. Her hand on his belt buckle. His body, his breath, stilled like he might scare her off. 

“I never do this,” he said when he wiped himself from Jude’s tits, stripped of the cheap sequin halter top she’d bought from Value Village for the new year, new occasion. She couldn’t tell if he was kidding. He fashioned himself as restrained, so saturated by sex that it made him discerning, expert at separating business and pleasure. It was only a blow job, no big deal. Though in truth, and though there’d been men before him, Jude had never performed that specific sort of job to completion on anyone but Laird, who had taught her gently, gratefully. Beyond the wall she heard Winnie at the bar, the clink of the glasses she served. She heard the hot spotlight, how the sheer blue teddy would sizzle on her body beneath the glow, saw how the blonde wig would shine when she reached up to tuck tendrils behind her ears. Should auld acquaintance be forgot. 

Cocaine, liquor, a taste of special pink speed shared by “a new fan,” whose name she learned then forgot. Two hours since her New Year dance, New Year triumph, and Jude was still buzzing. Words in her head, music, poems she was too wasted to write down. An armful of dollar bills she was too sweaty and satisfied to count. 

“We need some sleep, don’t you think?” Winnie had the car keys in her hand. She was sullen, sobering up, ready to go. But how could Jude sleep at a time like this? When Brad, emerging from his office, pulling on his red leather jacket, had other parties they could crash.

“Stop by if you want,” he said, and looked at Winnie. 

“Brad can drop me home,” Jude said, “if you don’t want to come along.” Through the haze of her high she wondered if she should be more apologetic for having poached Winnie’s song—You said you didn’t want to! PMS! You were in the bathroom! Someone had to go on. It was my chance don’t be mad it’s just stripping, you’re not mad, are you? Don’t be. However unwanted, however easy it was for Winnie to dance after, to the Runaways as usual, that song had been special, the midnight hour had been special. And Jude had taken them without asking. 

“If you’re going, I’m going,” Winnie said, looking at Brad. 

They left the Mercury at Ladies and carpooled in Brad’s Cadillac. Ventura to Balboa Boulevard, where streetlights showed up skid marks left over from midnight drag races. KROQ 106.7 played “Maneater” and “Beat It,” songs forecast to be the big hits of the year. 1983, you heard it here first, folks. Winnie took the front seat and Jude sat in back, singing along, hoping that in singing she’d somehow impress Brad, who hadn’t yet weighed in on her performance, just as he hadn’t much commented on the head she’d given him. He drove to the radio’s silence and the sound of Jude’s singing until Reseda, where, as if on impulse, he cranked the wheel to cross two lanes and turn down a side street, then another. He parked outside a brown bungalow with a shabby yard of yellow grass and sleeping perennials too fragile for even the California winter. The wide white porch was cluttered with a child’s belongings—a plastic parade horse on springs, a plastic lawnmower with holes in the hood. A bubble maker, Jude remembered, though she had not possessed the toy herself. 

Brad said, “Stay here,” and got out of the car. The trunk opened, squeaking, and something was removed. It shut, and he climbed the porch steps, an unwrapped box that said Fisher-Price in yellow squeezed under his arm. “Shit,” Jude said, but Winnie stayed silent. They watched him ring the doorbell, watched him wait, vulnerable to the dark platform, the locked door, which opened to a slim blonde woman who assumed the frame, body postured in the defensive. Arm crossed, Capri Slim held aloft, smoke trailing from the tip like the cig itself was exhaling, right into Brad’s face. They mouthed words at one another, and Jude didn’t need to hear to know they were contentious. The woman snatched the box, shut the door. Brad lingered for a moment so brief it was nearly nonexistent. Then trudged back to the car, wordless as he turned the key, shifted to drive and took them deeper into the Valley.

When they hit Northridge, Jude said, “How’d you hear about this party?” to cut the silence. Brad said, “I own the place,” curt, and she wondered if she’d done something wrong. He navigated a zigzag path of suburban side streets, then parked at the end of a cul-de-sac and flipped the mirror to check his hair, do a bump, wipe his nostrils. Jude said, “I have some?” and he handed her the vial. 

“Give me that,” Winnie said when she’d finished. 

“You sure?” 

“Just give it to me.” She stuck a nail into the vial and bumped, easy, like she’d done it a hundred times before.

Slam of car doors. Firework smoke hanging in the air. Din of voices and music coming from a white ranch house crowning the end of the cul-de-sac, the final punctuation mark in a long sentence of single-story homes, brick and stucco, stunted but formidable, landscaped in technicolor, even in winter; perhaps a camellia, perhaps pansies. Outside the crowning house, roses. Twin lions abutted the massive front door, royal red, a gold knocker in the middle. Winnie led the way. “Wait, you live here?” Jude said, but Brad didn’t answer. 

Inside, a wood stove shaped like a triangle. Fur on the bathroom walls when Jude took a pee. Fur on the long corridor from which rooms branched, every door shut. Laughter behind one of them and Jude had the urge to push through. But Brad had told her to be cool. In the kitchen, Winnie bent into the fridge. Dancing girls crowded around an old jukebox playing modern songs by a new band called Def Leppard. Songs sung by men when Jude, buzzing as she was, wanted to hear women. She edged her way toward Winnie, but was stopped by a blonde girl with blue eyes so amorous and glassy they seemed a screen, advertising what advertisements always sold. “I love your outfit,” the girl said, friendly, like she could tell Jude was an outsider. “Thanks,” Jude said, but her voice came out caught. “Thank you,” she tried again. 

“Want some pot, hon? Want some coke?” The girl took Jude’s hand before she answered, pulled her toward the bedrooms. Over her shoulder, Jude saw Winnie at the fridge, beer in hand, watching. 

The girl led Jude to a room with a round rotating bed sheeted in green satin, green carpet lush underfoot. “This is where I sleep,” she said, and sat on the bed. “My room, Cherry’s room.” She put a hand to her chest. “I’m Cherry, Cherry is me.” From a drawer in the nightstand, she removed a mirror and more cocaine than Jude had ever seen before. A satin pouch full of it. She patted the spot beside her on the bed, then scooped out a mound using a utensil shaped like a mermaid, bare tits and flowing hair at the top, the tail a spoon. She cut fat lines with a thin blade, snorted first, and Jude looked up, saw herself reflected in a mirror on the ceiling. In the corner, black suitcases printed with the words FILM EQUIPMENT HANDLE WITH CARE. 

“So,” Cherry said, “what brings you to our little fuck palace?”

The door pushed open. “You two are up to no good,” Winnie said. 

Cherry patted the bed again. “Sit down, hon,” but Winnie was making her way around the edges of the room, assessing Cherry’s ephemera. A pink lava lamp. A poster of Leif Garrett. A jewelry box with a ballerina on the lid. Childish things.

“Just checking on my girl,” Winnie said, and Jude felt a grateful tug inside her chest. My girl. 

“You know each other?” Jude asked.

“Not yet,” Winnie said, and crossed the room, hand held out to Cherry, formality to disguise disdain, Jude thought. 

“Winona,” she said, primly.

For a beat, Cherry stared at Winnie, not offering a hand in return. Sizing her up, maybe. Then, like she’d come to some conclusion, she said, “Pleasure, hon,” and lifted her hand, took Winnie’s with a weak grip, her whole arm flopping, flaccid, as they shook. 

Sherman Way on a Monday at the start of a new year. Delinquents and dilettantes; weirdos scattered on every block wearing hats and polyester suits and suspenders and work boots. Cherry Lynn in a minidress though it was winter, and cold. She drove a white Mustang with the top down and the heat cranked up—Jude shivering in the passenger seat regardless—to an office in a small two-story complex, painted white but stained with exhaust and mold that made Jude think of her mascara when she cried, sad streaks. A sign out front said Global Talent in big letters above a painting of a blue and green world, which made Jude wonder about Winnie’s writing. Could a talent agency help with that?

Cherry said, “This is it,” and parked outside. “We need a coin for the meter.” Jude checked her pockets, though she knew they were empty. “Sorry,” she said, “I should have brought one.” Cherry waved her off. “Just help me look,” she said, and together they searched the cupholders, the glovebox and footholds.

Almost a week had passed since the party at the Fuck Palace where Jude met Cherry, who was not just any actress, but a famous actress, what Brad had called a “Video Vixen” when Jude went to him for answers. As the sun rose and the party died, he’d showed her his collection of VHS tapes, pornographic movies produced by his company, Vibrant Videos. Brad said VHS had changed everything. “Now every Tom, Dick and Harry can watch whatever they want in the privacy of their own damn living room. No jizz-covered jerk-off emporium needed.” He picked up a tape and waved it in the air. “This right here has made me a rich man, Jude.” 

Each tape in Brad’s stash had a cardboard cover, ecstatic with color, a nearly naked woman front and center. A whole collection was devoted to Cherry. Vibrant Videos Presents: Cherry, bronzed and blonde and buxom in a white T-shirt, cut to strips, white panties and her legs spread beneath the words CHERRY LYNN UNLEASHED; Cherry in a pink bikini and sunglasses, lying on a beach towel: CHERRY LYNN’S THONG CITY, From Coast to Coast, Come on Down!; Cherry with another woman, also with the last name Lynn, both of them holding telephone receivers, spiral cords just covering their nipples, legs angled to hide their bushes from the lens. CHERRY LYNN’S SLUMBER PARTY XXX that one read. 

“Top of her game,” Brad had said. “No bigger star than Cherry in the adult world.” 

It was a statement that made Winnie snort when Jude repeated it. Late afternoon on New Year’s Day, nursing their hangovers on the loveseat, Dynasty on TV, hair of the dog in the mug Winnie sipped from. “And that’s supposed to be some sort of accomplishment? Anyone can get naked on camera and recite a few dumb lines.” 

“Sure seems like the money’s good,” Jude said. 

“I guess,” Winnie said. “While it lasts.”

Jude waited until Winnie was in the shower to call the Fuck Palace. When Cherry picked up, she seemed glad to hear from her. Of course she remembered their conversation last night. Of course she could help, and how was Monday afternoon? Even through the phone she’d projected pleasure with herself, her fame, the money it made her, the attention, the jobs dancing at clubs where she earned thousands in tips, her epic signing line at the annual Consumer Electronics Show where all the adult video companies had booths, the erotic film award she’d won for Best Starlet 1981, her white Mustang convertible with the maroon leather seats she was digging through this very instant outside the Global Talent offices (her skirt riding up to reveal a frilly pink thong), extracting, finally, a tarnished dime. 

Jude got out of the car and stood on the sidewalk. “I’ll pay you back,” she said, and Cherry said, “Don’t worry about it.” She locked the driver’s-side door, then walked around the front to feed the meter. Jude fiddled with the lace belt she’d tied into her hair, a big bow nestled in amongst curls made crispy by LA Looks hair gel. She hoisted up the waistband of her nicest jeans, acid wash, one size too big. With money, she could change that, buy brand-new clothes. She could have long acrylic nails like Cherry, pink undies and a perm. On a practical note, she could see a dentist; her back tooth ached, too much sugar Winnie said. Then she could buy a sports car. A yellow Corvette she’d drive fast through the canyon, downshifting for the curves, the engine’s screams echoing in the tunnels on the way to Malibu, Winnie in the passenger seat, laughing. She pictured them glamorous and independent in a house by the ocean, Winnie sipping screwdrivers from a special crystal glass, Jude high as she wanted. High all the time if she wanted. And beautiful, the way high made her. 

Cherry led the way up an outdoor staircase. They passed into a dark waiting room, tobacco air and shag carpeting, everything brown or yellow. It was almost cozy, like the living room of a beloved grandparent, the kind of grandparent Jude saw on TV, so unlike her own. Cherry yelled, “Tom!” and the door to one of the side rooms opened. A short man with a bushy mustache came out. He wore wire-rimmed aviator eyeglasses and a gold wedding band. 

“Howdy, girls,” he said, and hugged Cherry. “Nice to see you, darlin’.” He released the hug, reached to shake Jude’s hand with both of his. “Tom Best,” he said, and squeezed her palm, then beckoned them both into his office. 

On the walls were framed glossy photos of topless girls with blonde hair and pink shining lips, some of them holding their breasts, fingers pressed to nipples like they were pushing buttons on their own bodies. One of them was Cherry. “Hey,” Jude said, “we know her,” trying to be funny.

Cherry said nothing, just slumped in a chair opposite Tom and picked at her cuticles. Jude sat next to her. 

Tom said, “Okaaaaay, I hear Brad Donado sent you.” 

Cherry said, “Brad and me, we both like Jude.”

Tom said, “Well, Jude, looks like you’ve got a lovely figure.” 

Jude blushed, shoved her shoulders back. “I’m a writer,” she said. “My best friend Winnie, too. You represent any kind of artists?” You never knew if you didn’t ask. 

“Jude, that sounds fascinating,” Tom said. “Here at Global Talent what I do is help you get modeling work with professional photographers and producers. I make sure you get paid immediately after shooting. Now you did understand, Jude, that most of the work is nude?”

Jude heard a tinny sound in one ear. She shrugged, glanced at Cherry, who appeared to be looking past Tom, past the wall behind him, past the busy road behind the wall, as if gazing toward the outskirts of her own mind, where some feeling might be hiding. 

“I understand.” 

Tom said, “Well, Jude, that is wonderful news.” Why did he keep saying her name that way? It was unnatural. 

By then Cherry had returned to the room and was lighting a cigarette. “Show her the rates,” she said through the stick in her mouth. 

“Now hang on,” Tom said. “Let me just finish the presentation.” He turned to Jude, spoke only to her. “We’ve been in business six years, Jude, and eighty percent of our business is photographic figure modeling, which is legitimate nude modeling. When I get you work, the full day is up to seven hours. Seven hours is the maximum anyone can keep you for. That would include makeup artist, hairstyling, nails if you needed them, lunch, the whole kit and caboodle.” He held up a handmade chart. At the top he’d written, 7 hours=MAXIMUM in Sharpie pen, $100–$125. Below it, ½ day=1–4 hours, $65-$75 and then, HUSTLER & PENTHOUSE, 2–4 days, $500–$1000. 

“A hundred dollars a day,” Jude said. It was more money than she made in a week tending bar. It was what Winnie made in a whole week of dancing. 

“That’s right, sweets. Now, we have two different kinds of shooting. We have single girl, which is you modeling alone. We also have simulation, like you see in Penthouse. Simulation is when you’re shooting with someone else, like Cherry here, or a male model, and you look like you’re doing something sexual but you’re not. Now you can sign up to do just single girl or you can do both single and simulation. If you do both you get a lot more work and it’s easier to get you bookings, but it’s totally your decision. How does that sound to you, Jude?”

She had never seen inside a Penthouse before.

Tom said, “Are you interested in doing just single girl or both?”

“I can do both,” Jude said, and looked at Cherry. “Did you do both? When you started out, I mean.” 

Cherry exhaled a stream of smoke. “Honey, I did it all. But that don’t mean you should.” She ashed her cigarette. “You do what’s right for you.” 

“Almost everyone does both,” Tom said, and wrote something down, lowered his voice. “How about men?” 

Jude was thinking of the way Winnie had looked in bed this morning, sleeping with her mouth open, entirely innocent. 

Tom said, “Now when I say men, what I mean is boys. You like boys, don’t you, Jude? What I tell all my girls is that this is a highly professional setting and—” 

“Oh sure, sorry,” Jude interrupted, and saw Tom’s eyebrows raise, a subtle expression of surprise. “Yeah, I like boys.”

“Great. Now Jude honey, can I see your identification card, please?”

She showed Tom the ID she’d gotten from the DMV with her birth certificate. Jude Perkins, 7/9/1965. He thanked her and slid the card back across the desk.

He said, “Miss Jude, may I get a photograph of you?” and reached below his desk, removed a binder he opened to reveal plastic sleeves of Polaroids. Naked girls posed with hands on their hips. There couldn’t have been more than thirty to choose from. “I’ll put your picture in my book here so that when the photographers come in, they can pick you for shooting.” He shut the book, returned it to its place under his desk. “Won’t be hard,” he added. “There’s always plenty of work for a new girl.” 

She said okay, and he said, “Just head into the studio there, take a left, disrobe, and holler when you’re ready.” 

She stood and made for the studio with her hands on her hips, like the girls in the pictures, a gesture of importance. But halfway to the door she felt the intensity of Cherry’s gaze on her back and dropped the pose. 

“Want me to come with you?” Cherry called. 

“If you want,” Jude said without turning, hoping to hear Cherry’s chair creak when she stood, the shush of her footsteps on the carpet. But Cherry didn’t move.

Inside the room: more brown, more yellow, more shag. A window, blinds drawn, and a trellis, the likes of which an old woman might have in her garden for flowers to climb. Jude pictured honeysuckle and black-eyed Susan scaling the crosshatched wall, reaching for the sun, as if trying to escape their own roots. She removed her jeans, struggling with the ankles, which were tight. She took off her socks, her underwear, her tank top, her bra. From the other room she heard Tom say, “You know, Cher, I sold automobiles before this. It’s all the same, just letting people know they can trust you.” 

“I’m ready,” Jude said, then louder she called, “Tom.” He appeared holding a Polaroid camera, Cherry trailing behind him. “Those are great natural breasts,” he said, zero lust in his voice. “Now what I’ll have you do for me, Jude, is stand in front of that trellis and sort of bend at the waist.” Jude did, and heard the camera snap, whine as it printed. Tom said, “Okay, Jude, I’m going to approach you just to drag this stool over. Does that sound alright?” She nodded, and he dragged the stool to where she stood. “Now let’s have you put a foot up on this stool so that we see the shape of your body from the side.” He returned to a distance, taking another photo, then another, until the ground was littered with images, the high flash making Jude’s body a blot of light.

“These are just fantastic, Jude,” Tom said when he’d finished, bending with a groan to pick up the pictures. “What I need from you next is to think about a name for yourself, something you’d like to go by in the magazines should they run your picture with credits, which they sometimes decide to do, though not always.” 

“I can’t use my own?” Soon as the question hit the air, Jude thought she sounded stupid. Naked as she was, she felt embarrassed.

“Don’t use your own name,” Cherry said, and crossed the room to pick Jude’s clothes up off the floor, shaking out her underwear before tossing it to her. “There’s a formula. First name is your pet, last name is the street you grew up on.”

“You had a pet named Cherry?”

“I never had a pet. The formula didn’t work for me.”

“Let me think,” Jude said, and pulled her top over her head, stepped into her underwear, shut her eyes. She saw behind the lids the mangy stray cat her mother had fed for a time. Tins of tuna off the back porch and Jude had been jealous. Until the cat disappeared, eaten by coyotes, probably. Puss, they had called it, the same thing Jude had been called by certain reform school bullies—slut, whore, dyke, puss. For much of her life she had been taunted thus and so had become inured to the meaning of such insults. The world called her what it wanted, regardless of the truth. Might as well take ownership of its slights and in the process transform them. Doing so seemed, in the moment, a uniquely female talent and therefore desirable.

“Okay,” she said. “How about Puss?”

Cherry said, “Puss?” 

Jude said, “Like a cat.”

Tom said, “Now that is very clever, a double meaning, I like that.” He pulled a notepad and pencil from his back pocket, scribbled something down. “How about a last name?” he said, and Jude said, “Boots?” and giggled nervously. Cherry said, “That’s funny.” Tom said, “Very good,” and scribbled something more.

They left with assurances that Tom would send around Jude’s Polaroids and get back to her with a schedule. “I think you’ll do very well, Miss Boots,” he said, and opened the door for them, like a gentleman. 

Outside, the air had shifted to a cleaner, colder breeze. Jude looked at herself in the mirrored glass of the bottom-floor window—a furniture showroom, La-Z-Boy recliners and TV dinner trays—and felt turned on, her skin sensitive and buzzing. She would be Puss Boots. She would do very well. A relief that she wouldn’t have to work at a store full of furniture, wouldn’t have to sell such ugly chairs. She would invest in herself. She would make money, buy the substances that made her body flood with freedom. Wasn’t that what the famous writers Winnie read did? Drink and drug and write about drinking and drugging? Hemingway and Cheever, Hunter S. Thompson and James Joyce. Jude’s own Eve Babitz, the only writer she had ever really enjoyed. In the moment it all felt easy, obvious. She would live like they had, work and use like they had. 

“You coming or what?” Cherry was climbing into the driver’s seat of the Mustang. 

Jude slid in next to her, started fussing with the seatbelt, worried all of a sudden about Winnie. “What should I tell her?” 

“She’s not a baby,” Cherry said. “It’s your body. Tell her the truth.”

“Maybe I’ll become a star, get my picture on Tom’s wall.” 

“If you want it, you will.” 

“I want it,” Jude said.

    


    
Chapter Three  

At the Glen Capri Motel in Burbank, Jude sat on the toilet with the lid shut while a makeup artist who introduced herself as “Bob’s daughter, Carli” painted her face. Carli had a wild, fashionable perm and a bubblegum addiction—she kept wadding up old pieces and replacing them immediately, pink breath puffing. Bob was Bob Nine, director of Jude’s first simulation shoot, a seasoned professional, Tom Best had said when he booked her. At the day’s end she would earn eighty dollars. 

“I know what Bob likes, so it’s easier for me to do it,” Carli said, and dabbed white under Jude’s eyes. “This’ll brighten up your whole face. We want you to pop on the page. Close please.”

Jude closed her eyes, saw spots behind the lids. Carli dabbed shadow along her lash line, a pressure somehow motherly in its soft assuredness.

“You know how many people read this one?” Jude asked. The magazine was called Chick! and was smaller than Penthouse and Hustler, more tasteful, she guessed, than other niche mags, though she wasn’t worried about taste. No family was going to accidentally find her among the pages. 

“I dunno. I think a lot of men read it,” Carli said. “My dad’s been working with them for years. Penthouse and Hustler and Velvet too. I grew up on shoots like these.”

“Wow,” Jude said, and nothing further. It was comforting that Carli was Bob’s daughter, that theirs was a family business. 

“Hang on, I know my dad has an old issue around here somewhere,” Carli said, and went to a backpack, removed a slick, thin magazine, Chick! across the top and a brunette girl on the cover wearing fur that drooped from her shoulders, baring her teeth in a snarl for the camera. 75 Sensational Chicks, it said where her nipples should have been. 

Jude opened up to a gently lit shot of two pretty blondes in costume jewelry, legs spread. “Jesus,” she said, and turned the page. She had never seen her own anatomy exaggerated that way before, held open, zoomed in on, every pube, every fold of skin. She turned the page again. Full bushes in gold and brown, bleached buttholes, no other context. Breasts without heads or torsos attached. Glossed lips parted, hint of tooth gently biting a single painted fingernail. “Will I be shooting something like this?” she asked, and turned the magazine so Carli could see. It was a close-up, of what she wasn’t sure. 

“Uh,” Carli said, and leaned in, squinting. “What is that exactly?” 

“I was hoping you knew.” 

Carli said, “Ask my dad,” and brushed blush over Jude’s cheeks. “Now look at yourself.” 

Jude turned to the mirror. Her face was a painter’s palette, blue eyelids, bright fuchsia circles on her cheeks, lips so red and shining they resembled patent leather. She gasped. “I look . . . Thank you, I look beautiful.”

Carli said, “Welcome, babe. Now go tell Crystal I’m ready for her, K?”

Jude sat on the motel bed while an Asian girl named Crystal got her face done. A third girl sat beside her, topless, legs stretched long over the scratchy comforter, waiting for her turn in the makeup chair. She had carrot-red hair and tubular breasts with large areolas Jude thought looked like lily pads, browned by pond water and exposure to the sun. Her name was Pam. 

“It’s not natural,” Pam said, “but in the state I’m in right now, if I’m asked to work with women, yes, I’ll work with women.” She paged idly through the issue of Chick! Jude had brought with her from the bathroom. 

“What state are you in?” Jude asked.

“Right now, I’m needing money. I’m living at my mom’s house. All I want to do is make money so I can provide for my baby. And good God do I want to move out.” 

“That’s sweet,” Jude said. Then, unprompted, “I’m a writer.” 

“Oh yeah?” Pam flipped the magazine to show Jude the cover. “Like this guy?” she asked, and tapped the cover story, “An Excerpt from Charles Bukowski’s Classic Ne’er-Do-Well Novel.”

The door slammed and Bob Nine entered. “Man, I wish you girls were born all done up and ready to rumble,” he said, and stood before Jude and Pam, surveying. He turned toward the bathroom and yelled, “Carli, honey, almost done in there?” He was short, with thin gray hair Jude could see he’d sprayed black at the roots with some sort of cover-up. “I get antsy,” he said to no one in particular, and flopped on the bed. “You seen that new technique they got? It’s like tattoos? They needle the makeup right into your skin.” 

Crystal emerged from the bathroom with red lips and slashes of rose-colored rouge across her cheekbones. On her the makeup had a negative effect, clownish in its bright primary color. She’d been pretty before she was painted, though she did look older now. Was that the point? 

“That’s what I’m talking about,” Bob said, and patted the spot next to him on the bed. 

“Your turn,” Crystal said to Pam, who walked to the bathroom like she couldn’t wait to get there. 

“Take a seat,” Bob said. Crystal hesitated. “Sit down,” he said again, and she sat. Jude felt in the way, weirdly silent. 

“I’m just a housecat,” Bob said, looking at Crystal. “Declawed, catch my drift?”

“Okay,” Crystal said.

“Tell me, how long you been twirling in this circus?” 

“About three months.” Crystal scooched her butt halfway off the bed. 

“Three months,” Bob said. “And this one’s brand new.” He looked, finally, at Jude. 

When the makeup was completed, Bob had all the girls sit on the bed. He stood holding a camera carelessly in one hand. Next to him a tall rod on wheels was fixed with a holster in which the camera fit, to keep it steady, Jude assumed. In the background, Carli unloaded different cameras from their protective cases, taking off the lens caps and arranging them on the motel desk. 

Bob fit one camera onto the rod and looked into the viewfinder. “Okay, ladies, seeing as I’ve just met you, let me give the rundown. Today we’ll be shooting a three-girl simulation. We’ll start with y’all lounging around on the bed here and intermingling and, uh, just doing what comes natural to you.”

He stepped back. “Let’s rearrange you so that Crystal is in the middle, okay? We want to see the Asian girl with the big tits in the center of the shot. This is very exotic, very unusual.” Jude scooched to the edge of the bed and traded places with Crystal, who, she could tell, was blushing behind all that pink powder.

“Okay,” Bob said after a moment passed in this new configuration and no one moved. “Get going.” 

Later, still wearing their makeup, the girls stood outside the motel room, smoking. 

Pam said, “How was that for your first time, Jude?”

Jude said, “Fine,” and dragged on her Camel. She had expected it to be sexier. But it hadn’t been hard. 

“It’s always a challenge with girls because we’re not into each other,” Pam said. “And Bob is gross.” 

Everyone laughed. 

Crystal said, “But it’s easier than shooting with a man, because he’s got to get it up, and if you’re not nice to him he’s all uneasy.”

“And then he never gets it up,” Pam said, and both girls laughed again. 

Jude said, “When the magazine comes out, do you buy the issue and frame your picture?”

“I don’t,” Pam said, and looked at Crystal, who shook her head. “Most of the time they don’t use our names or anything. Doesn’t make me feel particularly famous. Sometimes they don’t even show our faces. You pick a name, Jude?”

Jude said, “Puss Boots,” proudly. The other girls nodded. 

“Cute,” Pam said half-heartedly. “I’m Butter Rey.” 

Crystal flicked her cigarette, said nothing. Jude knew her name already, had seen it in Tom’s book: Asia Moon. 

“This is just a stop on the road for me,” Crystal said. “I’ll milk this job for all I can and then I’ll move on.” She exhaled a stream of smoke long and loose as a barrel curl releasing from the heat of its roller. Then tossed her cigarette in the gutter and stepped on it like she was making a point. Move on. Jude thought of Winnie, what she’d said yesterday when Jude drummed up the courage to announce, “From now on, I’ll be doing some modeling on the side.” They were making salami sandwiches in the Laurel Canyon kitchen, smearing mustard on spongy squares of Wonder Bread. 

“Modeling?” Winnie said. “What kind of modeling?” The tone of her voice, caught and cautious, suggested she already knew. 

“Tom calls it figure modeling,” Jude said. “Tom’s my agent.”

“Since when?”

Jude hadn’t yet answered when Winnie said, “Figure modeling like for artists to paint?” So she didn’t know. 

“More like for men. In magazines. On newsstands and everything.”

For a moment Winnie became consumed with the mustard jar, over-tightening the lid, carrying it to the fridge. So her back was turned when she spoke again. “Taking your clothes off at the club is one thing, but a photograph is forever.”

“I know, but—”

“You’re not doing anything more than that, right?”

“Not for now.”

“Not for now,” Winnie repeated. She took her sandwich to the loveseat, sat with her plate in her lap, staring at the food in front of her like it had just gone rotten. Then she placed it on the floor and said, “Come here.” Slowly, Jude went to her, as if sudden movement would invite the conflict she’d expected. They sat side by side in silence for a moment. Until Winnie reached for Jude’s hand. Rough, Winnie’s palm. Which never failed to surprise; how falsely soft some girls could appear from without. They interlaced fingers, and sat just so, and Winnie said, “I don’t want to be alone.” 

“I’m not going anywhere,” Jude said, though she felt neither relieved nor emboldened, but sad in a way that made her wonder if what she’d wanted from Winnie was a fight. 

Jude would have liked to keep hanging out with Crystal and Pam, soaking up their advice on the business, but they both left after one cigarette, Pam to take care of her son, Crystal home to her boyfriend, Tyler, who she described as “my rock.” “I don’t let him watch my films or look at shoots like this, it’s too hard on us,” she said. “I used to like sex but now I’m like, don’t touch me, I’m so exhausted by it all.” But how did Crystal know Tyler loved her if they weren’t fucking? Maybe she was just being negative. Or maybe it was shooting actual movies that tainted a person. Both girls said they did more films than they owned up to generally. “A few times I lied to Tyler about what I was shooting and he found out,” Crystal said. “It was a bad, bad scene. But how do you say no to money like that? You don’t. Like I said, milk it and run.”

Three days later, Jude shot for Hustler, a spread called “Legs!”, featuring the legs of several different girls. Some brown, some white, some turned orange from too much time in the tanning bed. Some in stockings, some in socks, some bare. Since it was only her legs, she made just forty dollars for the day. But she must have done a good enough job, because the photographer asked her to come back two days later and shoot for the same magazine, wearing tennis clothes this time, bending over to pick up a ball so that her whole vulva showed. 

Another week of shoots, then another. A month. So many shoots that Jude’s regulars at Ladies doubled in number; they started to chant for her—“Puss, Puss, Puss, show us your big boots”—and where as a child she’d felt frightened of her boobies, now, as a legal adult, an independent woman, a professional, she liked them too. 

“I’m happy for you,” Winnie said more than once. “But for Christ’s sake call them your breasts.”

Then came the big shoot at the beach for which Jude and the other girls had a trailer full of tall folding chairs and mirrors with bright globe bulbs around the edges, like in a movie star’s dressing room. Then the shoot on fake satin sheets that gave her a nasty rash. The shoot of her cleavage sudsed in the shower, bubbles like a bra. A whole spread of her nipples, blown up to the size of poker chips on the glossy page. Then the shoot in a gold chain necklace, the shoot with a telephone cord coiled between her legs. The only shoots that showed her face showed her moaning in mock pleasure, unrecognizable in contortion. 

Then the girl-on-girl simulation for Penthouse, this one higher production value, posed in a convertible Miata, Jude in a white dress, unbuttoned so that her breasts popped out; the other “pet” in a shorter version of the same outfit. It published on a Saturday, and Jude drove to the Laurel Canyon magazine stand, intending to take a copy home to show Winnie. From the back rack she pulled forth the magazine. It was plastic-wrapped, like a gift, and she was too afraid to break the rules and unsheathe it, take a peek before buying. She smiled at the cashier—who gave her a funny look—paid, and carried the magazine to the car. 

After Jude signed with Tom Best and became Puss Boots, she’d gotten her license and Brad had lent her a busted-up blue Scirocco he owned. “Use it as long as you need, but when you give it back, top off the tank, will ya,” he’d said, and Jude had thought it very nice of him to invest in her future by helping her that way. Now she sat in the driver’s seat, leather hot beneath her thighs, and unpeeled the plastic wrap. The cover model was beautiful, pouty-lipped with high arched brows. Jude glanced at herself in the rearview. Pores, nose, pimples, the whole reflection magnified. She flipped through the pages. She had to search for a few moments, because her pictures looked like an advertisement for the Miata. Her face was barely visible, cast in shadow, though her body did look good, airbrushed and soft, lit by a pink sky she knew wasn’t real; the day of the shoot had been overcast. She tossed the magazine to the passenger seat. She still wanted to show Winnie, why she wasn’t sure. No question it was smarter not to. She wouldn’t get the response she was looking for. Winnie was critical, and not just about the correct terminology for mammary glands. An expert in all things lately, she pointed out only what was wrong with every image Jude showed her, then said, “God, you’re oversensitive” when she got upset about it. “Why not focus on what I’m doing right?” Jude would say, and Winnie would say, “You didn’t take the photo, you didn’t edit the photo, it’s not you I’m criticizing.” But it always felt like it. 

She reached down, turned the key to start the engine, and drove into the Valley, tuning the radio compulsively, looking for the right soundtrack to her own private movie, the picture in which she was the leading lady, the box cover girl, in command of her own destiny. But in every song she landed on, the girl was either sad or voiceless, a subject for men to dissect. She passed through neighborhoods lined with dry trees, passed one Ralphs supermarket then another, until, as if by accident, she found herself at the Fuck Palace. 

Inside, Cherry lounged on the leather couch in the living room, listening to her Walkman and reading Cosmopolitan. She removed her headphones when Jude entered. “Thank God you’re here,” she said, like she’d been waiting. “I’m so bored I could cry.” 

“You’re not surprised to see me?” Jude hadn’t even called to make sure someone was home.

“Why would I be surprised?” Cherry seemed to startle herself with the volume of her own voice. She put a finger to her lips. “Brad’s in the back, editing,” she said. “He took three Dexedrine.” 

Jude sat beside her, tossed the Penthouse on the cushion between them. 

Cherry picked it up, flipped the pages. “What a babe you are,” she said when she saw the spread. “Look at those tits. Listen, you don’t have to call. You should just move into the pink room, it’s free now that Valencia’s gone.” It was themed like the inside of a mouth, thick tongue of pink shag carpet, pink cheek walls, a pink jacuzzi tub, bubbling with spit. 

“Who’s Valencia?” Jude asked. 

“Oh, just some hardcore bitch,” Cherry said, and smiled. 

“I’m living with Winnie, remember?” 

Cherry stood. She was wearing dolphin shorts that rode up to a terrible wedgie. She picked it, then reached into her waistband to rearrange the fabric. “Stay right there,” she said, and disappeared into the kitchen, returned with a bottle of champagne, Korbel brand, and two plastic flutes. 

“Anything fizzy makes me happy,” she said, and popped the cork. Foam spilled on the floor and she left it, corralled the rest into the glasses, handed one to Jude and sipped her own. “Hot tub?” 

They took to the hot tub, dipping out from time to time to visit Cherry’s coke mirror, installed precariously on the padded cushion of a lounge chair, and refill their flutes. 

Cherry said, “Read me one of your stories—you’re a writer, aren’t you?” and Jude started to recite “Faces and Doors,” her epic A+ poem. But she only got a third of the way through before she forgot the lines. She wasn’t a writer, not really. She should stop pretending to be one. “You’re a genius. Now show me that rack,” Cherry said. Jude lifted the bikini top Cherry had lent her, and Cherry cheered, splashed. “You got the job!” she yelled. Jude laughed. But not as hard as Cherry. 

Then they were in the pool, riding inflatable flamingos, paddling and kicking, chasing each other, screaming, and Brad was poking his head through the sliding glass door, yelling, “Jesus Christ, girls!” Then they were back in the hot tub. Then the real tub in the pink bedroom, the slick edges dragging Jude down down down into the bubbles, and Cherry was grabbing her wrist, squeezing as a frightened child might squeeze a mother’s hand before bed, begging her not to turn out the light and go. 

“Cocaine is the best drug,” Jude said. 

“Brad hides it all over the house,” Cherry said. “It’s like a game, find the baggies.” She made her voice a whisper. “I have more secrets to tell you.” 

Jude said, “Anything,” and meant it. Earlier Cherry had told her she considered sex no different than a handshake. “When I like someone, I fuck ’em,” she’d said. “It’s what I do.” Which made sense to Jude, who would like to fuck anyone she liked, too. Love was another story altogether, but Jude liked Cherry. Cherry seemed to like Jude. Maybe this was their moment. Something about the cocaine made it feel possible, but also already over, as if they’d gotten sex out of the way hours ago and could now be the closest of confidantes. Everyone assumed coke sped things up, that it was a drug for dancing, which wasn’t untrue. But it was more a drug for talking. For making eye contact, maintaining focus. 

Cherry said, “I don’t want a cut of my movies anymore. I want all the profits, all the rights, my own production company.” She took hold of Jude’s other wrist, a parent now, demanding the attention of a disobedient child. “I want to get a bunch of girls together and make videos from a woman’s point of view, have a woman write the script, have a woman pick out who she wants to work with and not have it like, like, like, you get on set and all of a sudden you’re fucking someone you can’t stand. If you ever do videos, you have to look out for that.”

“I will,” Jude said.

“Men control this business like any other business, and I’m sick of it,” Cherry said. “I’m sick of having a man tell me what to do.” She dropped Jude’s wrists, reached out of the tub, held the mirror over the bubbles and snorted. “The only thing that matters, the absolute only thing that matters, is that you’re nobody’s hose rag.” 

Jude thought of Bob Nine and Chick! magazine and every simulation she’d shot since then. So far, none of them had been with men. Simulations with men were for more hardcore magazines, magazines that funneled straight to film work, and Jude hadn’t yet been tapped to shoot for them, though one photographer had assured her it was just a matter of time. “Get out soon as you can,” he’d said. “Because once all the glossies use you up, there’s nowhere to go but down.” When it came to business, men did seem like a demotion. She thought of how Pam had said it wasn’t natural to shoot with other women, and where at first Jude didn’t like her snobbery or prudishness, or worse, after the shoot she’d agreed, not because they were girl on girl on girl, but because they were girl on girl on girl as directed by a man. And yet there was no denying it, the longer Cherry talked, the more sex on screen sounded like something Jude might want to try. Dick or no dick, Jude loved sex, was good at sex, and didn’t have the sexual hang-ups many women did. She could perhaps thank her mother for that—a good-time girl—or she could thank her mother’s absence or some biological tweak that rendered Jude wild and attracted to souls. So what if shooting videos would preclude a corporate job? A career for squares and upstanding citizens. She’d never wanted a career like that anyway. What was there, really, to lose?

Cherry said, “Don’t tell Brad, okay? Don’t tell anyone, not even Winnie.”

Winnie, that was what Jude stood to lose. 

“I won’t,” Jude said. “Course I won’t.” 

“I’m going to make pornos way more fun than Brad or Bob Nine could ever dream.”

The tub churned around them. Cocaine dripped down the back of Jude’s throat, cajoling her inhibitions. Casually, as if unpeeling a piece of fruit, she loosed one of Cherry’s breasts, then the other, from her bikini top. They kissed, and she found herself noticing Cherry’s mouth was noncommittal, no passion conveyed by her lips. Still, Cherry closed her eyes and sighed, and Jude watched an expression of peace seep over her face. 

She woke to winter wind, though it was spring and should have been warm already. No Santa Anas to call off bets, call forth the crazies. But a rhythmic scraping, the blue branches of a jacaranda tree, against the window of Cherry’s room. Cherry herself was stomach-sleeping, one leg jutting out at an angle, paused in a kick. Jude was still drunk, heart pounding from sugar and cocaine. It was still dark. She let herself return to sleep. 

When she woke again, she was alone and the wind had moved higher, palm trees swaying like wild-headed women, in time with a song she couldn’t hear. She sat up, suddenly aware that she hadn’t bothered to call Winnie last night, her night off from Ladies. They’d planned to spend it together seeing a new movie about a murdered Playboy centerfold at the Northridge Multiplex. Jude, careless, had forgotten, and forgetting to tell each other where they were was a violation of their friendship’s rules. So many dangers waited in the hills and on the highways for girls on their lonesome; for safety’s sake, they kept each other posted. Most likely Winnie was worried. She might have even called the cops by now. 

Jude reached for the phone at Cherry’s bedside. The line rang and rang, but no one answered. She hung up, tried again. Finally, the machine clicked on, the chorus of two silly voices saying, “You’ve reached Jude and Winnie, leave a message!” and giggling before the beep. Jude said, “You home? I crashed at Brad’s, forgot to call.” She added sorry sorry so sorry, then hung up, shuffled to the kitchen. 

Cherry was bent into the body of the open refrigerator, the same shorts she wore yesterday riding right up her crack. 

“I got to go,” Jude said, and Cherry turned around. “No way,” she said. “Steve’s coming down from Ventura with magic mushrooms.” 

“I didn’t call Winnie last night. She probably thinks something terrible happened.” 

“Fine,” Cherry said. Then, “Just take one more bump for the road, for the hangover.” Then, “Just one more, other nostril.” Then, “Just wait until my friend gets here. I don’t want to be alone. Ten minutes, I promise.” 

An hour later, he arrived. Steve the surfer dude in his flip-flops, an oversized T-shirt that made the rest of him look small, though he was six foot something, hulking. “Stevie,” Cherry yelled, and ran to him, her bare feet making pitter-pats across the tile floor. It was impossible not to imagine a child greeting her father, jumping into his open arms. 

At home, Winnie sat on the loveseat, a canned screwdriver cradled in her hands. “I thought something happened,” she said. “We had plans.” 

“I was at Brad’s,” Jude said, and a chill of guilt hit her like a gust of wind, kicking up the memory of Cherry, naked in the bathtub, inviting Jude’s touch. 

Winnie said, “I gathered,” and nodded at the answering machine. 

“I’m sorry. I’m terrible. Let’s get McDonald’s, on me. You need chicken nuggets.”

Winnie sniffed. “And a milkshake.” 

“Anything you want,” Jude said, surprised to be so easily forgiven, and struck for a moment by melancholy. 

They drove to the McDonald’s just over the hill on Ventura and ate at a picnic table with a view of other people’s commutes. Almost evening by the time they started home again, light low like a shade had been drawn, softening everything. Jude sucked her teeth, trying to dislodge a chunk of French fry stuck to her back molar, the bad one that had started to ache. In the passenger seat, Winnie wilted into the seatbelt, face cradled by its smooth sling. Even at McDonald’s, a place she loved, she had been quiet. It was, come to think of it, how she’d been for weeks. And Jude, tied up in the drama of shooting, milking, running, had noticed but had not cared. Winnie pressed the tape deck, then immediately turned the volume down. 

“Today was the anniversary of my mom. The day she died, I mean.”

“What?” Jude said. “You didn’t tell me that.”

“You weren’t around for me to tell,” Winnie said flatly, and her tone, however warranted, provoked Jude’s exasperation. 

“I said I was sorry.” 

“I never imagined myself as a mother. Is that weird? I’ve never wanted it the way some girls know they want it. I haven’t spent time around kids.” 

Jude said, “It’s different when it’s your own, I think.” 

“What do you even say to a kid?” 

Difficult to answer. Like Winnie, Jude was an only child, that rare breed, no siblings for company, no siblings to fight with, to raise. It was probably why they’d bonded in the first place, the yoke of shared experience, the fear, the freedom, of understanding oneself to be fundamentally alone in the world. So how would either of them know what to say to a child? 

“It’s not that I don’t like them,” Winnie said.

“You’ll have a baby one day, it’ll come to you,” Jude said. “Instinct, you fall in love.” Then again, any child Winnie bore would come from a man. And Jude would be cast out, excluded. “I don’t know, maybe motherhood is a myth,” she added. “For normies. There’s a book about it. The problem with no name, or something.” This tracked. Because Jude’s own mother hadn’t fallen in love, not with her. Her love was men, or it was the thrill of being the object of some man’s gaze. Perched on barstools, buzz on and buzzing from one schmo to the next, accepting drinks and dances as a hummingbird takes nectar from flowers, incapable of loyalty to just one bloom. 

“I guess,” Winnie said. “What about you, though?”

“What about me?”

“A roly-poly little miscreant? Jude Junior.” There she was, the real Winnie, grinning from the passenger seat. 

“I never thought about it.”

“Well maybe we’re the same, destined for each other. Two old ladies in a garden, surrounded by our books.”

Jude said, “Romantic,” in a tone made sarcastic by some inner effort to sound cool. When what she really wanted was what Winnie had just offered, hope of a shared future. She pulled into the driveway. “Go ahead,” she said, “I dropped my cigs under the seat,” and began to reach around, looking for them. 

“Hurry, we got to get ready for work,” Winnie said, and started up the stairs to the house. But halfway there, she froze. “Jude,” she said, and when Jude didn’t answer, she called for her again, a tenor to her voice Jude would remember, for many years, as terror. “There’s someone on the porch.” 

Jude looked up. Squinted into the sun. There, behind the bug screen, was Laird. 

    


    
 Chapter Four 

The afternoon light had shifted once again, bypassing the filter of tree cover to shine right in Jude’s eyes and blind her as if she were a girl again, looking into her mother’s wasted face and finding nothing. She climbed past Winnie, frozen halfway up the stairs, and stood before the man, feeling protective, a buffer between her girl and danger. It was uncanny, for a time, she had fantasized about Laird’s return, the return of the drug he had come, in her mind, to represent. Nights after she ran from him, lying in bed beside Winnie, touching herself to the memory of a feeling. Then she had moved on and wondered how she’d ever wanted. The drug, the man. Now, here he was again. Not quite a year since she’d seen him, but he looked much older. His mullet had been cut, his sideburns shaved, and his face shone, oily and scarred around the jaw by empty acne craters, little pits of skin. The possibility of his anger scared her. She had shot at him after all. But staring at him now, trying to convey strength and a warning, Jude felt the same heat, same promise of sex, from their first meeting. 

“Hey, Judey,” he said, and smiled. From the stairs behind her, Winnie spoke, softer now, still guarded. “Jude? Who is this?”

“Hey,” Jude said to Laird, and then, “It’s okay,” to Winnie. “He’s a friend.” She wondered if she was lying. 

“I come in peace,” he said, and held up his hands like the clerk at the Quik Mart. Cactus hands. Jude unlocked the door, ushered him in. “Sit,” she said, and went back for Winnie. 

“I need some space,” she whispered. “Cover for me with Brad, say I’m sick. I’ll explain later.” 

Winnie’s eyes ticked around Jude’s face in a clockwork circle. “You sure?” she said, and Jude nodded. “Right,” Winnie said. “I’m taking a shower. Then I’m out of here.” 

They hugged as if saying goodbye. 

“How’d you find me,” Jude asked Laird once they were alone on the loveseat.

“Got a cigarette?” he said, and Jude said, “Yeah, but you have to smoke outside, roommate’s rules.” 

“Wasn’t hard.” He held up her journal. “You wrote about your friend, that diner in Glendale. I been in jail, you know. You shot me, took off and I got caught on priors.”

“You said it was a fake gun.” 

“Let’s smoke,” he said, and gestured at the door. Outside, he ashed into Winnie’s San Pedro cactus, the way Jude liked to. The ashes feed the plant, she’d told Winnie, which may or may not have been true, Jude honestly didn’t know. Didn’t take much to have a greener thumb than Winnie’s. 

“You lied to me,” she said. 

He reached down, lifted a pant leg to show Jude a healed-over hole in his calf. Pink and purple skin, silky and hairless and not unpretty. Privately Jude thought it couldn’t have hurt too bad. Plenty of worse spots to get shot. Men had a low pain tolerance, everyone knew that. 

“Oh,” she said, and went to touch him, then retracted her hand. 

“The cashier had a gun,” Laird said. “I saw him reach.”

“He did?” Jude had seen no such thing. 

“I was looking out for you.”

So he had been protecting her. It was a story Jude couldn’t confirm. A story she could choose to believe. Did she believe it?

“Listen,” Laird said, “it’s all good, I’m out now, I just need a place to stay. I didn’t say nothing about you when they brought me in, even though they fucked me for it. If I had, they’d have come got you already.”

Jude said thank you, and Laird said, “I know you’re too sweet for county.” She blushed. She knew otherwise. “My sweet baby Judey,” he said, touching her face where the flush was, the heat. “I missed you.” His voice cracked. He looked down at his boots. “It’s been rough.” 

“You read my journal.” It wasn’t a question. She knew he’d read it and moved in her mind through what she might have put on the pages. Nothing bad, not about Laird. If anything, she hoped she hadn’t blabbed about how much she liked him, stars and hearts and bows laced around his name, the last scraps of her girlhood. 

“Didn’t you want me to read it? Seemed like you sort of did.”

“Why would you think that?” 

“You kept leaving me alone with it.” He took her hand, but his touch was loose. “I can’t pretend it wasn’t a turn-on, reading about you and them San Dimas girls. Reading about your crush on your little friend Winnie here.”

Jude dropped his hand. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“Hey,” he said, and stabbed out his smoke. “My mistake.”

She nodded at the bathroom, where the shower ran. “I’ll have to talk to her if you want to stay.” 

“Talk to her,” Laird said. “Tell her what I did for you.” He picked a piece of tobacco off his lip, rubbed his thumb and pointer finger together to send it back to nature. “You got wheels?” he said. “Let’s take a drive.”

Laird directed Jude, who drove them in the Scirocco to an Italian restaurant in a vacant slot of strip mall. “How much cash you got?” he asked once she parked. 

“I dunno,” she said, not reaching for her wallet. 

“Loan me,” he said, and when again she didn’t reach, “You owe me, remember?” 

She shifted her weight to take her wallet from her back pocket. She had forty dollars but removed only a twenty, which he snatched. Then he got out and walked into the building through a back entrance, leaving Jude to sit there wondering how just two hours earlier she’d been at McDonald’s with Winnie debating twelve or twenty McNuggets. She turned on the radio, turned it off, dug around in the glovebox for a tape, something to set the right mood. Which was what, exactly? Romance? Or defiance? She settled on nostalgia, Fleetwood Mac, and fast-forwarded with urgency to find “Rhiannon,” the song after which she’d named herself when she first met Laird. It was playing when he dropped back into the passenger seat. But he didn’t seem to notice. 

“Got you a present,” he said, and lowered his fist down to the foothold, cracked his fingers to show Jude the baggie, ballooned with off-white powder. “Let’s go somewhere with a view.” 

They parked at the top of a cliff in Malibu so panoramic that the ocean seemed to stream from it, saltwater from a mountain. In the backseat Jude sat on Laird’s lap. He did look older than he had a year ago. Sad and thin and in need of care. His hair was a grease slick, and wrinkles had turned up around his eyes. He said, “Poor Judey, poor baby,” and took her face in his hands. “I’m not going to hurt you.” He traced her brow with his thumbs, as if smoothing out trouble. They kissed, and the sun went down, soft-boiled, punctured by nightfall. 

In that last orange light they made love, and Jude remembered that when sex was deep it was sometimes called that, making love. Love was a slippery thing, rendered tragic by poor timing, distance, fear; more often than not, it was painful, but when Jude was with Laird, she felt no such wrenching. So perhaps this was simply lust, falling upon her like darkness, as if all the light in the sky had been sucked into her body and was passing into his, a marriage; perhaps it was simply heroin, how vulnerable she became when she let Laird tie a band about her arm, put his lips on hers again, both of them chapped from so much kissing. “I’ve got something to tell you,” she said, her voice already hazy. “I’m a dancer now, I’m a model.” She paused, willed out the words. “In magazines. Naked ones.” 

“Goddammit,” he said through the band in his teeth. “You shoot with men for those?” She grabbed his free wrist, felt the cool silver of his POW bracelet, and beyond the clasp the speed of his pulse as the drug kicked in, fast, slower, slow. “Only other girls,” she managed. He softened in the seat beside her. “Oh,” he said, “that’s nice,” his voice starting to lilt. “Long as there’s no dicks around. No man wants to see their old lady with another guy.” So much for hardcore porn, then, so much for sex on film. From the depths, she thought to push back. Nobody belongs to anybody here. But when she opened her mouth, she found she couldn’t speak. 

That night, for the first time, Jude slept in her own bed, spooning not with Winnie but with Laird, though the contact confused her body, which twisted, sweat-drenched and dreaming stressed-out dreams. She woke sore and groggy, shot more and drifted, vaguely registering a worried knocking on her bedroom door, the sound of Winnie’s voice calling her name, the sound of her own voice calling in return, I’m okay. 

Three days went by in bags. Though Jude told herself she was just dabbling this time—the memory of withdrawal still fresh in mind—she phoned in sick to work at Ladies of the Valley, ditched her modeling jobs, ignored Tom’s calls, watched Laird move a few possessions into her room—an extra pair of jeans, a razor—watched the muscles of his back twitch beneath the thin fabric of his T-shirt as he bent to tuck a pistol into the cubby of her makeshift cinderblock nightstand, “So I can protect you,” he said. 

She had done her best to explain her strange houseguest to Winnie, speaking through her high, believing herself to be convincing: “Remember when I said I found the money in a park in Reseda? That wasn’t exactly how it happened, it was Laird that gave it to me. He knew he was about to go to jail and he gave me that money and protected me, so now I want to do the same for him, you see?”

“I’m confused,” Winnie said. “Why was he about to go to jail?”

Jude spun a story full of lies and half-truths. She hadn’t asked Laird for protection, nor had she invited him to stay, not really. But she owed him, and troubled though he was by his soldier’s heart, he had searched until he found her. Searching for someone like that was a romantic gesture, the sort that might prove to Winnie that Jude was worth loving, worth finding and protecting. If Winnie warmed to anything, it was the presence of a protector. 

“Fine,” she said. “I’m trusting you.” 

Her actions suggested otherwise. Almost at once she seemed determined to drive Laird from the house. She banged pots and pans in the kitchen, and knocked aggressively on the bathroom door when he took too long on the toilet. She was right to do so—Laird sometimes fell asleep in the middle of things. “Let me try,” Jude said, and knocked too, louder than Winnie, then entered, ashamed to see him indisposed, ashamed that Winnie might think less of her by proxy. It wasn’t that the drug didn’t work for Jude the way it had before. It was that she saw it for what it was now, a simulation, a made-up show, glitching with static snow too thick to see through, too fuzzy to trust. She had become accustomed to living, dancing, the real wild awake of cocaine. Truth be told, it was her preference, and as the days piled up, she started searching for a tether to follow back to clarity. 

A week had passed by the time the tether presented itself. Some commotion from the kitchen roused Jude, who emerged from bed and a drug-induced nap to find Winnie sitting on the kitchen floor, her nose to the dog’s nose, blue-black as a berry and wet. “I never had a pet before,” she was cooing. Jude wiped her eyes, checking. The dog was real. 

“Surprise,” Winnie said, and fastened Jude with a meaningful look.

“What the hell?” Jude meant to seem shocked. But her words came out short, belonging less to her than to Laird. 

“You wanted a puppy, didn’t you? I got us one.” 

The dog was no puppy, but a full-grown pit bull, tall as Jude’s knees, her yellow coat flecked with white, her teats stretched and purple. 

“She’s got boobies,” Jude said, her voice her own now. She sat on the floor.

“I’ve seen her around for weeks,” Winnie said, opening her palms. The dog sniffed them, then looked away, brow arched in an expression of concern. “I don’t think she has anywhere to go. No collar. She was in the yard when I woke up.”

“Well, what’s her name?” Jude scooched closer, opened her palms too. The dog sniffed as if searching. Up her arms, around her torso. Soon she was practically in Jude’s lap, and Jude, who had also never had a pet aside from Puss the stray, was impressed by her own fearlessness.

“She likes you,” Winnie said.

“Jacaranda,” Jude said.

“Jacaranda,” Winnie repeated.

“Jackie for short.”

If Winnie had brought Jackie in to counteract Laird’s fractious presence in the house, the presence of his drugs, her plan was a good one. He said, “That dog’s a bully, built for fighting.” It was stupid to harbor a killing machine. But Jackie was calm, as if she knew what people thought of her and went out of her way to prove them wrong. She slept by the wood stove, body curled into the tightest ball, inconspicuous. She waited by the door to be taken out, which neither Jude nor Winnie remembered to do at first, never having cared for a dog before. 

“Now what do people do about this?” Winnie said, the first time Jackie produced a pile of shit on the side of Laurel Canyon Boulevard. “Guess they carry a shovel,” Jude said. She glanced at Jackie, who looked embarrassed. “Or they just leave it.” 

Winnie plugged her nose with one hand and with the other covered the heap with leaves. “We need to get her some real dog food,” she said. They had been feeding her sardines, the result of which was this malformed mess. They ran from it, Jackie’s jowls flapping as she went. She seemed elated to run, elated to have been taken in, babied; and while for a time Jude was concerned that Jackie had babies of her own stashed somewhere, she never led them to a whelping den. Just strode ahead on her makeshift leash (fashioned from Winnie’s stretched pantyhose), aggressive when another dog and owner approached. “Jackie, no!” both girls reprimanded as their charge barked and snarled and strained. But it seemed foolish to discourage her instinct to protect.

“You best get a flea collar for that mutt,” Brad said when they brought her to work. It was Jude’s first day back after having “the flu.”

“We washed her in the bathtub,” Winnie said. “She doesn’t have fleas.”

“No one will even know she’s around,” Jude added, which wasn’t true.

Backstage, Jackie went from dancer to dancer, offering her head to be patted. Even the girls who might normally feign fear just to be difficult took in the dog’s hanging boobies, the white hairs around her eyes, and received her warmly. It was Laird who posed the problem. Once he had fantasized about a garden, a puppy. But he seemed, around Jackie, distrusting, eager to find fault. “Oh let’s get a dog,” he mocked in the tone of a silly girl when Jude forgot Jackie’s afternoon walk and she pissed in the kitchen. “This is what you get when you bring a stray into the house,” he said the next day when it turned out Jackie did, in fact, have fleas. Winnie took tip money to the pet store on Coldwater Canyon and returned with a toxic collar, a bottle of blue shampoo. “Your man needs a job,” she whispered to Jude as they knelt by the tub, soaping Jackie’s short hair, plucking out the drowning bugs. “Or else he needs to move on. Don’t abide a mooch.” Briefly Jude wondered if she might prefer Laird gone. The best part of having him back was the friction made when the claim he laid to her attention collided with Winnie’s efforts to win that attention back; Jude was in the crosshairs of dueling desires, and didn’t it feel special, to be so wanted. 

So came the day, three weeks after Laird’s arrival, two weeks after Jackie’s, that Jude sat shotgun in the Mercury—Jackie in the foothold by her feet—cranking on the window roller. The air conditioner was blasting hot air only. 

“I’ll have a look-see later on,” Laird said from the back seat. 

“That’d be nice of you.” Winnie signaled a right turn into the lot, the blinker thunk-thunk-thunking. Nearby, the 101 made its noise, a constant low-grade screaming. 

“Ladies of the Valley,” Laird said, reading the neon sign. “That’s you two.” Jude checked the rearview. He was smiling wide and magnified, flecks of lead paving every molar gray as a California freeway. She waved her arms to move air in his direction. 

“Don’t forget Jackie,” Winnie said, “Jackie is a lady too.” She removed one hand from the wheel to pet the dog on the head. Jude watched Jackie’s eyes shut in a pleasure made greater by the traumas of her past. It was clear that the dog had trauma. Her boobies, for one. Her violent response to innocents they passed on evening walks. For someone who had never had a pet before, Winnie had taken to cross-species communication and seemed to feel she understood the dog better than anyone, including Jude. What it meant when Jackie sighed just so. The weird intuition Winnie said she had when the water bowl was dirty or almost dry. How she knew without having to be told, that Jackie disliked Laird. But anyone could see that. 

“Brad’ll fix you up,” Jude said, reaching to touch his knee. “He knows everyone, so he’s got work for everyone.” She’d been repeating it for over a day. She was making a boundary—no more charity, no abiding mooches—and had pleased herself by telling Laird, loud enough for Winnie to hear. “You want to give this a real shot then you have to pay rent just like me,” she’d said, remembering with shame how she’d robbed for him, risked for him, put herself in the position to be rescued by him. 

“I know, Judey,” he’d said. “That’s what I want too,” and his words had a sincerity to them that made Jude’s stomach grab. With excitement or revulsion, she couldn’t quite tell. 

Inside the club was cool, dim-lit by those stained-glass lamps. An early shift, a few customers clustered around the bar. Winnie went in the back entrance with Jackie. Jude held Laird’s hand through the front door, down the hall to Brad’s office, squeezing it as she knocked, believing him to be nervous. Not easy, for a man to ask for help. When a voice went yeah from behind the door, she pulled Laird in, found Brad seated at his desk, feet up, plate of coke in his lap like a meal as he perused the latest Penthouse. He liked the letters column best, would often read it out loud to girls gathered in his office, railing his blow. Get a load of this story, will ya?

“Look who it is,” he said without really looking. Jude sat on the couch, patted the seat beside her so Laird would sit also. He sat, then stood, and leaned across the desk with his hand out for Brad to shake. 

“Pleasure to meet you, sir,” he said. 

Begrudgingly, Brad lowered the magazine, put the plate on his desk and shook the hand. “What can I do you for?” he said. 

“This is Laird,” Jude started. “My close personal—”

“That’s right, sir,” Laird interrupted. 

“Relax,” she told him, and saw his jaw clench. “He’s looking for work,” she said. 

Brad leaned back in his chair with his hands behind his head. “You want my help.” He said it flat, no emotion or question to his words. “But tell me, why should I give it to you?”

Jude opened her mouth, let it hang there. She resorted to reasons—I’m a good dancer, a good friend (I give good head, she didn’t add), Penthouse, Miata—every word unimpressive the moment it left her mouth. It didn’t matter, the gist was no and always would be. Embarrassing, how Brad shut her down when she’d assured Laird that he wouldn’t. 

In the dressing room, Laird slumped on the ratty couch with his face in his hands while she readied herself for work. Jackie snored from her clump of towels. Rachel walked around half-nude. Suzanne’s chainmail made a silvery sound as she pulled it over her hips, and still Laird stayed in that posture of defeat. 

“You okay?” Winnie asked him, coming in from the bathroom in her black wig, tucking away loose strands of blonde. “He okay?” she said to Jude when he didn’t answer. 

“He will be,” Jude said. Laird lifted his head like he couldn’t hear them and rubbed his thumbs over his eyes. 

Then he said, “Let me see about that AC,” and walked abruptly from the room. He stayed in the car, stoned and sleeping, until the end of the night. 

Laird would sulk a bit then go out job-hunting on his own; this was Jude’s assumption. She would not abide a mooch. But the next day he wanted to return to the club. “A good place to do some thinking,” he said. At least he wasn’t still upset. Maybe he would meet someone with a job to offer. Construction, landscaping, lots of men who came to Ladies of the Valley did such work.

Winnie drove them back down the mountain in the heat, Jackie panting even with the windows lowered. “A week,” Laird kept saying, “in a week I’ll have parts.”

“Made some calls,” he added. “They said a week.” Strange. Jude hadn’t heard him use the phone. 

At Ladies of the Valley, he took up residence at the bar, watching Jude empty the dishwasher, wipe glasses, put them on the shelf. If they were at home, she’d tell him to get off his ass and help. But they weren’t at home, and here it was her job, to work while men watched. “You buying your own drinks?” Brad said when he came in, stopping at Laird’s seat and putting a hand on his back. No hard feelings. “Yessir,” said Laird, “sure am.”

“Well, this one’s on me.” Brad waved at Jude, another round. 

An hour passed. Laird went outside. Soon as he left, a fly got in. How did Jude know it was Laird’s fault? She just did, and twisted a bar mop, whipped at the bug when it landed, missed, missed again, then finally killed it while it rested on the soda gun, rubbing its minuscule legs together, trying to start the smallest fire. The body tore open, guts out, and she felt sorry as she pinched a paper napkin over the mess, tossed it in the trash. But not that sorry. 

Another hour. Men came and went, but not many; the place remained nearly empty, as it often did early in the week. Jude prepared for her dance by peeing, painting her eyelids blue and putting on her yellow wig. When her song started, she stalked the stage like it was Saturday night, showy, but the tendrils of her wig refused to toss, tightly curled as they were and fashioned of unmoving plastic. It was in the middle of the first turn she made around the pole, the steel sheath cool as gunmetal beneath her palm, that she saw him, walking with intention down the hall to Brad’s office. Shit, she thought. And kept spinning. 

The shot sounded. Almost in time with the chorus. Born to run, bang! A punctuation mark. No one screamed, but from backstage came the shrill of Jackie’s bark, pitched and serious, signaling danger. Jude stopped spinning. She stood there, waiting for someone to react, watching as Laird jogged back down the hall, black trash bag clutched to his chest in that familiar way that way Jude knew so well, high where a mother holds her baby, tight to keep it safe. But the bag was so full the baby was unruly, hard to hang on to. She watched Laird bumble with the bag as facts arranged themselves in her head. The bang had come from the gun in his right hand, which he pointed at the ceiling and fired once more. 

Men scattered for the side exit. Jude clambered from the stage, intending to follow. Or find Winnie. Or stop Laird. All of it despite the spires of her dancing shoes, too high for speed. 

Then he was next to her, offering his hand, trying to help her and hold the bag, the gun, which dangled from his fingers. 

“What you doing?” she managed. He should be running. 

“Let’s go.” His voice was breathy.

“What?” 

“You and me,” he said, and in his eyes she saw love. Black as a pupil, wide and wild. “Must be twenty grand in here. More maybe.”

It was only an instant. Jude watched it go by with an indecision that made it slow, each second a whole sentence she had to read to understand. Twenty thousand dollars, but she’d have to leave Winnie. And Jackie. Plus, Laird’s plan was already imperiled. Brad had ties to the sort of men you didn’t want to fuck with. And there were sirens sounding in the distance. 

“Where’s Brad?” she said. “What did you do?” 

“For us,” Laird said, and she thought she might be sick. She had known, of course she had, that the cashier at the Quik Mart hadn’t had a gun. Laird had betrayed her once and now he was trying to make up for it. But with him there would always be this toggle between love and selfishness, the junkie’s curse.

“Where’s Brad?” she said again.

He pulled her toward the door and her ankle twisted. She fell from the heel, dragging them both to the carpet. 

“Fuck,” Laird said. “We got to go.” He crouched beside her, placed the gun on the floor, fiddled with the strap of her shoe, trying to unfasten it. He was high, she saw that now. Clear as day, no true concept of time. And tender, an intimacy to his fingers on the bones of her ankle. She loved him in that moment. Even as she saw that it was ending, saw the dog barreling toward the man, saw Winnie running too, holding the pantyhose leash, everything no longer slow. The gun Laird left carelessly on the carpet was in Winnie’s hand, the leash was in Jude’s, Jackie scrambling to escape it, her sharp teeth slick with saliva, straining for Laird’s throat. “Get away from her, you son of a bitch,” Winnie screamed as Laird stood, then stumbled, his face folded into an impression of a scolded child, chastised and confused. “I’ll shoot your fucking head off.”

“Run,” Jude yelled. And Laird ran. 

    


    
Chapter Five 

Late morning. Thunder and mudslides and more precipitation than Los Angeles had seen since 1920 or something. “I don’t care if you have to swim,” Brad said, his voice full of holes over wind-tossed telephone wires. “I need tits, and your ass owes me.” 

Laird’s bullets, fired in warning, had left a crater in the ceiling of Brad’s office, another in the hallway. The flimsy amalgam of duct tape and jumper cables he’d used to hastily fasten Brad to his desk chair had rubbed raw patches on his wrists. Otherwise, Brad was fine, physically speaking. But he was out thirty grand and ten grams of cocaine, and the cops had descended upon Ladies of the Valley like flies to Laird’s mess, the big blue-headed kind that coated the hot northern town of Jude’s childhood, gestating in the chemical wasteland of the county dump then rising up to pester, buzzing about orifices, seeking occupancy. Those she had never felt bad about smashing. In the end, Brad was left with two fines for out-of-date permits, and assurances that whatever it was the junkie stole was almost certainly in his arm by now. 

“All of which means I own you,” he reiterated to Jude. 

“Nobody owns me,” she muttered, but when Brad said Capiche?, she said, Okay, capiche and hung up the phone. 

On the drive, she listened to Springsteen, rewinding and replaying “Born to Run” like it was some kind of chant, a walking meditation she took in her own mind through the beats of Winnie’s argument, all the reasons Jude shouldn’t do what she was about to do. “Fuck Brad,” Winnie said. “Tell him hell no. It’s a free country, he can’t force you.” But when Jude asked how she was supposed to do that and keep her share of the apartment, her spot at Ladies of the Valley, her jobs modeling with Tom, Winnie didn’t have an answer. “Worry about your dignity,” she said. As if it wasn’t undignified to wait tables or answer phones for a fraction of the money Jude could make in one day. 

“Everything is experience,” Jude said. “You’re the one who always says that.”

“I said I trusted you. Come to find I had to save your ass. I’m the one, not Brad, remember? It was me.” Winnie’s voice was high and wiry. To calm her, Jude said, “I know.” She said, “Thank you, I’m grateful.” A privilege, to be protected by Winnie. Certainly by Jackie, whose impulse to protect was instinctual and therefore pure. But as days went by after the incident—tense, lonely, Jude and Winnie still sleeping in separate rooms, despite the removal of Laird from their lives—Jude began to wonder if Winnie’s moment of bravery had to do less with safety than self-image, some invisible struggle between who she wanted to be and who she really was. When Jude remembered the sight of her wielding the gun, screaming, she saw a girl at war with something, or someone, Jude had never encountered. 

She ran into the Fuck Palace with a Hustler held over her head, its glossy pages a makeshift umbrella, airbrushed women wrinkled by the wet. Inside, leaks pat-pat-patted into metal mixing bowls arrayed on the floor, waiting to be tripped over. Men moved furniture around the living room. A hair dryer ran somewhere in the background. Carli, Bob Nine’s daughter, was supposed to do makeup but had gotten stuck in Santa Monica, so Cherry was in the bathroom, applying blush to a new starlet’s face. Jude wandered in, looking to be directed or comforted. She wasn’t sure where she was supposed to go.

Cherry said, “Hey,” and air-kissed her cheeks. “Introducing Vista De Laveau.” She presented the girl the way Vanna White presented brand-new automobiles on Wheel of Fortune, opening her arms, rolling her wrists and cupping her palms pietà style, dramatizing the holiness of the product, the girl, her features squished together like an infant’s, framed by bleach-blonde curls. Then she dropped the pose and said, “Jude, do me a favor and drive me to Tommy’s. I’m starving and I don’t do Thai.”

Jude said, “They cater these things?” 

“I’m not eating at all,” Vista said, “haven’t for a whole day.” She snapped her gum. “My first anal, I’m so excited.” 

Cherry said, “After we get back, I’ll show you that other stuff we talked about.”

“What stuff?” Jude said.

“Not you,” Cherry said. “This doesn’t pertain to you.” 

“It’s like a douche for your asshole,” Vista said, and giggled.

“It’s called an enema,” Cherry said. “And then you rub a little coke on the edge of your hole to numb it out. Though I myself don’t do anal.”

“I’m so excited,” Vista said again. 

Tommy’s was a burger joint where you stood in line to give your order. Cheeseburgers, fries, sodas. Inside, Cherry scrutinized the menu, performing indecision. She turned, glanced over her shoulder, performing slight confusion, like she was searching for someone to mouth a question to. Large or small? 7 Up or Pepsi? 

The murmurs started like an answer. “Cherry Lynn,” some guy said, and stood from a table at which a handful of other men sat, all in yellow uniforms smudged with mud, a beer-league softball team by the look of it. “It’s Cherry.” His teammates, some old as fathers, put down their burgers and rose from their seats to clap. The few women in the place looked confused. When the cashier called the number on Jude’s receipt, Cherry went to him, retrieved their sodas and a greasy sack of food, smiling wide as she rooted in the bag and removed a single French fry she placed in slow, sensual motion into her mouth. 

On the drive back, Cherry bumped from a vial of cocaine she kept in her bra, then dug into the bag of fries. Without an audience, she was a sloppy eater.

“I’m finished shooting for the day,” she said. “I get a little treat.” She turned on the radio, tuned the station to KROQ 106.7. “Karma Chameleon.” The big hit of the year. She sang along, and Jude noted her terrible pitch. Sex was Cherry’s talent, apparently.

“When’s your birthday?” Jude asked. 

“I don’t celebrate my birthday,” Cherry said. “I’m famous for it.” Which seemed like a young-person thing to say. 

“It’s weird I don’t know how old you are.”

“Fine,” Cherry said. “I’m twenty-two.” She pulled out her wallet, removed her ID, waggled it in Jude’s face. “This look like a fake to you?”

“I’m driving, stop it.” Jude batted her away. “A lot of girls have good fakes.”

Cherry put the card away. “Let me tell you something about the industry, okay, secret to success, and this is true whether or not you’re shooting with an all-female crew like I plan to when I have my company. Pornography is built on two things. Number one, the audience’s willingness to suspend their disbelief. And that goes for production too, their willingness too. And number two, barely legal. Danger. Taboo. I plan to stay barely legal for as long as I can to make as much money as I can.” For a moment, her voice sounded sad. But she was smiling. 

“I don’t follow,” Jude said. 

“I’m just going to try to stay looking young and hot, you know? Some girls want to look older, they want to look mature.”

“Like with the heavy eye makeup.”

“And surgery. That bitch Valencia got new tits that feel like water balloons.” 

“How old is too old to perform?”

“Thirty maybe? I’ll be out by then.” 

They pulled up to a red light. The windshield wipers batted drizzle back and forth across the glass. On one side of the road the King Canoga Mobile Estate featured modular homes packed into cozy rows. It appealed to Jude, to be that close to others. The light changed and she glanced at Cherry, who in the gloom looked older than usual. Smile lines around her mouth and under her eyes, though she wasn’t smiling anymore. It wasn’t exactly easy, what she did. The work, the cocaine. No way around it, they aged a person.

“I don’t have Hollywood delusions,” Cherry said. “I know what I’m good at. I’m a businesswoman. I have script approval, cast approval, I make a thousand dollars a day, how many girls can say that. When I have my own company? Sky’s the fucking limit.”

“You could do anything though.” It was something Winnie would say. 

“Doesn’t matter, because I’m doing this and it’s making me rich. Rich is better than talented.”

Jude turned again, this time toward the Fuck Palace, just the radio talking now. Stereos, cars, life insurance, groceries, fur coats, three-day suits, salon-style manicures, Tropicana tans, television sets. All at a cost. She parked. Cherry removed from the bag a handful of fries she shoved into her mouth. “I know this is gross, but I don’t hate them cold,” she said. “I think you’re shooting with Mark today.”

“I don’t know,” Jude said. 

“Nice guy, decent cock.”

By then the rain had stopped. In the far distance sunlight split clouds, muscling the sky back to blue. They walked together to the house. 

In the story of her life Jude would have written the filming of her first pornographic scene as some sort of turning point. She had known that she was good at sex and primed in some invisible way to separate sex from romance. She wanted souls. She had big boobies, but had never been beautiful, nor silly enough to conflate breasts with beauty. She had been elbowed into porn by debts owed to men and had done the math of many women before her, weighing costs, benefits, compliance, capiche. It surprised her as much as it surprised everyone, how the camera loved her, how she loved it back, a first-sight fairy-tale romance. The lens turned toward her like it was making a decision: this girl, and she closed her eyes, opened her mouth and wailed, as though she was a muse, singing the song of sex itself. Confidence carried to her blood by cocaine made her body blinding in its power. She floated above, enjoying the view. A close-up of Mark’s cock moving in and out, a close-up of her breasts, her face, almost holy in its expression of pleasure. Impossible to deny. She was made to do this very thing. It was her destiny, her art, no matter how she came to it. And unlike most artists, hers was an art form that could easily make her rich. 

After, a sensation of eerie calm. Receiving other people’s praise and surprise with dignity. The muse made saintly. Cherry came at her with a towel, bundled her like a baby from the bath. She said, “It’s easy, right?” and squeezed Jude’s shoulders. Brad bustled up and declared her a natural. He said her “emoting” was “unique” and asked if she was putting on a show or what. She wasn’t sure how to answer. Her screams and moans and cries of pleasure were both involuntary and contrived, both learned and innate; she could stop them if she really wanted, stay silent if she really wanted. But she found release in the sound of her own voice. 

Real or fake, it didn’t matter to Brad. He hugged her like he meant it, and the contact made Jude feel both forgiven and forgiving. Cherry said she would call Tom Best, tell him Jude had talent and deserved auditions for starring roles, the likes of which paid five hundred, six hundred, seven hundred a day. More if she caught on, caught the attention of fans. One thousand dollars a day was what Cherry earned. Yellow Corvette kind of money. Yes, Jude had been foolish, naïve in her indulgence of Laird. But it was possible that everything he had put her through had led her here—four hundred dollars and a gram of cocaine, the promise of more to come—and for this reason she should not miss or blame him. She should instead be grateful.

Brad said, “That’s right, you’re in the family now, hon,” and she thought for a moment of the bungalow he’d stopped outside on New Year’s Eve, the child’s toy he’d held under his arm. He let go of the hug, patted her tush, rushed away to direct a scene in which Vista and two hairy male performers volleyed awkward dialogue back and forth. “You never tried the anal sex before?” one actor said, incredulous. “Well that, my dear girl, must change,” said the other. Then the fucking. First one orifice, strikingly anatomical. “We warm you up with a big dick in the pussy first.” Then cut. Brad: “Vista babe, we need some more jelly, we want you to look wet.” Then another roll camera, another cut, another roll. Then cut. “Vista babe, you’ve lost your light again.” Some impromptu fluffing done by Cherry, cigarette drooping from her mouth as she tugged, workmanlike, on an actor’s wilting erection. Then rolling again and the next orifice. “You like that? You like that big dick in your tight little asshole?” 

The girl was silent in response. After her scene, Jude heard crying coming from beyond a bathroom door. 

“Remember what I said about not being a hose rag?” Cherry said too loudly. She had joined Jude outside the bathroom, hands on her hips. “That girl is going to get shot out. You better watch for that. Don’t do anal too soon, don’t shoot gangbangs or DPs until later either. If you aren’t careful, they film you for a few months then right when you think you’re a star, boom, all the work dries up.”

“Why, though?” 

Cherry said let’s go and started down the hall, Jude following. “She doesn’t have it, okay? She knows she’s hot because she’s young, or because some guy gets hard for her. And maybe that feels good, but she doesn’t want dick, not the way you have to want it. The way you wanted it when you were out there. You have to want to lose yourself. That’s what you have to want to do. To fuck, not be fucked. There’s a difference.” 

The whole affair, Jude’s first foray into real pornography, what industry insiders called hardcore, was brief. A few hours on set, the transaction so enjoyable it felt like a scam. And yet once she left the Fuck Palace and climbed into the Scirocco, she found herself driving home to Laurel Canyon as if through a changed world, stripped of artifice. A world of bodies in want of one thing only. It wasn’t a negative, not entirely. It was a truth, one she had always known. A knowing that bonded her. To Brad. To Cherry. A knowing that made her special. She had always wanted to fuck and be filled, to fuck until she was beyond her body. Fucking, like drugs, was a form of self-expression, art; it had nothing to do with love or sin or romance or goodness, and anyone who couldn’t understand that, including Winnie, was a square. Jude was part of something meaningful now. A business, a movement, a moment in history. A family. Still, some pain to the day. Some grief. She blinked it away, merged into evening traffic. The road was dark and she was changed, following the glow of headlights toward a future she couldn’t see but knew she was made for. 

At home, Winnie sat on the floor with the TV on, several empty cans of the pre-made screwdrivers she favored scattered around her. She was wrestling a Smith Corona typewriter from a cardboard box while Jackie sniffed the Styrofoam popcorn kernels. Animated by static, they clung to the dog’s nose, Winnie’s arms, and the timing was such that Jude wondered if Winnie had sat there waiting for the sound of footsteps on the stairs before beginning the process of pulling forth the machine. 

“No way,” Jude said softly. She crouched to help, smelled Ivory soap, and beneath it, alcohol. For a moment she leaned closer. Then sat back on her heels. “You should have told me you were getting this.” 

Winnie didn’t look up but said, “Why?” 

She knew why. The typewriter was a home appliance they’d been planning to go in on together. For a year now they’d been planning that. Same as she had with the puppy, Winnie had gone right ahead and pulled the trigger. She said, “I saved for this myself, but you can play with it sometimes when I’m not writing.” They both let her words sit there for a moment. 

“You going to ask me how it was?” Jude said.

Winnie’s body, curled over the box, appeared braced for impact. “How was it?” she mumbled.

Jude said, “Honestly, it was sort of magical.” The TV announced the time and asked if they knew where their children were. “I think I’m good at it.” 

Winnie reached over and turned off the noise. She stood without answering and made for the fridge. Clumsily, drunkenly. She was wearing a nightgown from her little girlhood, puffed sleeves and ruffles. It could look punk when styled just so, but without accessories it was only soft, a dress that was also an escape. To sticker books, sprinkler dances, boredom, freedom, and Jude had the experience of drifting back to when they’d just met. But even then, Winnie had no longer been a child; that part of her had already been taken.

She opened the fridge. The fluorescent light within showed through her gown, the contours of her body shadowing the fabric like a premonition. She removed another screwdriver, cracked the cap. 

“Jackie needs to shit,” she said. “It’s your turn to walk her.” She tipped the can to her lips, and for a long moment, she drank.

Perverted Pool Party II, 1983

Cherry and Vista graced the box cover, reaching across each other’s breasts to tug at bikini strings, blue and red. In celebration, a Saturday-night screening at the Pussycat Theater on Santa Monica Boulevard. There would be an open bar, Hollywood muckety-mucks in attendance, or so Brad said. 

When the invitation arrived, printed on pink cardstock and suggesting a dress code of suns out buns out, Jude stood outside Winnie’s bedroom for a long moment, trying to hear what she was up to. The answer was, as it had been lately, delivered by the tap dance of acrylic nail on plastic keyboard. Jude pushed open the door. 

Winnie was cross-legged on her bed, Jackie sprawled at the foot, head resting on her folded paws. The typewriter was propped on a pillow. Beside it, a small pile of pages. “When can I read those?” Jude said. 

“Ever think about knocking?” Winnie snapped. “I could have been indisposed.” 

When are you going to stop punishing me? Jude thought. “Sorry,” she said. She knew better than to argue, not now, when she wanted something. Winnie had saved her, that was the story. Winnie was the good girl and Jude was the mess. She held out the invitation. 

“Perverted pool party?” Winnie said. “This is for one of Brad’s pornos.” She lowered her voice. “Is this the one you’re in?” 

“No,” Jude lied, she wasn’t sure why. “Why would you think that?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“It’s open bar and Brad says he’s got a real red carpet to roll out. Please? I don’t want to go alone.” 

At the Fuck Palace, they left the Scirocco in the driveway and rode to the theater in the white limousine Brad had ordered for the cast. Cherry and Vista wore matching gold hot pants and floral bikini tops, paper flowers in their hair; Mark and the other nameless male performers wore sunglasses; Brad wore a floppy hat and tuxedo. Jude borrowed one of Cherry’s bathing suits, a yellow one-piece, paired with fishnet stockings, kitten heels and nothing else, an avant-garde ensemble. And Winnie wore her nightgown, paired with black underwear, black eyeliner, red lips, the whole look off-theme, though it didn’t matter. She came, and in coming she forgave. That was how Jude chose to see it. 

She had never been inside a limousine before. It stretched to twice the size of a town car, with champagne on ice in a special cupholder, big enough for a bucket. “They charge you extra for it,” Brad barked, but Cherry grabbed the bottle anyway, stuck out her tongue at Brad when she popped the cork, funneled bubbles into everyone’s plastic Solo cup, which somehow made the whole affair less fancy than funny. A relief, because Jude was nervous. More than the audience’s reaction, more than Winnie’s, she feared her own. She didn’t particularly want to see herself on screen, not if in seeing she would be disappointed. The images in magazines were all airbrushed, her body carefully painted into smooth lines and perfect lighting. But the video shoot had none of that technology, and she anticipated the swell of shame that might come with a roll of fat, a sag of breast, an ugly facial expression. Yet she wanted her body to surprise her, wanted to see it and feel proud. She had loved the camera and the camera had loved her, everyone said so. She wanted to see why. Wanted Winnie to see why.

The limo pulled to a stop at the theater and Jude stepped out onto a real red carpet. To the fanfare of pretty much no one. Just a single photographer, camera flashing, and none of the paparazzi who showed for real celebrities, none of the fans. Foolish, to have expected more. In the book at Tom Best’s office there had been Polaroids of twenty, thirty girls at most, ten guys; and he was one of three legitimate agents. The industry was that small, the performers willing to work nude that limited. She looked around for movie stars. Cherry said they came to parties at the Fuck Palace sometimes—mostly leading men like Jack Nicholson and Dennis Hopper. “Brad asked me to suck off Warren Beatty once,” Cherry had told her. “As if it was some kind of chore. My God, that man was handsome.” But where was he now? The attendees of this premiere appeared to be industry people only, the whole scene insular in a way that had at first seemed familial but now made Jude’s bathing suit feel less appropriate than pathetic, a costume not an outfit, though maybe it would always feel that way. She imagined what Warren Beatty would think. Nothing but a hose rag. And anyway, she was cold. 

Inside, everyone milled around an open bar. Jude ordered a tequila sunrise and a screwdriver, which she handed to Winnie, who was talking to Cherry. 

“So you write?” Cherry said. “Jude tells me you’re pretty good.” 

Winnie shrugged. “I’m improving. It’s easy to try when the work feels so important.”

“I pick up books on set sometimes,” Cherry said. “Most of them seem like the writer is just jerking themselves off.”

Jude said she wanted to read books that jerked her off, haha. “Ever read Eve Babitz?” she asked Cherry. 

Cherry said, “What I do jerks a lot of people off. Way more than any book.” 

Winnie said, “We should sit down.” 

The lights were going on off on off on off, signaling everyone to take their seats. Then, in the dark, came the bodies. Marched on screen to screw. Cherry in a red bikini, walking along the edge of the Fuck Palace pool, camera trained to her ass. Mark’s penis, in and out, in and out, in and out. Curlicue of pubic hair, damp with sweat. A freckle, tender reminder of the body’s individuality, that it belonged to someone with a freckle just there, where it was both special and mundane. Cherry and Vista kissing in the hot tub, wet-headed and topless, hands on each other’s breasts, competitive in their ardor. Until two men appeared, hairy as beasts, and the beautiful girls broke from each other’s arms to receive them. Then it was Jude, her scene, her loop, her face on the screen. It surprised her, how happy she was to see it there. Blown up to the size of a building, mouth open, eyes shut, lost to the moment. She had never seen herself this way, transformed by sex into someone worth desiring; she had never seen herself look so comfortable or so free. Her voice consumed the theater. It filled her body, both separate from the body on screen and the same, two ecstatic selves canceling each other out, an erasure. A hand grabbed her thigh, squeezing hard. Even in the dark she could see Winnie’s face, blanched, maybe awestruck. “You said you weren’t in this one.”

Jude yanked herself away. “So what?” she whisper-hissed. Winnie looked at her a long moment before she sat back and watched. 

Hands and knees, doggie style, and a backward glance, eyes widening with the depth of her own body, Mark’s efforts to plumb it. On her back, dreamy now, the camera so close that each eyelash stood out, fine and fanning, quivering ever so, an unfakeable effect. Then a posture rarely assumed in loops like these. And why? For it was the one that made the most sense to Jude, seated astride the man like a greaser on her chopper, bearing first an expression of brave conviction, then laughter. At the victory of her pleasure; at men and their machines, men and their violence, death its very self. 

Three minutes later, the fade to black and Jude looked again to Winnie. She was still staring at the screen, as if waiting for Jude the giant to reappear there. Her face was impassive, cast in shadow. Then she was clapping. Beyond her, the audience, made singular by the darkness, chanted Puss Boots. And with their wanting, a star was born. 

Masked Medieval Fuck Fest, 1983

The film would be shot over forty-eight hours in a house in Moorpark with a stone wall,  plywood throne and banquet table the director, Roger, had built himself. But it wasn’t a film. It was a video, and since shooting Perverted Pool Party II plus three other loops to run as interludes in productions Jude didn’t know the name of, she had learned that there was a marked and important difference between the two. Film: thirty-five millimeter, the purview of real artistes, an art form that, like porn itself, had once been confined to theaters and now, unlike porn, had been made obsolete by video. Video: shot in half the time, for half the production cost, and sold for eighty bucks a pop to rental stores and men who ferreted the tapes home, plugged them into VCRs in the dead of night and watched in private, a revolution that was making guys like Brad millionaires. Still, a grief, this technological advancement. Jude felt it when talking to certain actors. They had enjoyed the professionalism of real movie-making, the big screen. The illusion that it might one day lead to straight roles, Hollywood. 

early summer. The further out on I-23, the emptier, no strip malls or gas stations. Just swaths of hillside punctured by sudden patches of green, automatic waterers with huge spindly arms, reaching out as if to gather, as if to embrace. Jude watched out the window and tapped her fingers on her knees, in time with a silent song. 

“I think I’ll just go in with zero expectations today,” she said. “I think I’ll just be myself and not try too hard, you know?”

Winnie said, “So country out here, isn’t it?” She had asked to come along that morning with apology in her voice, I don’t want to be alone today. And Jude had been happy to have her.

“I thought you said porn was tragic. What changed?” She hoped, of course, it was Perverted Pool Party II, the importance of her performance. The screening, the theater, the free drinks. 

“I’ve been harsh,” Winnie said. “If I’m going to be a real writer, I need to be open-minded.” She glanced at the paper with directions on it and merged into the right lane.

“That’s great,” Jude said. “Not the harsh part.”

“So you were saying you’ll just be yourself today, no theatrics?” They were off the highway now, off the main road, winding through a neighborhood of ugly houses. “I think you should ham it up a little,” Winnie said before Jude could answer. “Stand out. I remember Brad saying once that real Video Vixens are girls with personal style and, like, an almost self-centered energy. Like Cherry. She makes it all about Cherry, and her fans fall in line.”

“Yeah,” Jude said. 

“Be you but exaggerated is all I’m saying,” Winnie said, and then, “This is it.” She stopped outside a single-story stucco house, checked a number on a mailbox, then reversed to park on the street. “Made it.”

Jude held her own hands. She had thought she wanted Winnie to see her once more in a starring sexual light. But stardom and sex felt at odds with this squat house in Moorpark, only took a glance to tell her so. 

“Just remember you’re a Video Vixen,” Winnie said. “You’re Puss Boots.”

Inside it was dark, blackout blinds on the windows. The back wall of the house did look like a castle, built of stone with an arch where a rustic fireplace fit, a cauldron for stew. And there was the plywood table where revelers would sit before an orgy broke out and the table became a stage for sex. It was covered with candlesticks, loaves of bread, some plastic grapes and apples, a few copper goblets. Lights had been arranged in a semicircle, illuminating the set. 

“Some old Hollywood guy built this place,” a mustachioed man said by way of introduction, coming up behind Jude and putting a hand on her shoulder. “All we had to do was spruce it up a little.” He pulled her into a hug. A tight one, that lingered. 

“Roger Hunt,” he said into her hair. “Your director today.” He made a noise like mmmmmhm and squeezed extra tight before he let her go. 

“Velvet, right?” he said, and turned his gaze to Winnie, who folded her arms over her chest. 

“My assistant,” Jude said. She worried that Roger would kick Winnie out—closed set. But how did he know her stage name?

“Come here, honey,” he said, and opened his arms for another hug. 

“No thank you,” Winnie said. 

Roger was quiet. Then he laughed. “She knows her limits,” he said, “I like that,” and led the way to hair and makeup. 

“What a sleazeball,” Winnie said once he left. She was harsh again, what Brad called a cold fish. Men had that effect on her. Jude could still hear the hatred in Winnie’s voice when she’d screamed at Laird. Get away from her, you son of a bitch. Roger hadn’t pushed, though; he didn’t deserve Winnie’s hate. In general, Jude had observed this to be the case among men in the industry. Sex was out in the open and therefore absent the emotional charge it carried in the straight world, where men prodded and violated and retaliated when rejected. Wasn’t that something? 

“How did he know your name?” she asked, but Winnie just shrugged. “From Ladies of the Valley, I guess. I’ve seen him there before, Brad’s special guest.” Which made perfect sense. 

There were five actors and five actresses on set, Jude among them. The men wore armor made of tin and Venetian masks that looked incongruous next to so much metal. “Aren’t we confusing a bunch of historical moments?” Winnie whispered as they watched the actors suit up. “No one here passed World History,” Jude said. “Including me.” They both laughed, and the sounds they made merged, the way Jude recalled their shadows twinning, turning into one, as they rode her bike through Newhall on long summer evenings, last hours of the day lingering. As if the light itself was reluctant to let go. 

It was either a compliment to her body or a slight to her acting chops that Jude would start out nude in the scene, no dress to remove. Just knee socks and a mask, an updo created by a girl who said, “Don’t take this the wrong way, hon, but with a rack like that you could make a name for yourself if you lost ten pounds.” 

“Oh,” Jude said. “Thanks.” 

“Just being straight with you, you know? Woman to woman.” 

Jude said, “I appreciate that.” But her throat had thickened. She swallowed. Where was Winnie?

Some of the women were outfitted in dresses that reminded Jude of the Medieval Fair at her middle school, “Greensleeves” on the keyboard and a maypole dance, how other kids’ parents had stood around and clapped in time with the music and Jude had been relieved that her mother wasn’t there. 

They finished their lines in an hour. Then it was on to the sex, a choreographed affair interrupted often because someone’s back was to the camera, someone’s hand was obscuring the size of someone else’s cock, and so on. In her previous performance, Jude had been the only girl in the scene. Now, she felt small and stupid and too sober. The mask, which had seemed like a novelty when Tom offered her the job, made her feel anonymous, less a star than a body, any body, like on the pages of Chick! and Penthouse, and hadn’t she been happy to ascend, to leave all that behind? And why had no one offered her a line before the camera rolled? What was this, amateur hour? She had thought it routine that cocaine was provided on set. Now she’d have to get her own. She would need to start carrying it everywhere she went. She would need to shoot a one-on-one scene again, just her and one other actor, against whom she could shine. As it was, she was overly aware of the man’s penis, so close to her face where she didn’t want it. And the other penis, moving in and out and over to the next girl, then back to Jude, too swift for her to hold onto, like a bug buzzing about. She worried that, distracted by the penis inside her, she would accidentally bite down on the one in her mouth—did that ever happen? And how to deal with the other women, moaning, drowning her out? It was all happening simultaneously, and Jude felt she should stand out, should do as Winnie suggested and ham it up. She should present herself as a potential starlet, special. But when she tried to sound off, sound louder than the others, Roger corrected her. “Puss, blend in a bit more, baby,” he said, gentle at first, then less so the longer she insisted. Finally he directed her to get on her knees so that a co-star could finish all over her breasts, a hot, sour smell more intimate than the rest of it. Cut, Roger yelled, and Jude stood, waiting for someone to rush at her with a towel. Winnie should be the one to do that. She scanned the room, but didn’t see her. Not until Roger yelled, That’s a wrap for everyone, then, and a tall, naked body unfurled itself from the orgy and removed her mask. 

“I don’t know what came over me,” Winnie said on the ride home, her voice both appalled and pleased with itself. “Roger pulled me aside, offered me all this money, handed me a mask. You made it look so easy, and you know I’m sick of dancing, you know I need the cash. I’ve been too rigid lately, I need to loosen up a little, have some experiences I can write about, so I was just like, why not. It’s the 1980s, not the 1800s. We can do whatever we want.”

“It’s not like real sex anyway,” she added. “It’s nothing like real sex.” 

Jude stayed quiet. She wanted to say, You’re better than this, but that was hypocritical. She wanted to say, You’re my girl, but Winnie wasn’t. She wanted to say, You only want it because I do. But that was a little kid’s insult. Copycat. 

“What’s this?” Winnie said when they arrived at Tom’s office a week later, ostensibly to pick up paychecks, and were urged to sit like job applicants on one side of his desk, Tom behind it, Brad perched on a corner. 

“An embarrassment of riches,” Brad said, and glanced at Tom, who was focused on Winnie, assessing the new girl with a long, lingering look as he passed her an envelope stuffed with twenties. Close as she was, Jude smelled the money, humid and dirty, like something with a pulse. She sniffed, and chemical ran down the back of her throat. “Anyone have powder?” she said, but found herself ignored. Didn’t matter. Cherry had hooked her up with Steve from Ventura, who, despite his personal interest in mushrooms, provided the rest as well, driving down PCH with bricks packed into the sheath of a hollowed-out longboard, distributing product to porn stars the way men sold mango blossoms and churros on Van Nuys Boulevard, offerings to hungry drivers trapped in traffic. 

Tom said, “Count them bills twice, darlin’, we want to make sure we’re fair and square.” 

“Cut to the chase, we want you two for a picture,” Brad said. “Girl-on-girl style.”

Tom said, “Put you both on the box cover like big stars.”

“No chance,” Winnie said quickly. She had counted her cash and was on to Jude’s stack now. 

Jude said, “I should be offended.” She meant it to come out with humor, but thought she sounded hurt. They had agreed not to work together, pinkie knuckle to pinkie knuckle, a promise. The agreement was preferable. If ever something happened between them, Jude didn’t want a man there, watching. 

“We’re family,” Winnie said. 

“Family can screw, hon,” Brad said. “We could put that in the plot.” He opened his arms wide and turned back and forth, embracing the air around him. “It’s allllll in the family,” he said, then dropped his arms, removed a pack of Camels from his breast pocket, banged it on the desk. When he cupped his hands to light a fresh cigarette, Jude noticed the tips of his fingers were stained greenish yellow, the color of nicotine phlegm. 

“Gimme one of those,” Winnie said. She had started smoking Kools from time to time, when Jude had always assumed she never would. Cancer sticks, Winnie used to call smokes. Now every time she lit up it felt like a reminder: She was changing, changeable. She took two cigarettes from the pack, leaned in for Brad’s light, then sat back, touched the burning cherry of one to the unlit other, which she handed to Jude. “Wouldn’t be good for us,” she said. 

“We have a deal,” Jude added, exhaling a thin, unimpressive stream.

Brad said, “Nobody’s pushing you. You’re right here, you can see that with your own eyes.” There was a long lull in the room during which everyone smoked contemplatively. 

“On another subject,” Brad said, and looked at Tom, “we just had a contract come up. Forty grand a year, ten videos, plus box covers, which means strip-club performances. Once you’re a Vibrant Videos Vixen, you can pull a couple grand a night at a club, easy. It’s a good deal.”

“A great deal,” Tom said. “As your agent, I’m here to tell ya.”

“Oh, you’re my agent now?” Winnie said. “Little presumptuous, don’t you think? I got Medieval Times or whatever on my own.”

“Since you won’t shoot together, I can’t rightly compare you side by side like I like to,” Brad said. 

Winnie rolled her eyes. “This is some real shit,” she said, and scooched her chair back as if to go. 

“Wait,” Jude said. “Forty grand?” Life-changing, that kind of contract. And still Winnie wouldn’t fuck her for the chance to win it. Now she really was hurt. 

“Tell you what,” Brad said. “You just keep doing what you’re doing, and first one to perform well enough to land a box cover wins the contract.”

Jude said, “Who decides the cover, though?”

“I do,” Brad said. “Me and the director, it’s a conversation.”

Winnie said, “This is unfair.” 

Brad said, “Is it?”

“Very,” she said, but her voice wasn’t certain, and the way she held herself had changed. Something in her body language, a needy preening. 

“Manipulation is what you call this sort of stuff,” she said once they were alone again and her body was back to itself, slumped but beautiful, that strange discord, off-putting to some. Though Jude herself found it endearing and always had. 

“Pitting us against each other, classic man shit.” She started the Mercury, said balls when it wouldn’t turn over, pumped the clutch and tried again. The engine revved alive, settled into its usual hum. The AC was still out. And Jude needed to go to the dentist. These were the kind of life chores one could afford to see done with forty thousand dollars. 

“Forty thousand dollars and I could save up, get my own place, take time to write a book,” Winnie added. 

“No,” Jude said, faster than she could think not to. Winnie’s own place was the worst possible idea. “Why would you want to do that? You hate to be alone.” 

“It’s not you. I just need space to write. It’s a writing thing.”

“Don’t shut me out of this. I give you space. Don’t I give you space?”

“Like I said, it wouldn’t be about you. I love you.”

“What about Jackie?”

“Don’t think about it,” Winnie said.

Well, there was no way Winnie was getting that contract, not now. Jude would win the money, and with it she would make it impossible for Winnie to leave. “I’ll rent us a bigger place, one with a writing studio, like, separate from the house so you can be alone and focus, and a new car, whatever you want—a Corvette, maybe, a yellow one.” 

“You’re so sure you’ll get the box cover first, it’s sort of incredible.” Winnie laughed, but not like she found anything funny. “What I could do,” she added, “if I had your confidence.”

“You should be confident.” Jude believed it to be true, even if she preferred Winnie not to know it, not to change. Winnie was beautiful, but she was awkward, and not just on her feet. Charisma, talent, they counted in this business. Jude knew it and soon Winnie would too. She imagined her crushed by defeat. Apologetic and dependent upon Jude, who with her winnings would provide for them both. 

That night, the power blew out, snuffed by the threat of fire, blowing in off the desert. Everyone in LA feared a dry easterly wind, the sort that sparked and spread. The sort Jude remembered from the autumn of her birth. Fire season, sky sheeted with smoke and ash, whole freeways closed, or else clogged with those desperate to escape. But no, she couldn’t possibly remember. It was only the memory of her grandmother’s stories, the meaning behind them impossible to miss: The catastrophe of fire rolling down the hills, leaving brutal nothing in its wake, was the same sort of disaster as her daughter’s daughter’s birth. 

They walked Jackie by flashlight, shining it straight in the needled eyes of a coyote on their way up the hill. “Get out of here, you bastard!” Winnie yelled, stomping her feet, suddenly rageful. The creature tucked tail and ran, and Jude held Jackie tight to keep her from chasing. Always a surprise to see both her girls turn on a dime into killers. Only took an inkling of danger to alter them completely.

Safe inside, Winnie lit candles, heated cans of lentil soup Jude seasoned with cumin and curry powder. They rooted around in the junk drawer for playing cards. “Sort of a relief, to lose the TV,” Winnie said, and sat at the table to shuffle like a pro, the deck riffling in her hands. Nights off from work they watched primetime shows together—Dynasty (their favorite, all that intrigue, the world of rural Colorado) and Starsky & Hutch (which, being all about men, made each episode a sport, both girls lobbing insults at the screen). “Totally,” Jude said, but she was antsy. She wanted to snort, screw. It was pointless to do more coke on a night like this. No movies to make, no parties to attend. Still, she went to the bathroom and bumped. Just enough to give her the energy to emerge, play a card game when she didn’t know the rules. 

It was then she noticed the itch. Deep in her crotch, urgent as a hundred ingrown hairs. She pulled down her sweatpants, went at her pubes with her fingernails and felt, with horror, a crawling sensation that called to mind the fleas she’d plucked from Jackie’s coat. They’d fashioned the dog with a collar after that. Could the bugs persist? She craned to see but couldn’t, not dark the way it was. 

“I need your help with something,” she called to Winnie from behind the bathroom door. “Can you bring the flashlight.”

Winnie pushed inside, holding the lamp under her chin to appear monstrous, laughing before she got a look at Jude and dropped the joke. 

“What?” she said. 

“Fleas, I think.” 

Winnie got on her knees and trained the light to Jude’s pubes, saying, “Hold still.” 

Close like that, and despite the circumstances, Jude felt something lift inside her, as if she’d driven the Scirocco at top speed over the crest of a hill. Her mother had called that feeling a thank you, ma’am. 

Winnie sat back on her heels. “You have crabs.” 

“What? How do you know?”

“Trust me. You need a special shampoo. Unless you want to shave.”

Horrifying to think of crustaceans worming around her most intimate area, pincers high, poised to strike. But she didn’t want to shave. Jude’s pubic hair was in fashion, Tom said; it was just snooty magazines like Playboy that wanted girls bare, and she had done porn, so would never shoot for Playboy. Mr. Hefner’s rules. “Do they have little pincers?” 

Winnie said, “Nah,” then, “I don’t think so, anyway.” Besides, it was late. Jude should stick it out for the night, drive to Rite Aid in the morning. 

Alone in the bathroom, by the light of a single candle, she cut a line for herself on the lid of the shut toilet while the shower ran. She snorted, hardly felt a thing, cut two more. Lately, every line delivered less. And still she wanted. 

The shower was cold. She scrubbed with her fingernails, danced through the stream to rinse, then emerged in her towel to Winnie sitting at the kitchen table with her knees up, shuffling cards. Candles cast shadows on her face. She turned and was angelic. She turned again and was ancient. She dealt Jude seven cards and seven to herself. “Time for some friendly competition, crabby,” she said, and grinned. Low light made teeth headstones in the dusky graveyard of her face. “Go fish.” 

    


    
Chapter Six  

Citizen Cum, 1983

Parody of a classic, itself a classic porn genre. Shot on location in Lake Arrowhead, the whole plot revolving around a vibrator called Rosebud, defiled thoroughly by the shoot’s end, and more double entendres than the average one-hander male could grasp. No box cover for Jude. There were big stars on set—Diamond Lee!—and she hadn’t expected to win so fast anyway. She did have lines this time (“Don’t you want to see what’s under my snowsuit?” and “That’s one big sled”), delivered in one try to a rotund actor named Don with a crooked nine-and-a-half-inch penis. 

Integral to Jude’s talent was her ability to tune out the man and focus on herself, an ability that allowed her to shoot with someone like Don, who was short and hairy, his stomach slung about his waist like a backwards backpack, brushing sweat all over Jude as he pumped. She had approved him as a co-star, though Cherry warned her not to. “Girls have stories about that guy,” she’d said. “Bad ones.” Still, the money was rent money, coke money, too much to pass up, and the premise had sales potential, she hoped. She was doing her best to tell what sold, what sort of work would win her a box cover, the contract. Some nights on her way home she slipped into the back room of Valley Video, feeling oddly embarrassed by the possibility that she’d be spotted by some random man lurking among the tapes. She knew what was popular by its placement on the racks. A lot of barely legal at the top, all the copies rented when she got up the nerve to ask. Also popular were Asian actresses like Crystal, who starred in videos as hardcore queen Asia Moon, words like Exotic and Oriental in the titles. Porn starring black actors was in the back, unwanted apparently, and for specious reasons provided by Tom Best, who when Jude asked had said, “Now, honey, it’s a matter of the bottom line. Pornos sell big in the Bible Belt, you know, and they don’t tolerate like we do.” Then there were the fads, like sploshing videos, where women had cream pies, applesauce, soft tomatoes thrown at their naked bodies. But those were niche. Always in style were stars with big boobies like Jude’s. 

Weirdly, Don was popular too. Men wanted to see a lug fuck a beautiful woman, maybe. It made fucking a beautiful woman seem possible for them too. So Jude signed up to shoot with him, telling herself she could think of someone else in the act. First she tried the boilerplate sexy hunks who flexed on the cover of Cherry’s romance novels. Then Winnie floated in, repentant, fawning. Jude pushed her out. Then it was her own body she pictured as Don pumped, printed on box covers, projected on screens, the embodiment of sex itself. In the end, she found it impossible to derive pleasure from the exchange. It was hard enough to keep revulsion at bay. 

The wrap party was at Chez Louis, Brad’s new investment restaurant in Toluca Lake. A dinner club, he called it. Waitresses in short black skirts and ties, stained-glass dividing walls between the banquettes, mean martinis and four different steaks on the menu. 

In the gilded bathroom mirror Jude opened her mouth, touched her back molar, which was gold now. She’d finally seen that dentist, who’d offered her a cash discount then crowned the rotten tooth. “Don’t go opening too wide for just anyone,” he’d told her and she’d promised him she wouldn’t.

Cherry hurried in and whispered, “Did you hear?” 

“Getting used to my new toof,” Jude said, then realized she was speaking over fingers and removed her hand. “Hear what?”

Cherry looked in the mirror and made a little noise. “God, your makeup looks incredible. What’s different?”

Jude put a damp hand to her cheek, the cream blush with faint sparkles she’d asked Carli for before her shoot, the plastic jewels glued in a starburst pattern around her eye. “Thanks, Carli did it for my scene. Hear what?”

Cherry busied herself with her fanny pack, opening it to remove a tube of liquid eyeliner she leaned into the mirror to apply. “Remember Vista? You know, from the pool party movie?” It had been months since the shoot, after which Vista had made twenty more videos in quick succession before disappearing. Shot out, as Cherry had predicted. Jude waved a hand to signal that of course she remembered. But she was distracted by her own mouth, gold and gleaming. She was unscrewing the top of her new cocaine necklace, a gift from Brad so I never have to listen to you bitch and moan about coke on set ever again. It was the shape of a heart, full of powder. The cap became the tiniest spoon, frustratingly small, and it always spilled. 

Cherry turned and looked for feet beneath the stalls. There weren’t any, but she leaned close, cupped a shaking palm to Jude’s ear, and whispered anyway. “Killed herself. Just yesterday. Her boyfriend’s gun. Brad found out this afternoon.” 

In the mirror, Jude went very still and smiled. Her hand flew to her mouth to cover the sickness of her response. She always smiled when presented with terrible news. It was like her face malfunctioned when asked to reckon with horror. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t know what to say.” 

“Nobody knew her well,” Cherry said. “I mean, this business isn’t for everyone, no one ever said it was. But I wouldn’t have guessed she was unhappy. She had a boyfriend.” 

As if that was some sort of salve. Jude’s boyfriend had brought her mostly misery. She didn’t miss the sex, not when she was getting so much elsewhere. She didn’t miss the downers. She missed having someone to spoon with, someone who would comfort, rather than compete. She missed Winnie, for though she was always close at hand, there was no denying that something had changed between them, a sense of security shaken, and Jude had little time to set it right. The harder she tried for stardom, a box cover, the longer the days became. Just this afternoon she’d shot her scene with Don then rushed straight to a casting call at Tom’s office. For hours she’d waited to perch on a stool, naked, before a panel of six men, who had filmed her and asked questions. What do you see as your future in the business? Is there anything you’re not willing to do? Give us a sexy look, will you? Give the camera a kiss. When she left, she heard one of them say, I’d like to cum in her mouth so hard it blows her head off, and while she knew it most likely meant she’d got the part—a part Tom had told her would pay at least six hundred dollars—she had felt tears build in her throat like words, her journal the only place to put them. Though Winnie rarely joined her anymore, Jude still dedicated mornings to writing down her various slights and victories, and Winnie’s, the dueling paths they took to the crowning of a clear contract winner. 

She watched herself in the mirror as she lifted her necklace to her nose, bumped, dipped the spoon again and offered it to Cherry, who bumped too, wiped her nose, turned and checked out her ass. They walked from the bathroom back to the banquette, Jude thinking about Vista, the short time she’d spent in the industry, and what that time had cost her. But who could say the source of her sadness? Who had found her body and what had it looked like? And what was her real name? She sat next to Winnie, put a cheek on her shoulder. All around them, men were talking loudly about a director who’d recently been arrested. Something about casting a porno amounting to prostitution in the eyes of the law. Pimping and pandering, my ass, Brad yelled. The table was covered in plates. Half-eaten potatoes, baked twice, their insides gooped with bacon and cream. Greasy pools of blood and gristle, the leftovers of New York strips. A martini glass with a glob of red in its belly, shards of shrimp tails littered at the base. Winnie reached up, gave Jude’s head a pat. It was the sort of exchange that made extra impossible the idea of her winning the contract, writing, leaving. Jude simply could not let it happen. 

“How’s your toothy?” Winnie asked. 

Jude said, “Still a little sore.” 

Cherry had slid into the banquette. She reached around Jude to tap Winnie’s back and ask, “How are you?” with too much politeness. Women were so funny. So lovely. Jude did and did not want her favorite women to interact. She wanted to keep them separate, keep each of them focused only on her. It felt safer somehow.

Winnie said, “Good, thanks, how are you?” 

Cherry blew cigarette smoke at the center of the table. “Tired,” she said, and gave Winnie a pinched smile. “But you know what? I make more than my father ever did. I’m making real money.” She stubbed her cigarette out on someone’s empty plate. “Women in this industry didn’t realize how powerful we are until video. Before video, the directors made all the money. Now we’re the ones getting paid, we’re the stars. It’s not like Tom Best has a wall of male performers’ photographs hanging in his office, you know? I feel lucky to be in the right place at the right time.”

She sounded a touch rehearsed. 

View from the Top, 1983

Jude and Cherry on the casting couch, competing for the man’s attention. His suit, polyester and rumpled; their dresses, short so that when they got on all fours and crawled toward each other, their skirts rode up and revealed nakedness. “You bad, bad girls,” the suit said. “Show me how bad you want the part,” but Jude was distracted, worrying about Cherry, her body small, bony to the touch, her mouth musty and tasting of cocaine. It wasn’t a turn-on. Both women were dry. The director, a skinny nerd with a freebasing problem, threw up his hands and screamed, “Everyone take five!” Jude peed and bumped and administered K-Y Jelly, thinking of Vista, which she did often now. She couldn’t even remember the girl’s face. Only that one scene at the Fuck Palace—my first anal, I’m so excited—how when the girl needed lube, Cherry had rolled her eyes, considered it an ill-fated sign. 

After the shoot, a wrap party at the Fuck Palace. Jude held Winnie’s hand. They walked together into the foyer. There, three naked girls sprinted across their path, giggling. One wore a G-string over which her stomach pooched. “I’m a naughty little monkey,” she said, backtracking to put herself in Winnie’s path, sticking a finger in her mouth. Winnie was silent for a moment. “You sure are,” she finally said and the girl, satisfied, moved on. 

They passed through the living room, out the sliding glass door and into the backyard. The pool was heated hot hot hot for the occasion. In the middle, Cherry floated on an inflatable flamingo, wearing a faux fur over her bikini and calling, “Bring my platter!” to one of several nearly naked men drinking beer and standing around. Someone passed her a mirror and straw on a pizza platter with a long handle that could stretch to the center of the pool. Cherry snorted three neatly chopped lines. Someone else said, “Whoa, girl, take it easy.” She gave them the finger. 

At the bathtub full of ice and beer, a plain redhead sidled up to Winnie. “You’re so pretty,” she said. 

“Thank you,” Winnie said, and blushed. 

“I know you’re an actress and all, but people never tell pretty girls they’re pretty,” the girl said. “They just assume if you’re pretty you know it. They assume you hear it all the time.”

“That’s astute,” Jude interrupted. 

The girl took a step toward Winnie, who thanked her again and moved away. 

“What brings you here?” Jude asked, and the girl gestured at a man in sunglasses and an obnoxious cowboy hat sitting across the room with a video camera in his lap, surreptitiously filming the trio of naked girls dancing. 

“My boyfriend’s a director,” she said. “Just starting out, you know? Nice thing about the adult business, no casting couch. Everyone fucks, no hierarchy.” 

“You in the business?” Jude asked.

The girl shook her head. “I’m not pretty enough. I know my limitations.” 

“I’m in this new one, you know.” Jude waved her hand. “View from the Top.” 

“On the box cover?” the girl said, and smiled. Rude, not to offer a compliment, even a disingenuous one. “Not this time,” Jude said. “I’m a writer, actually.” She was out of Winnie’s earshot now, where it was safe to lie. “I do porn for research purposes.” 

The girl said nothing, and Jude turned without excusing herself, went inside and took a line from a table in the corner where cocaine was arrayed next to crudités. Raw broccoli, ranch dressing, gross. 

“Just last year I had an incident on my set where my actress’s husband came to watch—as he had many times before—and got totally obsessed for some reason.” Roger was huddled in the corner with Don, speaking too loudly, sniffing after every three words. “That very night he tried to kill my actress, okay. He was chasing her around the apartment with a kitchen knife. She called the cops, who came by and calmed him down, but the next day he took off with her baby and wouldn’t give him back. Turned into a huge fight. And I’m sorry to say it wasn’t a happy ending, okay? It’s just the jealousy factor. Never fails. Even though a man may have seen it before, it’s just a matter of time before, hey, that’s my lady, that’s my personal possession being worn out by some other guy.”

Don said, “Too true, too true. Arrest those jealous fuckers why don’t you? Leave the professionals out of it.” 

Some commotion made Jude turn. Shuffling in the hall reverberated in the living room and out to the pool. Someone yelled something too fast to hear. Someone else yelled, Raid! and chaos commenced. Cherry tumbled off the pool float and waded from the water, wet coat clinging to her body like a half-drowned animal. People came pouring out the sliding glass door into the backyard and Jude rushed to Winnie, who was looking beyond her. At Cherry, who pushed them through the rose garden, toward the smallest secret gate, which led into the neighbor’s yard. They hunched and ran at the same time. Over three lawns until they emerged on the road. From a distance, they could count the police cruisers. Seven. They could see Tom Best and Brad being marched from the house, handcuffed.  

“Holy hell,” Cherry said. “I’d heard this was happening.” 

“What’s illegal?” Winnie said. 

“They’ll get out tomorrow latest,” Cherry said.

Jude said, “What did they do, though?” 

“Goddamn pimping and pandering laws,” Cherry said. “Guess they’re starting to enforce them. You can sell porn in LA County, but making porn is considered prostitution now, so if you’re hiring people to fuck on screen, you’re a pimp. We’re going to have to film somewhere else.” 

Wild Cuntry, 1983

In Marin County, nights were somehow, impossibly, colder than LA. The fog was constant, the wind a cold slap and the six-hour drive up the 5 was long and boring, no time for the 1, the 101. Eight weeks since the raid in Los Angeles, and Jude had carpooled with Cherry in her Mustang to various shoots (Some Like it Wet, Bareback Babes, Hillary Does Houston, Teen Dream Queens and Beverly Hills Hustlers, among various loops and lesser titles) and flown PSA Airlines (affectionately nicknamed Porn Star Airlines by those in the know) to others, each fuck performed as it was meant to be performed, like a job. 

It wasn’t easy, this job, this lifestyle. Carrying the secret of it, the stardom, in certain situations, the stigma. The silent judgment of bank tellers and grocery clerks, the fear of being recognized by men at the gas station, the post office, the video store. Cherry in particular seemed burdened lately. Her hands, her knees, her feet always wavering, as if there was a current alive inside her, which in some ways there was. Blood, breath, cocaine, so much of it Jude sometimes feared that Cherry’s heart would stop. It could happen, she’d heard about it happening. “But I don’t like to be alone,” Cherry often said. Jude knew Winnie felt similarly, though rarely admitted so. Which made it easier for Jude to leave for trips like this. Or to stay in her own room when on lonely nights she lay awake, contemplating knocking on Winnie’s door, entering Winnie’s room, slipping into sleep beside her.

After the raid, Brad had spent three days in county, several other notable producers with him. It was the producers LA Vice targeted, but Jude had heard talent talking about intimidation tactics, how cops would corner the youngest, freshest girls and threaten to expose them to their parents if they didn’t name names. Or girls with husbands who didn’t know. There were a lot of girls like that, who made porn for the money, of course. The kind of money most people worked fifty, sixty hours a week for, earned in a fraction of the time for a fraction of the labor. Easy to understand why a man would do it. Why should women be any different? Jude knew, she knew that women wanted as much as men, sexually speaking. But they were told to want less. Everywhere but porn they were told that. 

The set for Wild Cuntry was a ranch called Home Sweet Home, owned (allegedly) by one of the mostly harmless men that hung around set sometimes. The idiot cousin of Mr. Castellano’s right-hand man, or so the story went. 

“Like, Castellano the mobster?” Jude said when Cherry told her.

Cherry interlaced her fingers. “In New York, the mob and the porn industry are like this,” she said. “But not so much in LA, it’s more like the Ohio mafia or something, not heavy hitters, don’t worry.”

The ranch was sprawling and derelict, bare brown grasses, a small vineyard, an empty swimming pool, varicose with cracks. Three houses on the property with big windows and good enough light, easy variety. To get there, you drove in on a private road, two miles deep before the first sign of life appeared. The crew would stay a few weeks with talent coming and going, so they could shoot as much as possible. 

For her scene, Cherry wanted her hair fully teased. She wanted it big to make up for her little body. Before they left, Brad had delivered strict instructions to beef it up. “Her tits are shrinking,” he said, and looked at Jude. “Milkshakes. Make sure she has at least one a day. And lay off the coke.” The line was fine between too fat and too thin. Maintaining the perfect body was always a kind of teetering, and in her quest for the box cover, Jude herself had started with SlimFast shakes. They tasted like real milkshakes, according to the packaging (wrong), but had the opposite effect. She told Brad, “Milkshakes, sure,” and Cherry said, “No coke, sure,” and once they were on the road they were back to bumps every fifteen minutes, back to clenching their teeth, sipping their SlimFast and talking talking talking. 

“Relax,” Jude said now, and blended foundation over the tight muscle in Cherry’s jaw. Cherry’s scene would be a gangbang in a dry field, mountains in the background. The sort of scene she had once warned Jude not to do. “I am relaxed,” Cherry said. “I’m making moves.” She mimed the flick of a magic wand. “My own production company, poof. The rights to my own movies, poof. You know I have investors now? Maybe. We’ll see if they come through for real. We’ll see, we’ll see, we’ll live happily ever after.” 

Jude said, “Deal,” but thought of Winnie. More than any man, the women in her life were ambitious, dreamers. Didn’t Jude dream too? Of Winnie’s forgiveness, her trust, the two of them back the way they were, back to girlhood, as if returning was easy, as if it was a choice. She teased Cherry’s hair, every feather like the tier of a wedding cake, smelling of hope and sugar. 

“All set?” Cherry said. “I got to douche.” And disappeared into the bathroom. 

Jude’s scene was a loop with an actor named Brent who had the face of a boy, an outdated haircut, and a giant cock. Other girls gossiped that it never got quite hard enough and wasn’t that tragic? “It’s like fucking a mop,” an actress named Vivette told Jude as they blew lines in a back bedroom of the main ranch house. “It’s sort of interesting but you have to stuff it in. I think if he got totally hard he’d pass out, too much blood from his brain.” 

Jude laughed, pulled on her nose. “This is excellent intel,” she said. “I’ll just stuff it in and get it over with.” She heard her voice, nonchalant. But she was nervous. Dealing with actors was easy except when they were too big. Or worse, when they couldn’t get it up. It was then that they became embarrassed, which made them mean. They blamed the women they worked with, a bad look for everyone. Not to mention the unpaid labor that went into fluffing a noncompliant cock. 

“Good plan,” Vivette said, and blew another line. “Shit,” she said, “nosebleed,” and scurried to the bathroom to collect herself. “You’d think they’d get better coke around here,” she yelled, and Jude heard the tap run. Privately she thought that it wasn’t the coke to blame but the amount Viv blew. Though Jude herself shouldn’t judge. She hounded Steve for product, paid extra for him to drive it to her all the way from Ventura. She bumped to wake up in the morning, bumped to take Jackie for a pee, bumped to drive to set if she was shooting, blew at least two lines before any scene. Coke organized her days. Coke was a drug for living. Earning. Spending. Winning. Just last week, she heard the boom guy say that the crackdown in LA only increased the value of the adult industry as a whole. Four billion to eight billion, he said, but maybe he was joking. She had no concept of that kind of money, though she’d certainly like to. What she did know was that VHS and the burgeoning prevalence of VCRs meant they couldn’t shoot fast enough. 

The door opened and Brent entered. He was more handsome in person than Jude had anticipated. He carried a green box with a handle on the lid, the kind of box men used for fishing tackle. 

“What’s going on?” he said, no formal introduction. He had swagger; he knew she knew who he was. 

“Hey,” she said.

“You do drugs?” 

She gestured at the mirror and straw on the bed beside her. He sat, set the tackle box on the mattress, opened the lid. Inside were compartments filled with different-colored pills and powders. 

“What’s your pleasure?” He was provocative when he spoke, in that way unique to porn people, every word weighed down by inuendo and even when they weren’t reciting lines, it sounded like they were. 

“Something special,” Jude said. “I need to get on a box cover. I’m up for a contract.”

“That’s this one,” Brent said, and picked up a blue pill shaped like a diamond. “Thigh openers, get you so relaxed and just, like, euphoric, you know?” 

For a while once she swallowed she was floating. Then she was sparkling, little dots of light bouncing off her body as Brent maneuvered her. It was the drugs. She knew enough about drugs to know that now. Too many ludes, Brent had warned, and she’d go to sleep, but on just one, Jude, who was always loud, was liquid, in possession of a languid high in which she felt fully herself, both present and erased, special and sinful. Her cries of pleasure conveyed all this, every octave a code for men to study, like a whale’s song. Plus, Brent wasn’t a mop. Maybe it was the open window, clean country air coming through, maybe it was the drugs, hopefully it was something about her, but he was hard and charming and just getting going when the director yelled cut. It was a loop, no money shot needed. Brent wanted one, though, and whispered in Jude’s ear, grabbed her hand, led her down the hall to an empty room where she swam in a sea of herself, surrendering to the waves, one after another, until Brent came, kissed her cheek, told her he’d had fun. “Hang on a sec,” he said, and walked naked from the room, returned with his tackle box. “Open your hand.” He put three more pills into her palm. “Save them for something special, okay? Ain’t easy to find these fuckers no more.”

Lovers XXX, 1983

Afternoon in the Valley. Traffic congesting the far distance, a crowd of cars changing gear to move around an accident, the sound like the clearing of some collective throat. Fainter noise of motors from the sky pulling contrails. Close up on a garden. Plumeria, penstemon. Roses. Wet petals touched by sunlight, that warm hormonal wash. The day took time away. No drugs necessary. Not until after, when the pain set in. For many years, Jude would not watch the film. For many years she would not allow herself the memory of its making, the memory of its name. 

Surf Sluts, 1983

As was the trend, everyone was supposed to have tan lines. Most adult stars had memberships at shops with beds, one dollar a month for unlimited hours. Friends of Brad’s could stop by the Fuck Palace to use the UV bed he had installed in the garage. Winnie lay out, but Jude was pasty by nature and only ever burned, and so was confined to Coppertone Quick Tan, a brown solution that left visible streaks no matter how carefully Winnie went with the special mitt. 

“So unfair,” Jude said, throwing swimsuits into the rolling suitcase she’d bought for trips to Marin. They hadn’t even left for the airport and already she was itching. The Quick Tan gave her a rash, too, red bumps like razor burn along her shin bones, her thighs. “But I’d rather itch than be pale on a tropical beach.” 

Oahu, Hawaii. A rented house on the north shore. Balmy breezes, the water warm like a bath. 

“Paradise,” Jude said. “Brad says there’s no natural predators.”

Winnie said, “What about tiger sharks?” 

“Well don’t swim out too far,” Jude said. “I bet you like to do that.” 

Winnie wanted to see a sea turtle up close, had been talking of nothing but since they signed on for the shoot. So they left Jackie with Brad and flew to paradise on an airplane twice the size of the rickety PSA jets, Winnie on the aisle ordering screwdrivers, gripping Jude’s hand each time they hit turbulence. High above the world, it felt possible that something between them had turned once more, and this time toward the better. Perhaps because of the light, some shift, almost imperceptible. Or the air, lowered in pressure as if by the turning of a dial, so that the world took on a weighted quality that returned to Jude the memory of her first night with Winnie in Laurel Canyon, a joint revealing the importance of every gesture, every word, the space between their bodies itself another body, nervy and kinetic. The plane bounced and bucked and Winnie pulled herself into a ball, huddling, her face in Jude’s armpit. A turning-toward, a thrill in the face of catastrophe, crash. 

Hubris, to claim pornography as art, to imagine that they were en route to making something real and important, something worthy of a contract, the title of Vibrant Video Vixen, the potential privilege of their bodies on a box cover, packaged to sell. Art was the same defense Brad and men like him claimed when the government censors tried to shut them down. Art and freedom of speech, two democratic rights. Well, porn had to be art because Jude didn’t have another art form to fall back on, not like Winnie, the writer. Winnie, the cold fish. Her apathy should have disadvantaged her. But some men liked the idea of an impenetrable woman. A docile, limp woman who didn’t let on what she thought or felt. They liked the power of her hidden inner world, a world Jude knew now was secret for a reason: to keep Winnie safe; a beautiful, locked world men would surely trample if trusted with the key. 

The Oahu house was crammed with actors. Two, three, four of them to a bed, all the couches spoken for. Winnie and Jude were lucky to share a room only with each other, and Jude had been looking forward to that closeness. But they had barely unpacked when Brad called. He couldn’t find Jackie. “Let her out to take a shit and she must’ve took off.”

Winnie said, “Jesus Christ, give me the phone,” and Jude passed her the receiver. “Get out there and find her,” she said. “Do it now.” She hung up with force. 

“She’s probably with one of the neighbors,” Jude said. 

“Whose idea was it to leave her with Brad?” Winnie asked the air. Both of them knew it had been Jude’s. Though Winnie hadn’t argued. “We should never have been so careless.”

“It’ll be okay,” Jude said, believing it to be true. The cul-de-sac was long. “She can’t have gone far.”

Winnie looked like she might cry, which usually happened only in her sleep. “She’s searching for us,” she said. 

There was nothing they could do but wait for news. Tomorrow, the shooting would start and go all day, but now it was late afternoon. Fruit punch and tiki torches on the lawn. Dusk on the horizon. The director, Bill, in a Hawaiian shirt he unbuttoned to his belly button, revealing fur he wore with the pride of a woman in a gifted mink. Drunk, the cast and crew skinny-dipped in the ocean, water so soft that Jude felt, bobbing in the beach break, like she was inside the world itself, the ultimate fuck. “It’s a womb,” Winnie called, floating nearby. Which seemed the smarter take. Most things were about fucking. But not everything. Jude swam toward her, wanting to hold hands, buoyed like that, linked. But just as she neared, Winnie dove like a duck beneath the surface, looking for that turtle, probably, and Jude returned to shore. She waded from the womb, in need of another line with such sudden hunger she could think of nothing else. 

The answering machine was empty, no messages from Brad. In the bathroom, Jude toweled off, changed into a dress, examined her face in the mirror, hollow-cheeked and wide-eyed, her whole mouth pinkened by the punch. Somewhere in her reflection was the fear that she might lose. Jackie, the contract, the yellow Corvette, Winnie and any hope of access to that secret inner world. She left the bathroom, found another mirror, did another line. Most everyone had come in from the water, moving the party and its noises to the backyard. Hall & Oates. Shrieks of laughter. But no sign of Winnie. 

Jude wandered, looking in all the obvious places. The bedrooms, occupied. The yard, full of faces, cast in the red light of the setting sun, the flickering torches, none of them Winnie’s. She walked back to the beach, less concerned than bored by the prospect of small talk and wanting to avoid it. Until it struck her. Don’t swim out too far. Winnie was a strong swimmer, a former Newhall town pool lifeguard. But she couldn’t beat a Hawaiian riptide, not if it carried her out to sea. In the airport there had been a sign, Number one cause of drowning, and everyone had been drunk in the water. Too drunk to notice a flailing girl, driven to her death in search of a turtle.

She ran over sand that sank with each step, slowing her down. She scanned the water, saw nothing. She turned, unsure of who to call, what to tell them. Where is Winnie? she would say. Have you seen Winnie? But then she did see her. Body bare and animal beneath the rising moon, making noises Jude had never heard before, not from anyone but herself. A song she’d thought was hers alone, composed of cries halfway between pain and pleasure, a song to encourage the man who hunched, Hawaiian shirt all the way unbuttoned and flapping as he thrust. 

The feeling was fundamental. It overtook, in an instant, Jude’s entire body. She was a child again, left behind by her mother, a woman entranced by dick and whatever dream she thought came true the moment a man wanted her. Foolish to have expected better of Winnie. After everything they’d shared, and despite what they were going through, she still stooped to orchestrate this dumb game, seducing the director the day before her scene. A desperate last-ditch effort to assume the box cover, the front-runner position for Brad’s big contract. Jude had thought her above such cheap ploys. She had thought her above petty finger-pointing, but almost as soon as Brad called about Jackie, Winnie had turned on Jude. Whose idea was it to leave her? Winnie was capable of change, Jude had believed that, had believed her capable of bravery. The bravery required to love, rather than compete. But she had been wrong. She stomped back to the house. Upstairs, she undressed, faced herself before the full-length mirror. Her tan was extra streaked, especially in the back. Winnie had been the careless one. 

In the morning, Jude rose before the alarm and crept from the room to call the Fuck Palace. The line rang until the machine picked up. Brad was out looking for Jackie, most likely. She slipped back into bed and waited. Last night, long after Winnie came in, she had lain awake, contemplating the swath of space between them on the mattress and listening to the pounding of her own coked-up heart, counting down. Now she let the alarm sound off, let the overeager voice of a disc jockey coming to you live from Kalawai’a Ford force Winnie from sleep. She rolled over and blinked. “Did Brad call?” 

“Time to get up,” Jude said. “No news yet, but it’s after ten and you shoot at twelve.” Jude’s scene was at three. Enough time to fix her awful tan, maybe. Winnie groaned and tossed away the sheets. 

“Have fun last night?” Jude asked sweetly. 

“Swimming was nice,” Winnie said. “Took my mind off Jackie, though I always think of sharks. I can’t help it. Jaws made me.” 

“I’m going to shower,” she added, and shuffled out the door, down the hallway. “I’ll call the house again.”

“Aspirin?” Jude called. 

Winnie stopped, turned around. “That would be a lifesaver,” she said.

Jude went downstairs, returned with a mimosa and a cup of coffee. She went next to her makeup bag, unzipped an inner compartment and removed the pills Brent had given her. Thigh openers. They had made her sparkle. But too many and you’ll go to sleep, he’d warned.

“I got coffee and champagne,” she said when Winnie returned, dripping and in a rush.

“Lifesaver,” Winnie said again. 

“And aspirin.” Jude held out two Quaaludes. Winnie palmed them to her mouth, chased them with the cocktail. “Hair and makeup,” she said, and put on a robe, left the room. Jude swallowed the third pill herself.

It wasn’t malicious, giving Winnie the ludes. Almost immediately, Jude made this her story and repeated it silently to absolve herself of blame. It was two pills, after all. Two pills couldn’t constitute an act of sabotage or crime. Only innocent caregiving gone wrong. Jude herself took such pills; how was she to know her friend couldn’t handle them? How was she to know Winnie would down two mimosas to boot? Unprofessional, to drink that much before a scene. 

When it happened, halfway through, an actor named Hank pounding away and Winnie’s eyes drifting shut, a small snore escaping her half-opened mouth, some of the crew laughed. Like it was funny. Hank, fearing overdose, made a girlish noise and pulled out, slapped Winnie awake. “What?” she said, annoyed. She had only been sleeping. 

Jude heard the story from the hair and makeup girl, who reported that Winnie had “snorted like a pig.” A flush of embarrassment on her behalf. A flush of horror, filtered by the happy torpor of the Quaalude. She chewed the story over, there in the makeup chair, watching her own face change. 

Her scene was a threesome, her first. Co-starring cokehead Vivette and an actor whose name they both kept forgetting. Todd, was it? The man was an afterthought, an accessory, waiting in the wings while Jude and Vivette removed bikini tops, took turns going down on each other before Todd (or was it Matt?) showed up and the sex became penetrative. It was a formula, one Jude might normally enjoy, but she was distracted, rehearsing revisions to the truth in her mind like she was telling the story to Winnie. You’ll never believe what happened. . .

After, she put on a robe and stumbled upstairs. Winnie was in bed wearing a T-shirt and shorts. She had showered again. When she sat up, the pattern her wet hair left on the pillow was that of a flower pressed into the pages of a book. “Oh, there you are,” she said, her voice soft. Did she know what had happened? She had, after all, been sleeping.

“I feel strange,” Jude said, to cover her tracks.

Winnie reached to the nightstand, a glass of water she passed to Jude, who couldn’t help but be suspicious when she sipped. 

“That good?” Winnie asked. Her face had a calm, wasted look to it as she watched Jude swallow, choke out a thanks. “Oh, you’re welcome. Want some aspirin?” Her voice was a sneer now. It caught on a sob halfway out. “How could you?” she managed.

“I . . . I . . .” Jude said dumbly. “Vivette said they were for headaches.” 

Winnie stood, and Jude noticed her height as if for the first time. Five foot nine? Ten? She loomed, only inches between them. “You think you can control me? You think I don’t see how you try?” She took a heavy breath, held it for a moment. “You’re pathetic,” she spat.

Jude felt her mind reaching for the right response. Had it really been that bad, what she’d done? 

“Get it into your head,” Winnie said. “I don’t love you like you love me.”

For a moment they stood in silence, face to face. Alcohol, bad battery-acid coke breath. Jude could see Winnie was trying not to cry and knew she would cry too, but not yet. If she could just convey strength. If she could just look long enough into Winnie’s eyes, she could translate the depth of her regret. “You don’t mean that,” she said. “I know you don’t.” But Winnie turned, started moving around the room, picking up clothes, and Jude noticed her suitcase, splayed open in the corner. 

“I’m going home,” Winnie said. “I’m going to find Jackie.”

She was folding underwear into her bag and didn’t look up, but smiled slightly, and Jude wondered if she was playing a prank, twisting the knife. Or if she simply smiled, the way Jude did, when confronted by fear.

“I’ll go with you,” Jude managed. “She can’t have got far.” 

Winnie stopped folding and turned again to face her. “Don’t you get it? I don’t want to be around you. I’m moving out. I’ll get a loan, go back to school. I have a book to write. I’m through with this shit.”

“You have to forgive me.”

“Forgive you?” Winnie yelled. 

They were both silent for a moment. “I will never forgive you,” Winnie said. She turned to gather her clothes off the floor.

Jude shivered, a sensation that started in her chest. She sat on the edge of the bed. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Please don’t go.” 

“Anyway, you can’t go home,” Winnie said, back still turned. “It’s you. Bill told me after my disaster of a scene, which of course he blamed me for. He talked to Brad. You’re getting the box cover, just like you wanted. They want to shoot you tomorrow on the beach with a surfboard. You’ll be the Vibrant Videos Vixen. Forty grand, and he’s even making you into a cardboard cutout.”

“No.” 

“I’m on the next flight. I’ll find Jackie. And then she’ll belong to me. I don’t trust you with her.”

By now, Jude was crying. She curled into a fetal shape, her head on Winnie’s pillow. She should have known that her future, her career, the solidification of her talent would be tainted. In her mind, winning the box cover, the contract, had meant Winnie wouldn’t leave. But here was the win and Jackie was lost and Winnie was leaving anyway; she would never forgive. She did not love, not the way Jude loved, Jude had always feared that. Tears slid down her cheeks and into her ears. They made new patterns on the pillow, raindrops over the petals pressed by Winnie’s wet hair. The thought crossed Jude’s mind that her face would be puffy for the pictures tomorrow. On top of everything. Then, the zipper of Winnie’s suitcase, shushing. “Please,” Jude said again, but closed her eyes, afraid to watch herself be left. The door shut, and for a time she lay there, hoping to hear Winnie’s footsteps returning. 

    


    
 Chapter Seven

A cold wind blew down the cul-de-sac. At a distance, the Fuck Palace looked sagged, older, dead leaves on the front yard. Busy with business up north and the stress of government crackdowns, Brad hadn’t properly looked after the place for almost a year. He had instead hired Garrett, a gay porn starlet fresh off the bus from Minneapolis, to serve as caretaker in exchange for rent. To the surprise of no one, Garrett did a shoddy job. He was only eighteen, after all. Barely legal. 

Inside, Cherry held her for a long time. “I’m sorry about your friend, baby,” she said. “Did she at least find your pup?” Jude shook her head. She had heard from Brad that Winnie had scoured the area and every local shelter but had been unable to find Jackie. Cherry let go of the hug. “Selfishly, I’m happy,” she said. “You know I hate to be alone.”

Jude moved into the pink bedroom, unwilling to stay alone at the Laurel Canyon cabin; unwilling to live surrounded by reminders of Winnie, who had left behind most of their shared possessions: their crystals and windchimes; their macramé plant holder. Jude took them with her. At a dealership on Ventura, she signed a lease on a yellow Corvette. She had been talking about it for so long, she felt like she had to. But the car was wider than she’d imagined, less cozy than the Scirocco. The salesman popped a bottle of cheap champagne to celebrate, and Jude realized then that he recognized her. Which should have made her feel special. But she felt raw and homesick, out of practice with the stick shift, grinding the gears as she pulled out the driveway, buzzed for the futile trip around Northridge, searching for an aged pit bull with low-hanging boobies. Jude would never find her.

What she needed was rest. What she needed was to kick coke. To locate Winnie—who had told no one where she’d moved—and beg for forgiveness. Then she remembered—I will never forgive you. She wasn’t important enough to Winnie to warrant forgiveness. She wasn’t beloved. Two years ago, Jude had searched for her friend, following a trail of addresses until she arrived at Ladies of the Valley and saw her in the spotlight, that polyester teddy shining lunar blue, that awful black wig. At the time she had thought that in finding Winnie she had found her home. Now she wondered if there was no such thing. Get it into your head. I don’t love you like you love me. 

Jude was on her own, and rest never came; she needed coke to numb out and keep moving. Once, Cherry had told her that Brad hid powder all over the house. A game, she had called it, but no matter how hard Jude searched—every cupboard and bathroom vanity, every errant box in the garage, the shed with pool-cleaning nets and filters—she never found it. So she called Steve, placed her order, considered it a business expense. She had a contract to fulfill now, box covers to shoot, and with them guest appearances at strip clubs that paid her just to waggle her butt on stage for thirty minutes. It was what she’d wanted. 

Days became weeks that went by in dances, in calls to Steve, in drives north to shoot, and a flight to Las Vegas for the Consumer Electronics Show, where Jude signed autographs for a long line of middle-aged men. Their sweat and cigarettes. Their adoration and scorn. She was a Vibrant Videos Vixen now. Shaking their hands, enduring their embraces, signing their photographs was part of the job. But she was too high, too unmoored, unhealthy, stricken. “Just a street dog,” Cherry had started to say. “And Winnie will come around, hon, give her time.” But Jude knew she was wrong, could not forget the sound of Winnie’s voice when she said, I don’t love you, words that played on a loop in her head now, louder with each passing day. Which only made her push harder toward the ache in her sinuses, the ache in her throat, run raw by chemicals that turned her voice to a rasp, then a whisper. She couldn’t hear when she was sky-high, couldn’t speak, so spent hours in the hot tub blowing lines until Cherry appeared in her sheer bathrobe and matching slippers, the ones with the puffs on the toes, and hauled her out saying, “Are you crazy? Your heart could break.”

Family Affairs, 1984

March. Jude’s first Erotic Film Awards ceremony, held at the Ambassador Hotel. Protestors clogging Wilshire Boulevard, holding handmade signs with the words GOD and SAVED and SIN printed in big red letters, the ceremony delayed an hour by the detonation of a smoke bomb. Jude waited outside the hotel in her parked car, searching faces, most of them belonging to women. As if she might see her own grandmother in amongst them, judging her a whore. 

When the smoke was cleared and the door opened, it was guarded by girls in red tuxedos and sparkly silver top hats. Photographers volleyed for shots from behind a velvet rope, cameras flashing, like Jude had expected at her first premiere, Perverted Pool Party II. It seemed like many years ago. But had only been one. The tuxedo girls met her at the valet stand, offered their elbows and walked her up the red carpet. “I like your dress,” one whispered shyly, and Jude thanked her. It was an off-the-shoulder pink lamé number she’d paid too much for at the Topanga mall. The girls dropped her at the door where Cherry waited, wearing a gold jumpsuit. Winnie should have been there, in blue. She was nominated, alongside Jude, for Best New Starlet. Jude knew she wouldn’t show. But some small part of her held out hope, and as soon as she arrived, she found herself scanning the crowd. No, she had been right, there was no sign of Winnie. 

At the bar, Nikki Cruze ate out Valencia Vale, an obvious attention grab as neither girl was nominated. The crowd, seated at circular dinner tables, talked over the announcements on stage, rude and rowdy, spreading rumors that somewhere in the audience sat the guy who’d made that movie, what’s it called, The Godfather. Producers and directors of Hollywood blockbusters often lurked around award shows, trading sex for straight roles they never delivered. So far, no one had broken out of porn for mainstream success. Once an audience saw you naked, once they saw you fuck, they had no reason to see you do anything else. 

Jude sat at a table with Cherry and Brad and Don and Tom Best, her legs crossed, prim, her heart pounding with coke and nerves, while on stage Diamond Lee opened the envelope in which Winnie’s name, or Jude’s name, or someone else’s name, was written. Best New Starlet goes to . . .

What kind of name was Sweetie? The kind of name a child would choose. And this girl was obviously a child, her face like a moon pie, round and fatty. She shuffled to the stage, legs constricted by the skirt of a minidress so short it was technically a top, covering only her crotch and only when she stood. She carried notecards, had apparently prepared an acceptance speech, but dropped them at the podium. She bent to retrieve the cards, and her nails were so long she had to ask Diamond for assistance. The audience cheered for the struggle, the waxed, bleached orifice offered up to them by the kneeling starlet. What an act. Jude judged her for it, judged her for her age, the length of her skirt. Hypocritical, she knew, to judge so much when she herself was just twenty. But the theme of this year’s awards was Adult Movies Have Come of Age. Surely that suggested maturity, a certain respect for experience. “What scene is this for again?” Sweetie laughed into the microphone. The gold statue in her hands—shaped like a man and woman deep in embrace—caught the camera flashes, arrows of prismatic light glinting off the shiny plastic. Jude cheered too loud for a loser, trying to cover the disappointment that it wasn’t her up there, thanking God, Brad Donado, Tom Best and the whole Vibrant Videos family. But also her relief that it wasn’t Winnie. 

Late morning when Jude woke in Cherry’s room at the Ambassador Hotel, sprawled next to Cherry and a naked man she didn’t recognize. Her voice was gone again. Her face felt dried out and parched, a giant zit sprouting from her chin, so painful she didn’t have to look in the mirror to know it was there. She remembered dancing on the bar. And there was her dress, puddled by the bathroom door. She slipped it back on and left the room barefooted, carrying her heels. At the valet stand, she found she’d lost her ticket. But the guy cut her a break. “Yellow Corvette, right?” He knew who she was; many men knew. 

The 101 to the 170 to the 5 to the 118 to the 405, a series of exchanges she followed by instinct. Two years since she landed on Hollywood Boulevard in her San Dimas uniform, searching for Winnie. A short span of time, all things considered. Yet she had changed, grown, had wanted to, had arrived in hope of permanent alteration, art. Lucky to have found it, though now, driving alone into the midday light with a nasty hangover, she couldn’t avoid wondering if it would be enough, if without Winnie, anything ever could be. Then there was the fact of her loss, Sweetie’s win. Jude knew she had talent. But up against extreme youth, it might never come in first. 

She hated the implication. That pornography could only be an enduring art for men. Men who filmed long past the age when women were discarded. Men who wanted sex the way women supposedly never could. It should be different. There were other women who wanted it to be different, Jude knew that, had seen with her own eyes Cherry’s ambition to change the way porn was made, and by whom. 

“But it’s hardwired, women want to be mothers,” Brad had told her early on, when she made the mistake of engaging him in a conversation about human ambition, entwined as it was with human sexuality. “Biologically speaking, all women need is one fuck to achieve motherhood, whereas men need to keep fucking, keep spreading their seed. Them’s the rules, hon, I don’t make ’em.” And what of barely legal? Why were men so drawn to girls who were almost children and not yet women, maturity-wise. Even as one of them, Jude was willing to attest to that. Unlike Winnie, she had never harbored delusions of her own “old soul.”

Brad said, “Men are drawn to fertility, and eighteen-year-old girls are just about as fertile as they’ll ever be.”

But it seemed to Jude that men were less attracted than jealous of the transformation girls made, the power they might grow into if men stopped striving to squash it. The power to determine life itself. A power quickly packaged, sold, consumed, turned to shit for fear that those who held it might truly know its worth. 

Jude didn’t yet know power, not the womanly sort. She knew a thing or two about jealousy, though. She knew a thing or two about wanting what you could never have. That thing you craved, that thing you wished for, that thing that reminded you of your shortcomings, your losses, your deepest yearnings, you wanted to keep it close. Them’s the rules. 

“I don’t want to be a mother,” she’d said during that debate with Brad. 

“Well now, you’re only twenty,” he said. “Give it a minute.”

“But I’m in my sexual prime, right? Biologically speaking, if there was a time for me to want it, that time would be now.”

He’d grinned. “We all know you’re a freak. A sexual athlete. Different rules for you.”

She took the Nordhoff exit. Turned left on Reseda. Past Parthenia, Chase, Roscoe, where she had stood outside the Quik Mart, Laird’s gun in her hand and destiny laid out before her like a map. Highland to Cahuenga to Moorpark to Ventura, the route her bus had taken to Ladies of the Valley, and Winnie. 

At home, she dropped her keys on the table in the Fuck Palace foyer, went to the kitchen, made coffee. She opened the fridge looking for bread, something to soak up the dregs of her stomach. But it contained nothing more than a jug of sour milk and a six-pack of beer. She closed the door. Garrett had left a vial on the counter. She bumped, noticed the answering machine flashing and pressed play, stretched while it whined, beeped, repeated, “This is for Jude, it’s Cherry, where’d you go? Call me at the hotel right now.” The next message reiterated the sentiment. Lazily Jude lifted the telephone receiver. She dialed the number Cherry had left. The line rang once. “Jesus H. Christ, did you hear?”

Who died? Jude thought. “Hear what?” she said.

“Fucking front page of the LA Weekly. They brought it up with my room service. Get a copy and read it. Do it now.”

LA WEEKLY

“The Secret Life of an American Porn Star,” 
LA Weekly, 1984, by Winona Wilson

Beyond the blinding lights I can just make out the faces. Men’s faces, all shapes and sizes, staring. Some with open mouths, calling the name Velvet. My name. It’s the summer of 1980. I’m sixteen years old. I’ve been in Los Angeles for six months, dancing at a topless bar called Ladies of the Valley. It’s my fourth job since I dropped out of high school and ran away from home with just forty dollars and a Mercury Zephyr. 

When I first arrived in LA, I slept in my car and waitressed at a diner called Hal’s, then another diner called Betty’s. The days were long and the job was grueling. When a customer offered me better work at Holly World, a multi-floor adult emporium on the Sunset strip, I accepted, expecting I’d be waitressing in lingerie, like a Bunny at the Playboy Club. But as soon as I arrived, I learned that the work was fully nude. Worse, girls were confined to peep-show booths like zoo animals, separated from the male clientele by a Plexiglas window. I found it unsettling. I was only sixteen; how was I supposed to know what to do for the men watching me? “It’s whatever you feel like doing,” the manager told me, but I didn’t feel like doing anything except what I had come to Los Angeles to do: write. More than anything, I wanted to become a novelist. But the long hours at the diner, financial instability and the danger of living in my car quickly revealed how challenging that dream was going to be to achieve. I told myself Holly World was a means to an end and accepted the job even though I was technically too young. Before I started, one of the girls gave me a fake birth certificate. “Just take it to the DMV and apply for an ID with it,” she said. “They don’t even check your photo.” At the Hollywood DMV I waited in line, presented the phony birth certificate and walked out with a legal ID card. Just like that, I was twenty years old. 

For a week I worked at Holly World, doing my best to focus on the money, the quarters men deposited to see me, a dollar for three minutes, the tips they fed through a slot. They grabbed at me from behind the window that separated us, leaving fingerprints on the plastic. I thought of my mother, who died when I was thirteen; my stepfather, who I lived with after. For legal reasons all I will say about him here is that he primed me for the path I took. 

It was a stroke of luck that saved me from Holly World. After a week I was pulled aside by a man with a kind face who told me that he was the owner of a topless bar in Sherman Oaks called Ladies of the Valley. Would I be interested in dancing for him? The money would be better than what I made at Holly World, he promised. He seemed professional. He rented me an apartment he owned. He offered me connections to a talent agent I assumed would help me with my writing. As it turned out, the agent he introduced me to booked nude modeling jobs for magazines like Hustler and Penthouse. I remembered my stepfather hiding such magazines in the garage. They were glamorous and instructive. They taught me that nudity doesn’t have to be a big deal. We come into the world naked, after all. I said yes to modeling work, which combined with my earnings from the strip club added up to more money than I’d ever seen.

So now here I am at Ladies of the Valley, dancing for the men, dollar bills at my feet. I have been modeling nude for several months. One day my agent sends me to a shoot. It’s supposed to be still images for a magazine, but when I arrive at the location, a glamorous house in Northridge with a swimming pool and themed bedrooms, I hear the sounds of sexual intercourse filtering from beyond the walls and realize that I am not at a photo shoot, but rather a video shoot. The bathroom is strewn with douches. There is catering on a long table in the kitchen. Women wear robes and lounge poolside painting their toenails, smoking and drinking and snorting cocaine. A beautiful blonde approaches me. I know her from a poster hanging on the wall in my agent’s office. I am starstruck, as I understand she is a famous adult film actress, having achieved what most women who pass through the pornography industry never do: stardom and notoriety, her image on video box covers and posters. She is what industry insiders call a Video Vixen. She offers to show me the ropes. She gives me cocaine and Pepsi. She lives at the house, she says, and leads me to her room. We sit on her spinning bed and she tells me stories of how wonderful her job is, how much money she earns, the trips she takes to conventions in major cities and some European countries. It is then that I make my decision. I will become an adult actress, too. I’m already on set, made up for a photo shoot. I’m single, and the money is more than I make in two weeks dancing. 

I enjoy saying my lines and I don’t mind the sex, which at that first shoot is what industry insiders call “girl-on-girl.” I’ve had sex before, but never with a girl. I find it easy, because everything on set feels like pretend. At lunch, I meet other performers with similar origin stories to mine. Most of them have family backgrounds of death, divorce, neglect, abuse. In the evening, when the video wraps, we drink liquor and I do more cocaine. The famous adult actress asks me how old I am. She says age is just a number and that she herself is almost thirty years old, though her license says she is twenty. She says the pornography business is built on the myth of barely legal and she intends to stay barely legal for as long as she can. It’s all pretend, she confirms. Her confession comforts me. I tell myself that lying about one’s age is par for the course in the pornographic industry. It was easy to get a legal ID in someone else’s name. Everyone must do it. 

I turn seventeen. I shoot another film, then another. One day, the famous actress calls me at home and asks me to fill in for her in a fully clothed scene, no sex. I say why not. I’m happy to do the favor and make extra money. I don’t bother to clear it with my agent or tell anyone where I’m going. I drive to the address she gives me.

The shoot is in an old warehouse in Sunland, a rural area outside Los Angeles. There’s no close public transport, and inside the building, there’s no telephone. I park on the street. Later, I’ll return to my car to find one of the windows smashed; an expensive repair but my mechanic will say I’m lucky. The whole car could have been stolen. 

Inside the warehouse is a set built to resemble a doctor’s office. The crew is very small, no other women around. The director reiterates to me what the actress I’m standing in for told me. All I have to do is sit in an exam chair. When the doctor comes in to treat me, he tries to feel my breasts but I slap him away. That’s the extent of it. I consent and take my place in the chair. The camera rolls.

The actor playing the doctor enters the room and reaches for my breasts. I play my part, rebuffing him. But he doesn’t stop. I break character and say, “No,” but he keeps going. I try to fight him off, yelling, “Stop,” and “No,” while the camera catches the struggle. I’m terrified. I’m crying and screaming and begging. The camera keeps rolling.

Afterward, the director approaches and tells me he’s sorry but some “important people” funded the video. The whole premise was to capture a real rape on film. And that is exactly what happened. Ever since that day, I’ve looked for the film of my rape in adult video stores, but I’ve never found it. I believe it must have been shipped to an international location for distribution. 

As soon as I escape the office complex, I run to my car and drive home. I call my agent. I visit my boss at the club. I tell them both what happened. I expect them to be protective. But they just say there’s nothing they can do. I should never have taken a job without their knowledge. They can’t help me if I don’t go through them. “Are you kidding me?” I yell. “I’ll go to the cops.” They say the cops won’t care. Plus, I’m underage, a secret only I know. If I go to the cops, I fear they’ll discover the truth and I’ll be sent to a juvenile detention facility. 

I retire from pornography after that. My friend from home comes to live with me and I keep my past a secret. Against my better judgment, I get her a job at Ladies of the Valley. For a time, it’s the happiest I’ve ever been. But then she too enters the pornography business, lured by the same forces as myself, and I feel it is my responsibility to keep an eye on her, to watch out for her the way no one watched out for me. 

I rejoin the industry. I shoot ten more films, this time as a legal adult. Men rent them at their local video store. They take the tapes home and watch me in positions of vulnerability. My body arouses them. It gives them a sense of dominance and completion. 

The feminist theorist Andrea Dworkin writes that “Pornography is the orchestrated destruction of women’s bodies and souls; rape, battery, incest, and prostitution animate it; dehumanization and sadism characterize it; it is war on women, serial assaults on dignity, identity, and human worth; it is tyranny.” 

In the pornographic industry, men make women into objects. We are their victims. Our victimization comes at a real cost to all people. A recent FBI study of thirty-six serial murders shows that for 81 percent of these men, “their biggest sexual interest was in reading pornography.” There is a producer in Los Angeles who flies women to Iowa for cosmetic surgery with a doctor who guarantees a natural result. But once the patient is unconscious, he implants them with saline breasts inflated to comic proportions. After her surgery, the girl wakes and sees herself with shock and terror. She has been made inhuman by a man, the only person with the power to reverse what he’s created. Of course, there have been other rapes like mine. Drug addiction is rampant. I myself have been drugged by peers who say they are my friends. To complain about such antics is to be blacklisted. There is always someone younger, prettier, more willing to do more degrading sex acts for less money. Suicide is an epidemic among adult performers. Almost always, when a porn star kills herself, she uses a gun to the head. She chooses the most violent death. It’s as if she feels violence is what she deserves, so conditioned is she by her occupation to receive it. ▄

    


    
 Chapter Eight 

Jude read the story on the sofa at the Fuck Palace. She read it again. The phone rang incessantly, Cherry calling from the hotel and then “my new boyfriend’s place in Big Bear.” 

“Boyfriend?” 

“I met him last night. Peter, remember?” They’d been smoking crack and now she was paranoid, swearing she’d never come down from the woods because Winnie had tarnished her good name. “I’m mortified!” she yelled. “And I’m not thirty, I never said that.” 

“You knew all this and you never told me? What the fuck.”

“I didn’t know,” Cherry said. “What kind of person do you think I am?”

Jude screamed, “I think you’re a fucking liar.” And slammed the phone down.

She woke the next morning to Garrett yelling holy fuck and banging on her bedroom door. The Los Angeles Times had made mention of Winnie’s article. Anyone who hadn’t read her story the first time would certainly know it now. 

Pornographic film star Velvet Waters was an underage 16-year-old by the name of Winona Wilson when she started taking part in filmed sex acts four years ago, according to an opinion article Wilson published in the LA Weekly, revealing her true age and identity and alleging that she was, in one instance, raped on camera. This is the latest in several high-profile stories involving the pornographic industry in Los Angeles. Last year producer and director of pornographic films Harvey Frankham was arrested and charged with five counts of pandering based on the hiring of adult performers. President Reagan has called for the establishment of “specific, identifiable goals to combat pornography.” This is a developing story.

Brad called, yelling on the machine for Jude to pick up. Tom Best called next. Other performers called. Jude didn’t answer for any of them. What was there to say? She was supposed to be the one Winnie confided in. But she hadn’t known about Winnie’s early history in the business. She hadn’t known about the rape. Of the two of them, Jude had thought she was the first to go from dancing to simulation shoots to sex on screen. She had been wrong; even before she’d left San Dimas and arrived at Ladies of the Valley, Winnie had been through hell. The happiest I’ve ever been, she wrote of their time in Laurel Canyon, before Laird returned and Jude was “lured” into the business of fuck films. I feel it is my responsibility to keep an eye on her, to watch out for her the way no one watched out for me, she wrote.  Jude wasn’t sure what to make of it. She hadn’t been lured and she’d never needed Winnie’s protection, though she had wanted her love. Foolishly, apparently.

She got up, unplugged the phone, returned to the sofa and sat very still for several minutes. Like this, it was easier to separate Winnie’s words from Winnie herself. Jude could see the story clearly, the politics behind it, the same politics rejected by those in the industry. And yet if she was honest with herself, really honest, she could admit that everything Winnie said felt true also. Jude was predisposed for the work, a sexual athlete. Most girls weren’t like that.

The sensation of falling started in her chest. It persisted into her stomach and down further, to her crotch. It wasn’t arousal, no. It was slippery, strange, almost nauseating. It was fear. Foreboding. The article was all wrong, and not because it was unbelievable or politically inconvenient for porn and therefore Jude. It was wrong because of what it would mean for Winnie, who had cast herself as a victim and now would suffer for it. She thought of something Cherry had said about Vista, over a year ago now, on Jude’s own first shoot. She doesn’t want dick, not the way you have to want it. The way you wanted it when you were out there. You have to want to lose yourself. That’s what you have to want to do. To fuck, not be fucked. There’s a difference. She’d said it like an omen, prophesying something awful. And it was in the end, given how Vista went. Shot by her own hand. By Jude’s count, at least three girls had gone that way. 

She was still sitting on the couch when the doorbell rang, six times in fast succession, and a man’s voice called, Police. She dragged herself up and opened the door an inch. In the crack of daylight, she noticed the gold knocker, tarnished. And the red paint on the front door, once vibrant and glossy, peeling now. Two men stood on the threshold wearing sunglasses. One was middle-aged, with a fascist buzz cut and sand-colored sportscoat. The other was younger but not young, mid-thirties maybe, in chinos, a tight polo, hair long and feathered, Farrah Fawcett style. 

“Puss Boots?” the buzz cut said, and flashed a badge, LAPD. “Jude Perkins?” 

Inside a gray, windowless room, the likes of which they showed on TV cop dramas, the two men sat across from Jude, a small TV on the table between them. She expected it to play porn, but it showed instead a strange scene, shot in black and white from an omniscient perch. A convenience store. The storm of a body through the door, the ring of a bell, the arms of the clerk behind the counter, held up like a saguaro cactus, posture of submission and fear. A gun, waved carelessly about, as if it were heavy and hard to hold. Pointed first at the clerk, then at the one customer sorry enough to have been shopping at a time like this. Then back to the clerk, who passed over a bag. Clean and simple, an easy break. Until, from the corner of the frame, the customer approached, a Good Samaritan. For an instant, the whole scene stilled in disbelief. A second passed, two seconds. The gun fired. As if startled awake, the gunman jerked, turned to run, and the camera caught Jude’s face, folded to an ugly frown by adrenaline and fear.

She couldn’t help it, she gasped. It wasn’t the sight of herself that did it. It was the violence she was capable of. Slowly then, shock became comfort. That when threatened, she wouldn’t always freeze, as she had the day Laird robbed Ladies of the Valley. She would fight back. She would shoot.

On screen, the customer—Laird—writhed on the floor, clutching his shin. The clerk picked up the phone. The cops cut the tape. 

“So,” the buzz cut said, “should we call you Ms. Boots or Ms. Perkins?” 

“Perkins,” Jude said. “Why are you showing me this?” 

“Cut the crap, okay, we all know it’s you. We’re not looking to nail you.” 

“We don’t want to have to do that,” Farrah Fawcett added, and his voice had a softness to it Jude recognized as sympathy. Or the performance of it. 

“Can I speak with a lawyer, please?”

“The convenience store clerk, Mr. Lewis, has identified you as the robber in this footage based on your appearances in the following titles: Perverted Pool Party II, Citizen Cum, Rev Me Up, Glam Rock Girlies, Masked Medieval Fuck Fest, Wild Cuntry, Wild Cuntry II, Wild Cuntry III, Cum Commandos, Surf Sluts, Some Like It Wet, Bareback Babes, Teen Dream Queens, Beverly Hills Hustlers—”

“Alright, I get it,” Jude snapped.

Farrah Fawcett spoke next. His voice retained an apologetic tenor. “Now we do have eyewitness testimony from that night putting you a few miles down the road at the Vagabond Inn with Mr. Laird Wright, who, my records show, is currently incarcerated up at Kern Valley.” 

“Excuse me?” Jude said.

“Armed robbery. A casino this time. Seems our boy can’t help himself.”

She let her head fall to the table. The cold metal soothed her. Poor Laird. 

“We haven’t placed you under arrest,” buzz cut said. “But we certainly can.”

“Like I said, we don’t want to have to do that,” Farrah interjected. 

Jude didn’t respond. 

Buzz cut said, “We’ll arrest you if you want it that way, for sure we will. You can spend the night here with us. Or you can talk a little bit about Winona Wilson. Also known as Velvet Waters.”

Jude opened her mouth, shut it. “Ask her yourself,” she mumbled, not moving her head. 

“We’re acquainted with Ms. Wilson,” buzz cut said. “Rest assured we’re speaking with her. Are you aware that when she started her career four years ago, she was sixteen years old and not legally of age?”

“I can read, can’t I? No offense, but you’re pretty shitty cops if you need an article in a newspaper to tell you a crime has been committed.” 

“Watch your mouth,” buzz cut said. “We’ve been full boogie on this, building a case against the producers, directors, managers and all around scum-lords who allowed Ms. Wilson to enter this business as a child, okay. The five films she shot before 1982 constitute child pornography. It’s a big fucking deal.” 

Jude felt her breath stuck in her throat. Words spun in her head. Teen dreams, jailbait, barely legal. Cherry had always said that underage girls performed sometimes, it happened, no big deal. It was easy to get a real fake from the DMV and no one, not even Tom or Brad, would need to know about it. Cherry had done so herself, albeit in a less criminal manner, transforming herself from old to young with a piece of paper in someone else’s name. 

“What concerns me is the rape,” Jude said. “What about those guys? Go after them while you’re at it.”

“Unless we have the film in question—” buzz cut said.

“Believe me, it’s a priority,” Farrah Fawcett said.

“Well, which is it?” Jude said. 

Someone knocked on the door and buzz cut rose to answer. He opened up, convened for a moment, then stepped all the way outside. The door emitted a heavy click when it closed, leaving just Jude and Farrah Fawcett in the room, sharing silence. He stood. Came round the table to her side, rested his hips on the edge. 

“Listen,” he said in a near whisper, conspiratorial, almost childlike, “I know you’re in a tough position. I know you did nothing wrong, not really.” 

Jude didn’t speak. Though she could feel how much he wanted her to. 

He said, “Maybe it would help if I go ahead and tell you how this is going to play out.”

She folded her arms over her chest but let her eyes drift toward him. They landed on his crotch, the outline of his half-hard penis, clad in khaki and level with the table. 

His voice got even lower. “You’re not under arrest, you’re free to leave. You walk right out of here, get in my cruiser, I give you a ride home. We take the long way. And you suck my cock like your life depends on it. Like it’s your fucking job. You know how to suck cock like a job, yeah? Because if you don’t, we come back tomorrow with a warrant, and you find yourself in a world of hurt.”

“I thought you were the good cop,” Jude said, pleased with her own deadpan.

The door swung open. Buzz cut was back, a sheet of paper white as a flag flapping in his hand. “We good here?” he said. 

“Your friend was just enlightening me with a story about how this is going to go,” Jude said.

“Enough fucking around,” buzz cut said, and sat, slid the paper across the table. “This is your testimony on Winona’s behalf against the below-written producers. Says they knew she was a minor and filmed her anyway. You sign and you don’t go to jail for your prior . . . indiscretions. Don’t sign and you do go to jail. Either way, the bad guys get got.” 

Jude looked at Farrah Fawcett. The bad guys, how rich.

“We have other industry people on the record regarding Brad Donado,” Farrah said. 

“The pornography business is an exploitative business,” buzz cut said. “Doesn’t take a rocket scientist to know it.” He leaned back, pleased with himself for the big word. Jude noted his pit stains, the pens plugged into the breast pocket of his dress shirt, peeing blots of ink. “All we need from you is to sign this paper. Sign it and the tape of you committing a felony is moot. It’s lost.” 

“What happens to Winnie, though?” Did it matter? It mattered.

“Listen, I shouldn’t be telling you this. But Ms. Wilson may or may not be cooperating here. She knew what she was doing when she published that article. She was a child, she was a victim, she knows that.”

“All you do is sign a paper for us,” buzz added. “We’re sympathetic to your situation here. That’s all you got to do to make this go away.”

Dim daylight when Jude escaped the station. She needed clarity, cocaine, the bus. She waited at the stop, looking over her shoulder every few moments for a police cruiser and thinking about the bus that carried her to Hollywood two years ago, the bus that carried her to Ladies of the Valley. She wanted to go back. She wanted hindsight before it was hindsight. The feeling was beginning to seem like a sad tenet of adulthood; it was impossible to remember anything without this particular flavor of betrayal and regret. 

When after some time the bus didn’t come, she walked back to the Fuck Palace, three miles at least past long walls separating well-kempt backyards from the traffic that tore along Reseda, every year a faster pace. A car came up behind her, voices yelling through an open window. She startled, picturing Farrah Fawcett, a gang of his cop buddies. Then settled when she saw the boys. Just boys, her age most likely, yet somehow so much younger, hollering about her big ass. Normally she would have shaken it for them. Or given them the finger, depending on her mood. But she was numb and did nothing, just walked onward, listening to the violence of the engine as they peeled away. 

She turned down the cul-de-sac toward the Fuck Palace and the day’s noise quieted. Other senses turned up, then. The grass of the front lawn looked thirsty and smelled of its own dusty clippings. The chips in the red front door appeared larger. As she entered, the stench of garbage hit her with an embarrassing heft and she regretted that the cops had probably smelled it too, had then made assumptions about her based on the house, her inability to simply take out the trash. She could take it out now, but went right to Garrett’s vial of cocaine, left carelessly on the countertop. The cops could have a field day with a search warrant. 

The bump cleared her mind. Then, a dried-out antihistamine sensation in her nostrils, a nausea, the tradeoff she’d become accustomed to. She put the vial down, opened a cabinet, removed a plate, poured the last of the powder onto the porcelain and used a butter knife to cut four sloppy lines. She fished a dollar bill from the junk drawer, rolled it and inhaled.

By the next morning, a new news story had run in the Los Angeles Times: 

The Los Angeles Police Department, working in conjunction with the Federal Bureau of Investigation, have launched a formal inquiry based on an article published in the LA Weekly by Winona Wilson, a 1980 runaway from Newhall Ranch, California, who performed in multiple pornographic films as “Velvet Waters” while under the age of eighteen. The investigation will focus on the producers, directors and managers Wilson worked for, according to District Attorney Ari Rhiner. “Ms. Wilson may appear a consummate adult film star, but at the time the pornography industry recruited her, she was an innocent child,” he said. It is a felony to knowingly make or distribute pornographic materials featuring a minor, and the revelation of Ms. Wilson’s true age is causing video distributers and purveyors to remove her tapes from their shelves, resulting in thousands of dollars in lost revenue. Ms. Wilson is secluded in an undisclosed location and cannot be reached for comment. 

Brad came by, speeding, to grab a bag of stuff he planned to burn. “That fucking cunt,” he said, shoving undeveloped film and dusty VHS tapes into a trash bag. Any evidence of Winnie in sexual situations before 1982 had to go.

“Don’t answer the door, don’t answer the phone. I’ll be back later to get rid of more junk.”

“Sure,” Jude said, and wondered how much time would pass before Farrah Fawcett paid her another visit. 

“She played us,” Brad said. “That little bitch took this whole industry for a ride.” Jude watched from the window as he drove off in the Cadillac, his words lingering in the room, reverberating with rage and perhaps a hint of reverence.

One by one, industry people phoned the house to express their rage, too. Garrett answered for a bit, then declared himself fucking done with these psychos and left for the Northridge Skate. Without him, Jude let the machine take over, let men’s voices rant to its silence. Winnie was a Machiavellian cunt, they said, and anyone she had shot with was an innocent victim. She had used them all and soon the government would go after every producer or director she’d so much as looked at, spoken to, auditioned for. All of them men. Men who were busy burning any evidence of having been in the same room as her. Men who were driving to Riverside, North Redondo, to throw their stash of tapes or stills or shredded contact sheets in dumpsters. Men who climbed into the trash heap to bury evidence deep. All because of Winnie. That bitch, that cunt, that piece of shit whore, that sixteen-year-old girl with her scheme to burn the whole industry to the ground. 

Night fell, and Jude bundled herself in a blanket, lay on a pool chair with another tequila sunrise and watched the water, lit up like a mirror, moonlight refracting off the surface in lonely white lines. She could almost see Cherry riding the flamingo like a steed, high and brilliant with the energy of girlhood. She had been the older one. But she had only ever acted like a child, lying like lies didn’t matter, begging Jude to hold her hand. Please, I don’t want to be alone. Inside, the phone rang. After some time, it quit, rang again, quit again. 

She dozed off and woke an hour later, maybe two. The moon was higher now, the white lines longer. Couldn’t you tell by looking at her? the buzz-cut cop had asked.

“Officer, could you tell the difference between a sixteen-year-old tit and the eighteen-year-old tits you’re used to rubbing it for?” Jude answered. She’d meant it sincerely, sort of, but he took it as back talk. 

“Watch it,” he’d said. “You want to get arrested?” 

It made sense why Winnie would want to burn the industry, the men. Her story was terrible on top of terrible. Jude was supposed to be the one she confided in. But Winnie, like Cherry, had never said a word. Selfish, to mourn her friend’s secrecy rather than her secrets, but that was just what Jude was doing, allowing hurt feelings and suspicion of Winnie’s motives to cloud what was certain: She had been raped on camera when she was still underage. Still, no way Brad and Tom were complicit. One count of child pornography equaled ten years in prison. One photo equaled one count. Everyone who worked with Winnie before she turned eighteen probably had tens of shots, rolls of film, VHS tapes. Winnie was beautiful, it was true. But she was a cold fish, a pillow queen. And even if she wasn’t, no one was so beautiful, so special, as to warrant that kind of risk. 

The phone started again. Funny that whoever it was didn’t leave a message. For a moment Jude let herself wonder if it was Winnie, calling to convey the address of her hiding spot, so that Jude could join her and together they could run. After everything, she still wanted that. 

When the phone rang once more, she shuffled inside to answer. 

This is a call from the Los Angeles County Jail . . .

Disappointed, she pressed to accept the charges. “Hello?”

“You there?” The voice was gravelly and tight, belonging to Brad. Jude cocked her head to hold the receiver with her cheek. “I’m here,” she said.

He said, “I don’t got time, listen, I need you to take care of something for me,” and walked her through his plan with codes and inferences. “I’m trusting you. I never let you down, now you don’t let me down. Believe you me, when I get out, you’ll be my number one girl.” But how could he forget what happened to Winnie? How could he forget Jackie? His failure to care for what Jude loved constituted a major let-down. Now he was up against at least ten years. In ten years Jude would be thirty; she would be no one’s number one girl, not in porn anyway. 

It came over her gently, like sleep. Where to go, how to live. She had lost Winnie, and Cherry wasn’t coming back, “not until this bullshit blows over.” Brad was locked up. And what would happen to the house in his absence? In his failure to make payments, the bank would take it. Or the feds would raid it. Or nature would grow up around it. Only a matter of time before the Fuck Palace, magical oasis of family and belonging, of money and euphoric uppers and flamingos and tequila sunrises, was gone. 

Jude was an addict, but not an idiot. She went to the pink bedroom and packed her things. She went to Brad’s office, opened the safe with the combination he’d given her, removed the item inside. It was a key, no bigger than a vial. She carried it to the backyard. All the places she had thought to look, and she had not thought to look here, the foot of the hot tub, a small panel Brad said he’d built into the wooden base, invisible. She knelt in the grass, pressed one panel, met resistance. She scuffed on her knees around the tub, pressing until the wood she touched gave way, sliding to reveal mechanics, tangled as innards. And a large metal box, fastened with a padlock. She placed the key in the lock, turned it. She opened the lid and counted the white bricks within. Four. Four hundred grams, four kilos, worth eighty thousand dollars. Money for Brad’s lawyers, money for his freedom. Stupid of him to trust her to hand the product off, hand over the cash. Even if the men she was supposed to sell to were worthy of her fear. Well, she was used to men, the imperative to fear them. Laird had made her a criminal, placing the gun into her hands, baby, please, just this once, and Brad could give her nothing now. Stupid of him to assume she didn’t know that. Stupid to think she wouldn’t run. A certain penchant for self-destruction and risk, she’d always had that. She had thought that porn was her art, her talent. But no. It had always been running.

She reached further into the box, touched cool gun metal. Gingerly she felt for the grip. It fit in her hand like a hand she was born to hold. 

    


    


    


    
 Chapter Nine

Early spring super bloom. Golden yarrow and wild sweet pea, hummingbird sage, milkmaids, butterfly bushes, fat with flower. Winnie was walking Peanut to the ruin in the canyon when she passed a man who looked at her with such familiarity that she knew he knew. It rarely happened anymore. Rarely did she go out without her sunglasses, the wide-brimmed straw hat she wore like an appendage, and anyway, she was fifty-one now; her face had started its slow inward turning, caverns under her cheekbones and at her temples, the same she remembered on her dying mother almost forty years before.

“Excuse me,” the man said, and stood in her path. Around them, chapparal hushed in the humid wind and the tree frogs sang their songs. Shock, a small thrill of danger. Peanut dancing on the leash like a fighter before a match, hopping from one foot to another, unaware she was the longshot. Winnie didn’t move to quiet her. She had neglected, also, her pepper spray, so sure of her own obsolescence, the obsolescence of her age. 

“Excuse me,” the man repeated, and held up his hands, a gesture of non-aggression. “Velvet Waters,” he said. “I’m right, right?”

For a breath, she watched the treetop behind him, cluttered with neon-green parrots, a band of escapees that roosted this time of year in the Solstice Canyon sycamores. They could live forty years, sometimes even sixty. Someone had told her that. 

When she turned back to the man, he took one step toward her, then, as if remembering himself, swiftly stepped away.  

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m not sure who you’re talking about.” She rolled her shoulders back and moved on down the trail. Past the picnic table and the trash bin with its weighted lid, the old bridge where just last week two mountain lions had jumped a toy poodle. Leashed and everything. The dog had survived, thanks to its owner, a man strong enough to fend off attackers. Juveniles, the Malibu Times called the cats. But by fall they’d be full grown. 

Around a sharp bend and the trail widened, the sun a sudden beating through the trees, baking wrinkles and melanoma into Winnie’s temples, the top of her hatless head. Pepper spray could be used on lions also. Stupid, Winona, she thought, stupid, chiding herself with the formality of her own name. 

When at the base of the first hill Peanut stopped to sniff and forestall the climb, Winnie picked up a rock. And when, once the hill was done and the next one too, she turned the last corner toward the ruins of a burned-down house and found herself face to face with the man again, the rock in her hand grew heavier, full of its own import. 

“Hey,” he said. He must have run to beat her here. All the way to the parking lot, then backward up the Sun Rise loop. He did look sweaty. And pleased with himself. Where Winnie felt gripped. Dread, a chokehold, tight around her neck. “Hey,” he said again. She didn’t answer or even meet his eyes, just glanced again at Peanut, her sharp ratter’s ears pointed, her hackles raised. She was thirteen, now, too old for walks like these, which pained her arthritic hips. Though her mood toward strangers remained menacing. Winnie had always been lucky in dogs. She had been unlucky in many ways. But it wasn’t nothing, to be lucky in dogs. 

The man said, “Want to go on a hike sometime?” 

She squinted at him—around her age, apparently, fifty-ish but fit, dark hair flecked with gray, athleisure, crow’s feet—then moved a hand to her forehead to block the light and relieve the ugly expression. Unhinged, to care about her appearance at a moment like this. 

“I know who you are,” he added. “I know it’s you.”

“You’re right,” she said, then cleared her throat. “You are correct,” she repeated, and saw him stiffen with pride. She squeezed the rock. Cold. Sharp. Furred ever so with a fine layer of lichen. “But I’m afraid to say I’m married now.” 

“Ah well.” The man spoke quickly. Winnie saw him glance at the foundation behind her. Nothing but a stone fireplace, stairs, the concrete outline of a living room. Signs warned the site was under surveillance. Smile, you’re on camera. Fines would be levied for vandalism. She smiled without showing her teeth. 

The man said, “Guess you found the one, then. Your husband is a lucky guy,” and though his words were kind, Winnie detected danger. Something sneering in the way he said the one. Or maybe she was just projecting. He turned, walked the right way on the trail, back toward the parking lot, his pace hurried by what seemed like embarrassment, and she sat on a chunk of crumbling stone, the ruins of another man’s long-dead dream. 

She waited for the next group of happy hikers to arrive, knowing they’d soon come and thinking of her old vet’s office, of all places. Westport, Connecticut, the waiting area swarmed with older WASPs, most of them men. Each time Winnie took Peanut, she wore her sunglasses inside, but needn’t have bothered. There was always some thirty-something blonde waiting too long to spay her designer Border collie. The men would rather trap a thirty-something blonde in the morass of their talking. I got a house on Nantucket, they’d tell her, loudly, great place for dogs. Or, I’m out in the Hamptons this weekend, great place for dogs. Or, They said I couldn’t fit a wolfhound in a Bugatti, guess I showed ’em. They all had big dogs, those men. Big dogs, balls intact. 

The sound of voices cut up the path, followed by laughter, then the closer crunch of footsteps. Winnie stood, pulled Peanut to a set of stone steps, leading nowhere. A plaque at the top showed a picture of the house as it had been before the burning. Sprawling, scenic, surrounded by sago palms. She pretended to read, loitering while the hiking kids explored the remains for themselves. Then, once they finished, she followed them—close, but not conspicuously—back to the lot, where no man waited to murder her. It was empty save for their car and hers.

The moment, the man, returned to her that night, his menace recalling other, older menaces. All memories felt closer now that she was single, newly installed in this gray apartment, an ugly box in a row of boxes on the lonely side of Malibu. She opened a bottle of red, climbed the stairs to her office loft and booted up the laptop computer she’d inherited, second-hand, from her brand-new ex-husband. One final act of charity. Or pity. Sorry I hosed you in the divorce. “It’s 2015,” he’d said as she packed for California, “Time for an upgrade. This’ll get you faster internet.” She’d watched him slip the machine into a special padded carrier and felt grateful for his penchant for practical caretaking, tender toward his shrinking butt, the spare tire around his waist, his obliviousness to his own aging body. Then came the resentment. Of his obliviousness, the privilege of his obliviousness. Time for an upgrade; it wasn’t just the computer he was getting rid of. 

Reg was blind to many things, but it was true that Winnie was technologically wary, reticent to relinquish her giant desktop monitor, so slow to connect, her typewriter, her pen. He must have known why. What was the internet if not nostalgic? A reminder of what she’d lost. So perhaps it wasn’t pity that prompted him to gift the laptop, but aggression, punishment. A push from the precipice of her future into the past. Like every man she’d tried to love, Winnie’s husband had struggled to reconcile her past with their shared present. Men go to bed with Gilda, but they wake up with me. Rita Hayworth said that. Or was it Marilyn who spoke the famous words? Men go to bed with Marilyn, but they wake up with Norma Jean. Winnie couldn’t remember. 

She sipped her wine, clicked the web browser. In the empty bar at the top of the screen she typed her old name. Pixel by pixel, the girl she’d been presented herself. Tan skin and Spandex, her pained, toothy smile. She shut the laptop. She had been mistaken; she didn’t want to see.

From the new window of her new gray apartment, a sliver of ocean, velvet waters, the Malibu horizon line like life’s end, peaceful in the distance. Cold blue and backyard bonfires, wafting up to Winnie at her desk, Peanut snoring in the dog bed beside her, red wine leaving red rims on a stack of student papers. She was a freshly hired adjunct instructor of creative writing and composition at an art school over the hill. A liberal, experimental institution where no one knew about her past. Not yet, anyway. It was only her first semester. But if anyone at the school found out, she imagined they’d consider porn subversive, performative, a punk, feminist backstory to gossip about respectfully amongst themselves. The pay was a joke, and already Winnie had asked a full-time faculty member what it would take to level up, to land a job on the track toward tenure. She would need to publish another book, he’d said, before even qualifying for consideration. 

Salary aside, in this new place, new life, the job was a buoy, it tethered her. Now, though, it was springtime, finals, nearly summer break. Winnie’s students, little chicks, would fly the nest, off to internships and part-time jobs. She faced the next three months less like freedom—all that time for the taking—than as something to fear. All that time. The void of it, stretching into a future where she saw herself dying alone and destitute, her dog eating her eyelids. She didn’t have a role model for what the rest of her life should look like. Divorced, childless women seldom do. And broke blue-movie queens of yore? Forget it. 

She returned to the kitchen and topped off her glass. She climbed back up the stairs to her office, sat at her desk and tried to read papers—Since the dawn of time, they all began. Had she taught these children nothing? She shoved away the stack and opened the laptop again, used the touchpad to navigate back to the internet, typed a name into the search bar. Not her own this time, but another, equally familiar. Puss Boots porn star. She conjured the girl and watched her body load, transforming the screen from empty to full, like a death in reverse. 

    


    
Chapter Ten  

Puss Boots porn star yielded pages of search results. Winnie knew them all, had visited, more than once, each still shot and encyclopedic essay on Jude’s past performances. Whole videos available for download, holy as shrines. Guess you found the one, then. She heard the voice of the man from the trail, taunting, though she couldn’t tell if he really had been. And how did her results compare? She seldom searched herself, but clicked now to open a new window. Velvet Waters adult actress, she typed, and this time, she looked. Images of herself back then—wearing a schoolgirl’s pleated skirt; wearing nothing but a black wig that looked, in retrospect, achingly fake; wearing a cotton tank and shorts, standing between Jude and Cherry in the backyard of the Fuck Palace, all of them smiling, surrounded by roses—but also images of herself closer to now. Images of her first (and only) book cover, a stock photograph of two girls skipping rope. Santa Clarita by Winona Gates. A quiet, literary novel about two teenagers of equal talent and intelligence who want more than anything to become artists. One of them makes it, one of them does not. Why? the novel asks. Beyond merit, what are the forces that create artistic success? 

It hadn’t been the book she wanted to write. It had been the book she thought she should write. A foot-in-the-door first novel, after which she could tackle more ambitious, taboo themes. She had thought Santa Clarita would be an easy pitch to editors, but it had taken years to get published, and now she could hardly stand to look at it. The cover so generic it felt like sabotage. Did the publisher want to bury the book? Did they secretly hope it wouldn’t sell? She had long suspected this to be the case. Then again, maybe she was just making excuses. 

The laptop glowed. Fuzzy images of her younger self. Another life, how cliché. Another body, Winnie’s cells having shed how many times since then? Every seven years they turn over entirely, so she had been four other bodies in the years since she was that one, and close to Jude. But how the soul persists. Everything she’d ever absorbed about aging as a woman promised that she would mature and become someone else. A wiser, calmer woman, a healed woman, foreign to the girl she’d once been. Yet here she was, fundamentally the same—still guarded, still afraid—if physically altered. Which was a privilege. This according to aphorisms and platitudes, the pages of the self-help books she’d tried, one after another, desperate to release what was holding her back from presence, gratitude, a life in which small pleasures mattered. 

At times she’d thought Reg was her problem, the unending compromises straight women make, sleeping with the enemy, the threat of every other woman, how men make them the enemy also. So many losses she’d suffered for the sake of the relationship—the time Reg offered to buy her breasts, as if she didn’t have any, and for the rest of their marriage she’d pictured him picturing someone else’s rack during sex; the time, when she was thirty-nine, he’d butt-dialed her from a date with a barely legal aspiring writer who’d sent him suggestive fan mail; the time they’d been grocery shopping at the Manhattan Fairway, Reg in the fruit section, Winnie within eyeshot in the dairy, and she’d witnessed a woman come up and kiss her husband’s cheek, caress the waistband on his pants, playful, flirty, like they’d almost certainly fucked—each instance an emotional landmine, there to detonate her self-esteem. 

For years she’d bemoaned her fate, her wifedom. But now she was no one’s wife. Her marriage was dead, and Winnie knew that what had held her back wasn’t just the man, nor the guilt she wished he’d felt (fat chance), but her guilt, too, the way it fanned the flames of the great burning mystery at the center of her life, even as she tried to stanch it. Aging, a privilege, only ever dredged guilt up. Because Winnie’s every breath, every burp, every visit to the bathroom, every sneeze, every errant pain, every bright idea was one Jude couldn’t have. As girls they’d made a pact always to inform each other of their whereabouts, always to phone and check in. A buddy system, they’d called it. The world was full of men who would love to do them harm, so it fell to both girls to keep each other safe. But in the end, Winnie broke the pact. Which cost nothing short of Jude’s life. 

Futile though it was, Winnie continued to check the internet. She typed Adult actress Puss Boots and with surprising speed up came results for more old videos. Download Citizen Cum/Rev Me Up/Glam Rock Girlies/Masked Medieval Fuck Fest/Wild Cuntry/Wild Cuntry II/ Wild Cuntry III/Cum Commandos/Surf Sluts/Some Like It Wet/Bareback Babes/Teen Dream Queens/Beverly Hills Hustlers/She Likes to Be Watched/Perverted Pool Party II. She scrolled. Clicked on “Blue Movie Magic,” a forum where porn aficionados posted questions, comments and conversation starters. Porn aficionados and Winnie, who had started the thread What happened to Puss Boots? when the internet was just a frontier, then started a new thread each time the old one disappeared, then kept checking long after the final comment was posted, long after the thread had gone cold. Her last video was Family Affairs in 1984. After that, it seems she simply disappeared. Anyone know what became of her? 

Oh yeaaaaah she was always my go-to jerk-off. Maybe because she looks like my friend’s wife. 

I too heard she vanished from the LA scene. Never to be seen or heard from again. But was that really so uncommon among performers of this time period? Easier to start over in the 1980s . . .

Heard she died.

I prefer clean-shaven ladies, always have.

Oh shiiiiit, girl got whacked.

Luved the gold tooth. So sexxxxxaaayyyyy.

She became a veterinarian, actually. 

I remember this skank. 

Great puffy nips.

Puffies mmhhmmm.

I miss the days when women were this hairy.

I heard she runs the NICU unit at Glendale Adventist Hospital.

I never cared for her. Unappealing face.

I swear I saw her on a beach once. But I was on vacation with my wife so I couldn’t do shit about it. 

What would you have done?

What beach? 

It was probs just the mai tais going to your head.

I always loved Puss myself—she had a great natural bust and a robust sexual appetite. I remember a scene from the movie Wild Cuntry when she licked Brent Babcock’s balls like they were covered in maple syrup. I also liked those eighties hairstyles she wore—if there’s such a thing as “fuck-me” hair, it’s eighties hair. Wherever Puss Boots is, I hope she’s healthy and happy. 

Brent shoulda demanded she vom on his hotdog.

What beach? 

It was Winnie asking What beach? Though she checked for responses often, they never came. 

The last time she had seen Jude, they’d argued. Worse than argued. I will never forgive you. I don’t love you like you love me. Soon as she said it, Winnie wondered what she’d meant. After her op-ed, “The Secret Life of an American Porn Star,” published, a shitstorm, she had tried to take it back, calling Jude at the Fuck Palace. But when the machine picked up, she’d panicked, slammed down the receiver, too scared to leave a message. Three days later, her courage up, she called again and left word. This is for Jude, please call me. The call went unreturned. Then, the following week, Jude, give me a call. Then another week, another message, this one with the word sorry spoken through tears. Then, finally, hurt by Jude’s unforgiving silence, she stopped calling. 

She waited six months, sublet hopping, living off savings, nursing wounds. As if it was Jude’s job to return, as if Winnie might once again look up from some business and see her there, as she had when they were girls, Jude just visible through the smoky strip-club light, looking like a ghost, and like home. But Jude never came, and when Winnie drove by the Fuck Palace, she saw through the windows that the place had been emptied; no leather sofas, no furry walls, just a For Sale sign, staked on the front lawn. After that, she placed a few calls to industry people, Cherry among them. Their silence, or rather the resounding hum of the dial tone when they heard Winnie’s voice and hung up, made her worry. Why, she couldn’t quite say; she’d expected their ire. 

Tom would know. “I’m a reporter for Rolling Stone magazine,” she told him over the phone, voice masked by a dish towel, “Writing a story on starlets.” She asked for Jude by her porn name. 

“Nah,” Tom said, “she’s not working anymore.”

“Know where I can find her anyway?”

“No disrespect, hon, but I haven’t seen the bitch, and if she were dead it’d be no skin off my sack.”

“Why? What’d she do?”

The rapid fire of her questions, maybe, or some identifiable intonation made him pause. “What’d you say your name was again?” he asked. “You work for Rolling Stone? I got a copy right here. Who’s your editor?” 

“I . . .” she started before instinct took over and she hung up, noticed her own hand shaking, the sickness of the moment washing from her stomach to her throat. Jude must have done something to betray Tom and Brad and hurt their bottom line. From what Winnie could tell, she hadn’t been seen or heard from since. Winnie, who had also betrayed, also hurt the bottom line, knew enough to worry for her own safety then too. 

She did try to be brave. She purchased pepper spray, a whistle, a miniature weighted club to fasten to her keychain. But sleep evaded her; it felt too dangerous, and not for the first time in her life. Well, where was Jude last seen? the officer wanted to know when she went to LA County to file a missing person report, the least she could do. From where did she disappear? What was she wearing? Winnie was related to Jude how exactly? Without compelling answers to these questions, the report could not be filed. She attempted again, with the San Fernando Police, but they too threw her out. You gotta go through a family member, hon, the officer there told her, someone connected by blood. 

She drove straight from the station. North on I-5, over the slope of Newhall Pass. It had been many years since she’d returned to the town where she’d first met Jude. She didn’t indulge the significance of the moment, the modest ranch house once belonging to Jude’s mother, the dry front yard, the unfamiliar face saying they’d bought the place at a bank auction. Foreclosure. But the woman who’d lived here died around the time they took the house, eight years ago or so. Plowed into a fruit stand drunk-driving on the 126. Winnie had hit a dead end. She had reason to fear herself imperiled. Less than a week later, she moved to a shoebox-sized apartment in New York, walked Santa Clarita right into publisher’s offices herself, a photocopy of “The Secret Life of an American Porn Star” folded in with hundreds of pages and slipped into manila envelopes. She had sacrificed, she had suffered, she had lost, shouldn’t this make her dream come true? Once editors realized her talent, they would court her, right? Her past wouldn’t be a hindrance, but a boon. She did, after all, have an audience, if not of readers, then of men. Men bought books, didn’t they?

The replies came slowly, a trickle of rejection. No editor wanted a novel from a porn star, it turned out. Even a repentant porn star. A tell-all, maybe, Winnie on the cover wearing heels and a crimson dress. But not a novel. Though they didn’t come out and say so. They said instead, I wouldn’t know how to package this story. Well, the story was a classic coming-of-age, a Bildungsroman just with girls, not boys. So the fault lay with Winnie, for failing to render it right. She was not a good writer, not the way she’d thought she was. She was, after all, an adult actress, had spent her formative years stripping, acting in fuck films. The guys who buy pornography don’t buy literary fiction, one editor pointed out, which Winnie found presumptuous. And women don’t want to buy books by porn stars. You might consider a career in erotica, advice she considered both practical and offensive. 

Winnie’s op-ed made her a porn industry pariah. Her novel received only rejections. Jude was lost. Brad was sentenced to ten years. For which she was grateful. She felt safer, given his imprisonment, given the op-ed with her name on it that had led to his arrest. If anything happened to her, Brad and his associates would be the obvious suspects. She knew it and so did he. 

She began again, waitressed again, went to school, rewrote the book, dated men, one after another, all of whom considered her a conquest at first, later a threat. She thought of dating women and tried a few chaste dinners here and there; they made her feel safer in some ways, less so in others. Always her relationships failed at the start gate, where she ran into the same psychic wall, a barrier she could touch and tell was permeable, but not visible enough to scale. Sometimes she thought the wall sexual in nature, sometimes emotional, though of course it was both. Then she met Reg (a signing event at the Strand for his second novel, of which Winnie was a fan), and though with him the wall remained, his wealth and literary influence made its presence matter less; after all, a wall could entrap but also protect. 

By 1999, Winnie was married, living in Westport, Connecticut, with Reg’s last name (Gates) and enough money for a private investigator. A man to dig for answers for her. They met at a diner on the Upper West Side. Smell of burning coffee, Diet Coke in Winnie’s cup, plastic binder on the Formica table before her. He had done a records search, the man said, which seemed impressive at the time. And what did those records reveal of Jude? No signs of life, just a checking account in her name at the San Fernando Credit Union, untouched since 1984.

“In situations such as these, it behooves me to look at unsolved homicides,” the PI said, and asked Winnie to open to the binder’s final tab. “We have several Jane Does here that fit the profile.” The question presented itself physically then: How had Winnie repressed, until now, the reality of Jude’s fate? What it meant, fundamentally, that Jude could not be found. She forced herself to turn the pages. Jane Doe number one, two, three, four, five. This one’s skeletal remains found scattered around a dry riverbed in Saugus in 1985, adding up to sixty-seven inches, Jude’s height exactly, with a healed-up fracture on her left wrist, and Winnie couldn’t recall if Jude had broken that same bone in childhood, riding her bike, jumping off a culvert; it felt like a story she’d told, but perhaps that was a trick of Winnie’s memory. Perhaps she should have listened better. This one slightly shorter (wasn’t everyone shorter without hair and muscle and skin?), discovered piecemeal in Las Flores Canyon by a crew of firefighters clearing brush before the Santa Anas started. This one with long acrylic nails, which Jude, like many girls, wore. This one washed up on Redondo Beach, casualty of a riptide, maybe, scraps of polyester fabric stretched around the bloated body. This one with a single gold incisor, but Jude’s had been a molar, hadn’t it? 

The investigator would look for dental records if Winnie wanted to continue. She assented, cut him a check, and emerged from the restaurant into city summer. Construction noises and dirty steam rising from sewer grates, her body humming with sudden hunger. At a 99-cent pizza place, she bought a slice from a man made into a question, as every man would be thereafter, by what she’d just witnessed—Was it you? Could it have been you? He was short and thin and didn’t look like a murderer. Not any more than Winnie’s rapist had looked like a rapist. She ate standing up without blotting the grease. When she finished, she turned to see the man behind the counter staring. “I’m in shock,” she spat, and he shook his head like Whatever you say, crazy lady. She walked next to a bar, downed two gin and tonics. Then got her Volvo from the garage and started back to Westport, lurching along the Westside Highway in buzzed silence. What had she expected? A happy ending? 

Another year passed, then another. Possible answers about Jude rose from the murk of uncertainty, then fell back again. The dentist hadn’t kept records—A chop-shop operation, the PI reported, voice crackling over his car phone. I’m in the tunnel, about to lose you! and when she called back, he didn’t answer. He kept billing, kept flaking, until, eventually, she stopped paying. And moved on, as she had always done. Which felt, by then, like an act of self-preservation. Yet try as she might, she couldn’t bury the feeling of apocalypse. That fall, when the planes hit the towers and the nightmare was made real, it felt, sickeningly, like the world was finally on Winnie’s page. Everyone then, altogether, embarked on an effort to forget. 

Forgetting felt easier once Winnie published Santa Clarita. A valiant first effort from Ms. Gates, a former burlesque performer turned novelist, said The New York Times in a review that made her skate in her socks over the wood floor of her husband’s Westport home, though she had never, technically, danced burlesque. The Los Angeles Times, the same paper that had covered her op-ed and everything it led to, was less charitable: Where the subjects of adolescence and ambition are ripe for exploration, Ms. Gates (wife of the novelist Reg Gates) presents a frustratingly melodramatic look at the vacuity of girlhood. Her writing would perhaps be better served by delving into more adult territory. The review was written not by a critic but by another writer, a novelist—male, of course. 

“Of course he didn’t like it,” Winnie said through tears, shoving the paper in the trash. “It wasn’t for him. I know it’s a cliché, but it’s true.”

“I don’t think you get to say who the work is for, my love.” Her husband retrieved the paper, held it up, scrutinized the text. “It’s normal to disagree with negative reviews. Don’t let it get to you.” 

“That man was always going to hate it, though,” she said. “He was never going to give me a chance. Why do newspapers hire writers to critique other writers? Don’t they know how competitive we all are?”

“It’s because I’m a woman,” she added. “It’s because of my past.” To which her husband rolled his eyes. 

“Writers critiquing writers leads to more sanctimonious reviews, not less. Everyone’s afraid to say what they really think. You don’t want to burn someone you might need favors from down the road.” 

“You’re saying you agree with this guy?”

“He’s entitled to his opinion, is all. Don’t run with the big boys if you can’t take the heat.”

Winnie’s husband knew everything about entitlement and opinions. But taking heat and running with the big boys was her expertise, actually. Or had been once. And anyway, she didn’t like to be taught. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” she said. “Did the dollar store have a sale on metaphors?” Predictably, a fight ensued. 

The marriage ended before it ended. Seven years of separate lives lived without sex or intimacy. She suspected Reg of screwing escorts twenty years his junior, and that was fine by her, a practical solution, as long as he tipped and treated them kindly. So maybe she really was a gold-digger, though in the end, it was Reg who wanted to cut and run. To Tribeca. With Briony, who was, surprise-surprise, thirty-four years old. A model, turned DJ, turned (failed) actress, how unique! An old soul, Reg insisted, and who was Winnie to judge. She had called herself an old soul once and it had felt true, a way to gesture at her trauma without having to name it. 

They drew up the papers. Reg had been unfaithful, so Winnie would be set with alimony, she thought, and took out a loan to hire a lawyer, who was, in retrospect, awful at his job. Either that or he had hated her, had wanted to sabotage her, for reasons she did and did not know. “You should have demanded an infidelity clause when you signed the prenup,” he said, exasperated, as if she were a lawyer herself. As she had not demanded an infidelity clause, there was little he could do to contest the agreement. Not a cent of alimony was awarded to her. Just this dingy condo in Malibu, a long-neglected investment property Reg had rented to a rotating roster of Pepperdine students who left their traces—clogs in every drain, sticky sauces on the kitchen walls. Fuck it, Winnie thought, and changed her name again. Again she was Winona Wilson, resident of California, golden state of girlhood, in which she had not set foot for fifteen-some-odd years. But no move, no name, could change this simple fact: She had been branded early on and could do little to erase the mark. 

Now, alone in Malibu, she typed Porn star disappearance into the search bar and watched the headlines load, different stories, mostly of death. Overdoses and homelessness, AIDs outbreaks, as recent as last month. An actress who died of a UTI, her organs so compromised by drugs and drinking that the infection became septic. An actress so hacked up by her drug-lord boyfriend she could only be identified by the serial numbers on her breast implants. Suicides, most of them by gunshot. Winnie’s own words returned to her. She chooses the most violent death. It’s as if she feels violence is what she deserves, so conditioned is she by her occupation to receive it. Thirty years later and it still felt true. More so now. She shut the laptop, killed her wine.

Peanut was slow down the stairs, each one a teetering. Winnie would have to start carrying her, though for a small dog, she was stout, twenty pounds give or take, some mix of terrier, bulldog and dachshund. Rescued at eight weeks from a shelter in Stamford. The puppy that arrived in Winnie’s life to fill the gap left by so many losses. The puppy that grew into the dog who saw Winnie through a marriage, a novel, the death of her stepfather, which should not have affected her the way it did. He was nothing, had been nothing, this was what she always told herself. Her mother, Jude, they had been the ones who mattered. Yet when Mitch finally died, when some dull cousin of his left a dull voicemail, informing her, Winnie took to bed and stayed there a week, grieving the women all over again and wondering why it took the death of an awful man to make her, Peanut tunneled beneath the covers, radiating heat and the syncopated snores Winnie found grounding, the metronomic meter of her days; the sporadic whiff of gas she forgave, as she did everything about the dog, who was easier to forgive than any human. Including herself. 

Downstairs, she took Peanut’s leash from the hook by the door, fastened it to her collar, pulled her across the parking area to the hillside where all the complex’s dogs covered each other’s piss spots, layer after layer of claim laid to this bush or that one. But they were only halfway there when her own dog squatted on the asphalt and unleashed a flood of diluted yellow. A sign of age, poor bladder control, poor Peanut. She’d started pissing in the house at night, ruining every rug. Winnie scanned the hillside for coyotes while she went. 

Back inside, front door locked, following the clack clack of Peanut’s toenails to the bedroom. No deadbolt there, just a knob lock, and the door itself was flimsy, hollow plastic, in need of replacing. How long would it take a man to break through? Winnie had no money for repairs so slept each night with pepper spray beneath her pillow. She lay down and felt it there, hard as a tumor through the flesh of synthetic fluff. Overdramatic, her paranoia, her preparedness, or so Reg had said, exasperated with his wife for expecting the worst. But didn’t she know what he could not? 

She flipped the switch on her bedside lamp, propped on an unpacked moving box, as most items were in the apartment. Her bed was cold. She kicked her legs for a while, generating warmth. Then opened her book. A doorstop, bestowed with a gold star sticker marking it a bestseller, which contributed to Winnie’s scorn. It was overwritten, its characters overly moral, and Winnie was bitter, so what. Poor sales for her own novel. Girlhood was “vacuous” then and now it was in fashion. Women writers were out then and now they were having a moment. Though Winnie suspected it would be over soon. She didn’t make the rules, she just knew what they were. If ever there was a time for her second book it was now, and she had no book, not even an idea for one. The moment would pass her by. 

She put the novel down and lay still for a while, thinking, inching one foot beyond the bounds of her own body heat where the sheets were icy as deep water, and pulling it back again. Then she got out of bed, out of the locked room, back up the stairs, back to the laptop, Peanut laboring to follow. Clack clack clack. Winnie was drunk, yes. Also, she was having what she taught her students was a moment of epiphany. The answer to her problems, the embodiment of her search, a non-fiction narrative decades in the making. She would write a true-crime book. The sort of book that sold like hot cakes and lifted down-on-their-luck writers out of financial precarity. The sort of book that led to talk shows, celebrity book clubs, bestseller lists. Investigative and rigorous. A whodunnit! Who killed Puss Boots, the small-town girl turned porn starlet, the mystery of her disappearance and death still pulsing to be solved? And if Winnie couldn’t solve Jude’s murder, couldn’t conclusively pin Jude’s soul to the bodies left behind by Jane Does one, two, three, four, five? A keening meditation on grief and a searing indictment of male privilege. She typed Ladies of the Valley, Sherman Oaks, California and pressed enter. Thirty years later and it was still open, still windowless and dark. Just that old neon sign, blinking. 

    


    
 Chapter Eleven

The club was where she’d left it. Unlike the image on the internet, the outside had changed. Yes, the same neon sign still blinked. But it was preceded by another, larger sign. A billboard, erected in view of the 101 freeway. Winnie saw it before she took her exit. LADIES OF THE VALLEY The San Fernando Valley’s PREMIER Gentlemen’s Club, and the torso of a bottle blonde with basketball breasts pushed to her chin, her monstrous pink lips parted in an O for the camera like a great goldfish, gulping. FULLY XPOSED! Free Admission (1st Visit) EXIT NOW 146B. She put on her turn signal and followed the sign.

It was early still, a little past 1 p.m., and the club would just be opening. She parked in the lot where she used to put her mother’s Mercury, protected by the same barbed-wire fence. She drove a RAV4 now, the most basic model of SUV with none of the bells and whistles. Though it did have a CD player, and Winnie still listened to CDs. Her taste in music had changed very little from the 1980s, which she found alternately cool and pathetic, depending on her mood. Today, pathetic and Pat Benatar.

She shut off the engine, took a breath, checked her face in the rearview and opted for sunglasses on. She opened the car door. The air outside was hot and dry, a departure from the Malibu condensate, the cool temperatures that stretched into summer. Here was all exhaust, the distant sound of tractor trailers downshifting as they hit traffic. Once this had been the background music to Winnie’s every workday. But it had all been quieter then. Or she had been better suited to the noise. She made her way across the gravel to the front door, tugging at the hem of her T-shirt, which was diaphanous, printed to look like a tattoo, eagle wings and fleur-de-lis, a skull with a knife through the center and the words Death before Dishonor. It was in fashion, according to the woman at Westfield Topanga who had sold it to Winnie several weeks prior for a shocking fifty dollars. And Winnie had paid, begrudgingly, desperate for transformation, Westport wife to SoCal rebel. She’d chosen it this morning hoping it would help her fit in at the club. As if she could. As if everything about returning to Ladies of the Valley wasn’t screaming to her that times had changed, that she herself had changed, that she was fifty-one now, not sixteen, and fully immersed in the midlife crisis of a childless divorcée. The sort of divorcée who sought fashion advice at a Woodland Hills shopping mall.

“Help you, miss?” the bouncer said. 

“I’m meeting someone,” Winnie muttered. “A business meeting.” 

“First time here, miss?” he asked.

She hesitated. “Yes,” she said. He waved her in, free of charge.

The smell hit her first. Stale beer and liquor, faint whiff of carpet cleaner, and beneath it, mildew. Her eyes adjusted to the dark. The pool tables were no more. The hanging lamps, shaded in glass of red and gold, had been replaced. A shame. Winnie had always thought them pretty. In their stead, fluorescent bars of purple and pink, small platforms and poles leading to the main stage, empty now and closer to the ground, lit from above by a circle of light that gave the impression of a spaceship lowering its beam, preparing to abduct. 

She sat at the bar, shaken. She had expected to be flooded with memories so rich they played as images across the screen of her mind. But all she felt was cold, the AC pumping mercilessly on her bare arms, set to a temperature better suited to a full house.

“How you doing, hon?” The bartender was in her twenties and painted in layers of foundation. Slashes of deep ochre separated her cheeks from her jaw from her neck. A warrior, Winnie thought, readied for battle. 

“Sorry,” the girl said, “we’re just opening.” 

Winnie realized she’d been staring. “You’re fine,” she said. “Your manager in?” 

“You want to fill out an application?”

“No way.” Winnie was chuckling, but stopped when she realized the girl might think her judgmental. “That’s very flattering of you, but I know I’m way too old,” she clarified.

The girl smiled but didn’t make eye contact. A backhanded sort of smile. Because she had been blowing smoke? Now Winnie realized she had wanted to be flattered. She had wanted to think it feasible that she might fill out an application and dance. 

“I’d have to dust off my moves,” she said, not dropping it the way she should have. “Maybe I’ll take an application, why not?” She laughed and heard herself: deranged.

The girl said, “Oh, okay,” then nothing more for a moment. She had not been serious. Winnie looked good for her age. But it was impossible to look good enough to strip at fifty-one. “I’ll have to check in the back and see if we have any floating around.” She scooped ice into a glass. “Can I get your drink?” 

Winnie hadn’t planned on drinking. But she was here, and in order to stay, she’d need to. “Rum and Coke,” she said, and rifled through her purse for a card. “Actually, rum and Diet.” She asked again for the manager. 

“He’s not in yet,” the girl said. She eyeballed the liquor—not generous but not unfair—then added the soda, which frothed and fizzed from the gun, making Winnie’s mouth water. 

A man wandered in, holding a baseball hat. Five minutes later, another arrived, wearing paint-stained jeans and work boots. With their coming, the music started, a rap song. The lights cooled to blue and a girl appeared on stage, holding the pole lazily. She was topless, just strings flossing her butt crack, and her pale skin looked drowned beneath the watery color. Winnie recalled sweat, though this girl looked dry. She recalled her polyester teddy conducting the hot stage lights, the sweet relief of sitting backstage after a dance, pulling the damp wig from her head. She would hang it on her hand and brush her fingers through the black strands like they belonged to a child. The gesture sometimes made her cry. Why or for whom she didn’t know. So she was weeping the day Jude returned. A swatch of light, an imposition of noise. A footstep, a shadow, a girl. 

She drained her glass. The stripper concluded her dance, then crawled on her hands and knees to collect the few bills she’d received. Winnie turned to the bartender to order another. The drink arrived before her at the same time the dancer, clad now in a bikini of plastic pearls, sidled up, fist fat with money. Not the damp, crinkled dollars she’d scooped off the stage, but crisp bank bills. “Care for change?” she said, and Winnie, assuming she was speaking to someone else, didn’t respond. 

“’Scuse me?” the girl persisted. 

“Oh,” Winnie said, and turned on her stool. 

She was taller than she’d looked on stage, the girl. Her hair a fried yellow, no shine or nature to it, the sort rendered by the cheapest drugstore dye. 

“You’re so tall,” Winnie said. 

“Well, I’m wearing eight inches.”

Her pleasers were full boots, black patent leather, heels like needles. 

“Change?” she asked again, and Winnie remembered it was rude not to tip. A cardinal sin. She of all people should know that. But she didn’t have cash. She of all people should know not to come to a strip club without cash. “Let me get you a drink,” she said, and the girl snapped, “I’m working.” 

Winnie sipped, dainty, through her too-small straw. Nothing more to say. But the girl wasn’t giving up. “Lap dance?” she said. “You can put a lap dance on a credit card. Twenty dollars, lunchtime special.”

For a beat Winnie’s brain was busy, trying to come up with an out. I’m strapped at the moment. I’m putting the whole summer on my credit card. I’m waiting on a book deal. “Okay,” she said, and the girl took her by the hand, pulled her from the stool. How clammy some people’s hands were. And soft. Winnie herself had always had rough palms. The first one to tell her so was her stepfather when she was young, so young. How old was this girl, leading her to a plastic armchair at the room’s edge, gesturing sit? What was it in her past that had delivered her to Ladies of the Valley? Winnie sat. But in her head she was rehearsing what to say to stop what was about to happen. And how to say it so the girl wouldn’t be embarrassed. Though perhaps it was reductive, unfeminist, to assume embarrassment and bad backstory. Wasn’t this what Winnie’s students would say? The girl loomed on her spires. She placed both hands on the armrests of Winnie’s chair, trapping her. She smelled of ripe berries, and below them, an artificial something. So many chemicals in everyday unctures sold to women. Almost as if corporations, suits, the bloody FDA, wanted women sick. Winnie could go there. After a few drinks it was easy. 

The girl was doing a dip move now, dropping low then standing again to the beat of the music, slow and close, the skin of her sternum nearly grazing Winnie’s nose. What was this song? Lyrics like phthalate-filled berry body balm. Winnie heard the words bitch and on your knees over and over again. They lined up, side by side by side, the bars of a cell she was stuck inside. She cleared her throat and squirmed. When the girl didn’t respond, she waved a hand. 

“You know,” she yelled, “I think I’m good actually, thank you.”

“It’s not you,” she added. “It’s totally me.” 

The girl, by then, had stepped back. In the near dark, Winnie struggled to see her face and gauge her response. But she moved off, wordless.

Winnie returned to the bar, put her butt back on the stool, the bartender looking on, pityingly. “Manager’s here,” she said, and slid another drink across the counter. “I told him you were asking.”

She had expected Brad, which seemed, when a new man appeared, insane. How old was Brad now anyway? Seventy? He could be dead, even. This new man was a muscle guy, dress shirt stretched tight over his enormous arms. Must have had his clothes custom-made. “Kyle,” he said, and extended his hand, firm when she shook it. “So pleased to meet you. Thank you for coming in. How may I help you today?” He was polite in a way that made Winnie feel extra old. 

“I’m looking for Brad Donado, he used to own this spot?” She spoke loudly over the music. Too loud, maybe. Also, she was tipsy.

“Who?”

“Brad Donado,” she repeated. 

Kyle looked confused. “We’re owned by ROI Entertainment. It’s the only publicly traded gentlemen’s club conglomerate.” He ticked names off on his muscled fingers. “Green Gazelle, Candy’s Cabaret, all the Mac’s Midnight locations, this place here—we own and manage the lot of them.” How did one weight-train fingers? Winnie found herself wondering. 

“Brad owned this place in the eighties,” she said. “I danced here.” She felt herself puff up, proud of her former youth and beauty, as if everyone wasn’t beautiful at sixteen, seventeen, eighteen years old. “We’re old friends.” I sent him to federal prison, a voice inside her head added. Kyle was staring. She could almost see him opening the filing cabinet of his mind, flipping through memories of women he’d jerked off to. It added up to recognition, or the illusion of it. The way in LA you could pass someone on the street and convince yourself afterward that they were a movie star. I saw Julia Roberts on Wilshire Boulevard! It made a good story, even if who you saw was just any redhead in a baseball cap and sunglasses, running errands on a weekday afternoon. 

“Brad Donado,” Kyle repeated. “Yeah, could be the dude we bought out. Hang on.” He walked away, returned with a business card. “My boss,” he said. “Give him a call, maybe he can help.” He handed her another card, this one bigger, glossier, printed with the body of a blonde girl holding a pole. Was it the same girl from the billboard? Or a different girl? Winnie couldn’t tell. ONE FREE LAP DANCE, the card said. “For a friend,” Kyle said, his voice full of its own magnanimity. 

Winnie said, “Thank you, Kyle, you’ve been so helpful.” 

Outside, she sat in the RAV4, listening to the radio and waiting to sober up. Changed though it was, Ladies of the Valley had returned Brad’s memory to her, and she wanted, with a weird and sudden urgency, to see him again. Brad the father, Brad the betrayer. Brad the murderer. 

“Ma’am, you okay?” The bouncer was knocking on her window. She waved and nodded and pulled out of the parking lot, thinking as she went that he had called her “miss” when she arrived and “ma’am” when she left; somewhere along the course of her return to Ladies of the Valley, he had figured out the truth. 

    


    
Chapter Twelve  

The truth was, Winnie had been changed by her childhood. She didn’t like to dwell on how, the details so predictable. This was truer the older she got, life’s cruelties stacked up in the corners of her psyche like towers of books teetering toward a fall. Many women—girls, honestly—came upon the adult industry already changed by their childhoods. Change, too soft a word. Marred, marked, ruined. Winnie would write true crime, non-fiction, journalism—she had decided she would, so she would—but never a memoir, and not because she considered the form, as many writers did, to be lesser than fiction. She would never write a memoir because she resented the emphasis on backstory, from orphanhood to sexual abuse to pornography, that well-traveled pipeline. Even to her own husband, she had given scraps of the truth, but not the whole. Jude was the one person who knew her in entirety. Easy to take that sort of friendship for granted as a girl, that sort of love. Less so as a woman. 

At fifteen, Winnie and Jude had promised each other to knuckle through, finish high school in Newhall and escape to Los Angeles together. But once Jude shipped to reform school, Winnie could wait no longer. She ran on her own at the age of sixteen. She ran like she was born to. Southbound on I-5 in her mother’s Mercury, a duffle bag in the backseat and the windows rolled down. From diner to diner she went until she found one that wanted her. Hal’s in Glendale, owned by a large Armenian man called Armen. Best kebabs in Glendale, said a sign in the front window. Across the street, another diner, another sign. Try our kebabs! Best in Los Angeles! 

“I need a new sign,” Armen said when he hired her. “Rest assured, is on the way.” As if she might be embarrassed to work there because the kebab signage had been one-upped. “Where are you staying?” he asked her then, and she gestured down the road. “Close by,” she said. 

“Atwater?” he asked, and she checked his face, attentive to the lines of his frown, the purse of his mouth, trying to decipher if he thought Atwater a good place to live, or a bad one. She wasn’t living anywhere but her car. 

“Yes,” she said. “I think that’s what it’s called.” 

He nodded, satisfied. “Good,” he said, and handed her an apron. 

Waitressing was harder than she’d thought it would be. Making small talk, remembering orders, keeping an eye on everyone’s water glass and coffee. Armen was a stickler for these things. “Restaurants is war,” he said often, glancing out the window at the sign across the street. Winnie found herself wishing she was better at not caring what he thought of her. She didn’t need to be the best waitress in Glendale, or all of Los Angeles, she had to remind herself of this. And as far as waitressing went, she did well with tips, the perks of youth and beauty. Men left phone numbers on their receipts. They offered to buy her steak dinners she wasn’t yet desperate enough to accept. Instead she filed their advances with the rest of the paid bills, punctured by the metal spike. It was the business cards she held onto, potential other jobs. The Aquarium Emporium on Colorado Boulevard. The chiropractor on Foothill. And something called Holly World that Winnie knew, from the logo of a reclining woman, pointed breasts pointed skyward, would be more lucrative than the rest, even if it cost her more emotionally. 

Yet she was emotionally exhausted as it was, numbed by the challenge of survival, washing herself in a rotating wheel of McDonald’s restrooms, sleeping in the Mercury, which she parked next to the half-built Glendale Galleria, the whole complex patrolled by security she hoped would deter robbers and bad guys. Until late one night when a guard knocked on her window and she sat straight up, thrust from dream by the sensation of a sudden fall.

“Just thought I’d see if you want some coffee, sweetie,” he yelled through the glass. Winnie scanned his face. “No thank you,” she said, and eyed the knob of the door lock, pushed all the way down. 

“You sure?” 

She shook her head, waited for him to walk away, then climbed into the front seat and drove back to the diner, where she sat up until her shift started. 

After that, it was obvious. She needed to reverse day and night. The graveyard shift at a twenty-four-hour establishment would let her sleep in the safety of afternoon sun—witnesses all about. She put in an application at Betty’s, a touristy spot on Sunset Boulevard. It had a blue light in the bathroom and a regular crowd of women who wore bright, tight dresses, a uniform. They sat at the bar from midnight to sunrise, ordering endless coffees. Goodbye, Armen, hello, Hollywood, where Winnie had a uniform too, a green and white dress, a smart little hat that gave her the look of a candy-striper. Her boss had made her pay for it, ten dollars from her first paycheck, which meant she was that far removed from an apartment of her own. Her own place had become her purest want. Somewhere to sleep, somewhere safe, a table on which she could set up a typewriter, write the book that would save her. 

She didn’t realize Betty’s pooled tips until her first shift. “Nobody told you, hon?” The waitress who was training her had a deep voice and a bright red dye job that made her look like a cartoon character. “It’s not great, but we’re all in it together, you know? Like a family.” 

“Sure,” Winnie said. 

“Besides, nobody tips much. Especially not in the middle of the night.” 

By the time Winnie got off work at 6 a.m., she’d made just five dollars from the communal jar, though she was sure she’d brought in more on her own. That man at the back table had left at least twenty percent on a ten-dollar check. He would have ordered more, Winnie suspected, but during his meal someone’s John locked himself in the bathroom, threatening self-harm. “He does this every time, doesn’t he?” Winnie heard another waitress complain. The cops came, dragged the man away screaming. A chaotic scene Winnie was too soft to stand. Soon as she got off, she fished the business card for Holly World from her glovebox and called the number. What did she have to lose? She didn’t want to go back to Betty’s, even if she had paid for the dumb uniform. 

The voice on the other end of the phone was female, feline in its sensuality. How soon could she come in for an interview? it asked. “I could come today,” Winnie said, hoping she didn’t sound desperate. “After two p.m.,” the voice said. “When you arrive, ask for Marlena.”

Winnie made her ablutions in the McDonald’s on Vine, then changed in the backseat of the Mercury. Difficult to say what was suitable. She wasn’t entirely sure where she was going. A dress, she decided. The one she’d worn to the winter dance. Freshman year, the year she’d met Jude; they’d shoplifted together from the Goodwill on Railroad Avenue, donning dresses under jackets then walking right out of the store. The skirt was short enough to show leg, silhouette of ass and tits, but not revealing the way Winnie had come to understand dresses could be revealing in Hollywood. Dresses lined up at the diner counter, dresses ornamenting street corners; dresses like the feathers of tropical birds, evolved to seduce. 

Holly World was ten minutes west on Sunset, a strip populated by bars and comedy clubs. Winnie parked, then fussed with her hair in the rearview. Young as she was, it was taking a toll, living as she was living. And though she listened to punk rock, she did so as a poser, unwilling or unable to walk the talk and live the crusty lifestyle. 

The lobby floor was carpeted in purple and red, royal colors. A girl with fluffy curls stood behind a hostess booth. “May I help you?” she asked, and Winnie offered Marlena’s name, waited while the girl disappeared behind a set of double doors that swung light when they opened. Beyond, the faint din of music. The delicate clack of pool balls colliding. 

“Pleasure,” Marlena said when she arrived, long pink talons grazing Winnie’s skin as they shook hands. Cold palm to cold palm. Marlena’s face angular and older, her lips and eyelids frosted to match her nails. Winnie suspected she was over thirty, a real woman, fully adult, a furrow of concentration set forever on her brow, baked like striation into brick. She led the way through the swinging doors to an open space, vast as a casino, with pool tables over which naked women leaned, cues in hand. And a shoeshine stand where a topless woman worked on a customer’s loafers. He looked down at her, his neck creased into several chins, and Winnie thought no. She could take a job in this place. She could get naked. But she couldn’t kneel, not that way, not before a man. 

In an office upstairs, Marlena sat behind a long oak desk and Winnie stayed standing, watching her rummage through the drawers. 

“I’m assuming you need our help with identification,” Marlena said without looking up. 

“I do?” 

“Are you eighteen? You have to be able to prove it.” She removed two pieces of paper from the drawer and looked at what was written on them. “Chistine or Johanna?”

Winnie said, “Johanna, I guess,” because the name, in its formality, felt similar to her own. 

“Take this to the DMV and apply for an ID with it.” Marlena passed Winnie the paper. “They don’t check your photo.” It was a birth certificate for one Johanna Rhodes, born in July of 1961. “Stay right there, Johanna,” she said. “I’ll get Denis.”

Denis was the boss-boss. He entered the room belly first and hands open, looking for someone to squeeze. “This is Johanna,” Marlena told him, and Winnie thought she saw her wink. “Johanna,” he said, and pulled Winnie close, smashed her to his soft body, stinking of cologne, then held her at arm’s length, examining, before concluding, “She’s perfect for a booth.” In a peep booth, Denis said, Winnie could do whatever she wanted. “It’s whatever comes natural to you, sweetie,” he said, “Our girls make hundreds in tips if they want. It’s all up to you, you’re the boss of you.” Winnie thought of her tips at Betty’s. Five dollars, a joke. She wondered what came natural to her. If placed in a plastic box like a lizard, she couldn’t imagine doing anything but freezing and waiting for danger to pass. 

Downstairs, Denis let her walk the line of booths, pull back the curtains and peer inside the free ones, where women waited, rarities behind Plexiglas dividing walls. Most of them were topless, but not all. Some touched themselves when Winnie peeked in, hands to breasts, hands beneath the waistband of their panties, beckoning. Winnie had never brought herself to orgasm, even. She wasn’t a prude, though; it was the lack of direction that bothered her. 

“Whatever feels natural,” Denis repeated. Well, nothing about the scenario felt natural. Nothing except hundreds of dollars in tips. 

“I’ll do my best,” she said, and he patted her on the back. “Thatta girl. Give it the ol’ college try.”

The best part was the locker room. The shower, hot on Winnie’s whole body, when for weeks she had been leaning over dirty public sinks to wash herself. The shower alone was worth it, she decided, and stood under the stream for thirty minutes, thinking about sleep. In sleep she was unconscious and therefore purely herself. Difficult to explain, the constant condition of performance. Even when she was alone, her mind busied itself with narration—quips about her beauty or lack thereof, the concentrated way she opened a can of soup, or soaped her slender body in the shower, turning the faucet to cool the tap—as if she was a character in a story written by a man. 

The worst part was the job’s failure to surprise her. She had expected it to be awkward, and it was. The better she felt in the booth, the worse her tips. Men didn’t want to see her be herself. They wanted none of the hushed stillness of real pleasure. They wanted screams and writhing. This would always be a struggle for Winnie, whose beauty, although substantial, could not match the showmanship of extroverted and adventurous women, exhibitionist women, women who fucked like everyone said men were wired to fuck: like a hobby, a handshake. Winnie’s talents lay elsewhere, it was apparent even then. But she was trapped in a plastic box, trying to find pleasure in the faces of the men who watched her, the money they offered. She did best when she focused on the wall between them, how it made her untouchable; an object, yes, but one for men to want and never have. 

It wasn’t easy, but the unease was short-lived. After only a week, she was scouted again. A new man, watching her from beyond the dividing wall, a new business card, new promise. This man had the face of something soft, eyes set wide apart like a herd animal. The money he offered was double, and she didn’t have to lurk in a tank. Did he have a shower at his club? No. Better. An apartment. All her own. First two months free while she got on her feet, and afterward, rent so cheap she’d never not afford it. 

“You’ve got something I want,” he said, talking through the telephone that connected to her side. “Simply business. What’s your name?” 

She forgot to lie. “Winnie,” she said. 

“We’ll work on that,” he said.

“But my legal name’s Johanna,” she corrected. 

“How’d you get Winnie from Johanna?” 

“Well, what’s your name, then?” 

“Bradley,” he said. “But I go by Brad, you feel me? That makes sense.” He passed forty dollars and his business card through the tip window. “Doesn’t matter what we call you, a girl like you deserves special treatment.” 

After he left, Winnie flipped the card. Gold font, an address on Riverside Drive in Sherman Oaks. Ladies of the Valley. She was waiting in the lot by the time Brad rolled into work the next day. 

“Can you dance?” he asked, then shook his head when she shimmied awkwardly in place. “Never mind. You can just stand there for all I care. With a face like that.” 

The house he rented her was small, in Laurel Canyon, propped on stilts so that it towered over the road, a fortress all her own. Brad was a powerful man, she had deduced as much. But his demeanor was gentle. He dropped her off, returned with groceries, selections so kind and wholesome—cans of chicken noodle soup, white bread and peanut butter and jelly, Shredded Wheat cereal, a carton of fresh blueberries—she had to swallow tears of gratitude. Smart, not to let him see her cry. He unloaded the bags himself and surprised her when he turned to leave. Then it was she who surprised herself. “Did you want to stay?” she said. “Just for a movie, or we could make soup.” The house was cold, isolated, and wasn’t it in canyons like these that stranglers lurked? Dumping women’s bodies down hillsides, watching them roll away after the thrill of a kill.

He looked at her for a long moment. She knew what she might be getting into and believed he wouldn’t hurt her. If only because he saw her potential as profit.

“What?” she said.

“I’m surprised, is all.” He put down his keys, made a pile of pillows and blankets on the floor, turned on the TV and laughed contentedly to Gilligan’s Island reruns until she fell asleep beside him. In the morning, he was gone. 

Every night after that, Winnie donned her new wig—jet black like Joan Jett—as if slipping on a suit of armor. The lights blinded her so she couldn’t see her admirers’ faces, and this was for the best. At Holly World she had looked right into their wanting eyes, and it had taken something from her. At Ladies, the money wasn’t as good as Brad had promised—Winnie didn’t earn hundreds in tips, not by a long shot. But it was enough to buy a strand of white twinkle lights she strung about her bedroom, a protective circle she left lit on nights alone, a safekeeping spell. Still, there was something missing. She was sixteen, not built for solitude. Even if she convinced herself she could be, should be, deserved to be. Even if when Jude came back into her life, rough worn and looking like home, Winnie made it seem like she hadn’t been waiting, praying, for her return. 

    


    
 Chapter Thirteen

Kyle’s higher-up at Ladies of the Valley referred Winnie to a lawyer, who spent a good week dodging her. She called three times, left three messages with the man’s assistant, Kathy, who spoke to her from a back-footed stance, assuring through intonation that she would do her utmost not to help. 

“Mr. Bowker isn’t in yet, but I can tell you we don’t give out information about clients. It’s policy.”

“I’m not asking for information,” Winnie snapped. “I’m asking the lawyer to ask his client to call me.” 

No suave people skills or vestiges of a mother’s lessons in manners returned to Winnie at moments such as these. The woman was unhelpful, so Winnie was rude. She wanted Kathy to know that she was dumb and do something to make up for it; for a moment it felt important that Kathy understand the limitations of her own intelligence. Jude had not been so self-righteous. Jude had been the opposite. People had wanted to help Jude, far as Winnie could remember. 

As the last day of school approached, she finished grading final papers, gave everyone generous marks, brought a box of donuts to the final class. Students beelined from the room, ready for new adventures. A little hurtful that they weren’t sadder to say goodbye. She fought traffic back to Malibu, stopped for provisions at Gazebos. Not the only grocery in town, but the one locals favored, a store close to Zuma Beach, Broad Beach, Trancas, the Ventura County Line not twenty minutes north. A store staffed by an array of cheerful men with possible head injuries, one of whom had taken a liking to Winnie, engaging her in lightly horny small talk each time he bagged her stuff. “How you doin’?” he always asked, even going so far as to yell the question down the aisle at her once while she shopped. Uncomfortable, but okay, all things considered; she was glad he had a job. In Westport he would never have a job. Plus Gazebos had her favorite wine, often on sale.

She fetched a cart from the corral and pushed it through the automatic doors, tinted dark so the whole store felt sinister on the inside, disconnected from the sun’s rhythm. “How you doin’?” The bag boy had spotted her from his station by the registers. She waved, didn’t answer, kept moving toward the vegetables. A bag of broccoli to steam and eat with salt, for vitamins, a bag of lettuce to let rot in the fridge, Shredded Wheat, Bunny Bread, a rotisserie chicken, scalding in its bag. She wheeled next toward the wine, stocked in a separate room called the Liquor Locker at the far side of the store. An even darker space, cozy almost, tall shelves of booze recalling library stacks, packed with knowledge. Winnie would get a whole case to celebrate the semester’s end. Château Saint-Revel, a classy wine at an everyday price point, a wine for connoisseurs. 

Winnie was a connoisseur, had taken a tasting course in Italy with Reg. His forty-fifth birthday. Business-class tickets on his parents’ dime. Bold reds in mountain towns. Wheeling into the Liquor Locker now, she could almost taste the tart fruit of her good taste, Sauvignon Blanc she’d drink on the patio, her view of other condominiums, a sea of terracotta roofs tiled orange. And beyond, the real sea, clouds blurring the blue horizon. The pleasant noise of Peanut gnawing a Himalayan yak cheese chew. Both of them with their treats. But Winnie’s special château was harder to find today. Someone had redesigned the whole wine area, so that regions were the organizing principle, rather than brands. She had to steer around a maze of shelves to fill her case. Half the bottles would be red, but three needed to be Cabernets, three Merlots. Then the Sauvignon, and maybe a Sancerre. God forbid a California Chardonnay, so much perfume in a glass. 

She was bent low at the base of the back shelf, searching the blancs, when some movement made her turn. In the single second it took her eyes to adjust to the man, she heard her mind ask if he wasn’t the weird bag boy, How you doin’? The answer followed that he was not, nor was he entirely unfamiliar. He was the man from the trail, looming at the end of the aisle with a reusable sack on his shoulder. There was something in the shape of him, or perhaps his clothing—moisture-wicking workout gear, those heinous Crocs—that suggested fitness, which in turn suggested intelligence. Why, Winnie couldn’t say; certainly when it came to women she didn’t conflate chiseled physique with agile mind. 

She expected him to approach, galumphing down the aisle in his Crocs until she snapped out of her frozen squat and stood, or he towered over her, perhaps with an apology, sorry for spooking you on your hike. It’s just that I was starstruck, he would say, aggression soon to follow, You said you were married, where’s your wedding ring?

Stand, she told herself. Stand up, Winona. Canned grocery music played in the background, a duet about lost love and dancing with strangers who’d never measure up. The man stayed where he was, staring from a distance of fifteen feet or so, his body bookended by shelves of liquor, silhouetted by the fluorescent light filtering in from the main store. Then, slowly, he lifted a hand to his mouth. He spread two fingers to a V. And flicked his fat tongue through the empty space. 

To her shame, Winnie just crouched there, watching.

She returned home to stench. Peanut’s piss and shit by the door, smeared when Winnie entered. “Fucking Christ,” she yelled, and stomped into the living room to see the dog, ears lowered like wilted leaves, her head a drooping flower. Whoever said dogs didn’t have souls could go fuck themselves. Harder to stay angry now, even after the man. “Baby,” Winnie said, “come here.” But the soft words stayed mean in her mouth, and Peanut kept cowering. Winnie went to her, fastened the leash and pulled her to the peeing hill, watched her go, urgent, and noticed the sunken skin around her hips, the ridgepole of her spine. Was that normal? Winnie knew little about elderly dogs and would do well to use the internet to look them up. That was what the internet was for, after all, looking things up. And porn, of course. 

The man knew her from porn, had said as much in the canyon that first time they met. And as with that first meeting, this time he’d been fast to disappear. On the trail he’d seemed embarrassed. But now, given the gesture, Winnie suspected not. In Gazebos, after he walked off, she’d forced herself to stand. She was thirty seconds behind him, maybe sixty, and made for the sliding doors, scanned the parking lot, finding it almost empty, just a few parked cars, no engines idling. Then the aggressive rev of a sports car starting. A Porsche peeled from its parking spot, out of the lot. Which way it turned, or whether, for certain, the man was driving, Winnie couldn’t tell. 

At least he was most likely gone and wouldn’t follow her home. At least her condo complex was buttressed by a guard booth, manned by a man who oversaw the robotic arm, triggered by sensors stickered to every resident’s plate. Usually the guard was slouched and sleeping, or almost sleeping, his eyes trained to a screen. Streaming porn, probably. Still, it would be a challenge for an intruder to break in. But not an impossibility, never an impossibility. When Winnie first came to Los Angeles, Manson still hung in the air like wildfire ash and weed smoke, and the city was reeling from the Hillside Stranglers, a team of cousins who killed ten girls in two years, most of them runaways like she was. 

In Westport, she hadn’t much worried about men. Even after what happened to Jude, she rested on the complacency of white suburban wealth, a top-of-the-line security system, and none of the wild vibes of California: tectonic shifts and trade winds, Santa Ana fire seasons, super bloom super moons and hippie magic, much of it dark. Didion once wrote about keeping a running list of license plate numbers, odd men who came to her door seeking a telephone, or selling something fake, men whose information she logged on a pad of paper stored in a dressing table drawer, where the police would find it when the time came. That was forty years ago. Now, some parts of Malibu were patrolled by private security vehicles. But not this part, and even in 2015 it wasn’t unheard of, that fateful turn of the doorknob. So long as there were men, it would never be unheard of. 

Peanut wanted to sniff, but Winnie dragged her back inside, locked the bolt. Her heart was running. She would need an alarm system and perhaps a larger dog. Peanut would love that (not true). Peanut, who was possessive, protective, but too small to pose a threat. 

Winnie’s first dog, Jackie, had been a fighter. Strong enough to deter the most menacing of men. Though in the end, she’d disappeared before age could claim her. Gone in a day, toward who knew what horrid, lonely death. Winnie blamed herself. She had been too distracted by Jude’s successes, Jude’s betrayals, Jude Jude Jude, to think carefully about where she left her dog, and with whom. But soon after Jackie’s disappearance, Jude had followed suit and vanished. Another girl lost to lonely death, and only Winnie to blame. Now she would never trust Peanut with someone like Brad. Would never trust a man not to accidentally lose what she valued most. Even her own aptitude was suspect. Especially her own aptitude. 

Inside, she cleaned Peanut’s mess, uncorked the wine, let it air, and shuffled around, still picturing the man from the trail, their brief, silent interaction somehow more unsettling than most words could be. It was the sort of thing she’d dwell on for some time, playing out scenarios in which she said or did something smart, rather than squatting there dumbly, letting him assault her with his distant dirty tongue. 

She split the chicken and dished Peanut’s kibble, adding strips of meat from the still steaming carcass—the dark knuckle of a drumstick, one for Peanut, one for Winnie. She poured her wine, not yet aired or chilled, but whatever, placed the bowl on the floor and called for the dog, who stared at her regretfully. 

“You don’t want your dinner?” Winnie said. “Why not?” As if she’d get an answer. With a groan, she lowered herself, dipped a hand in the food, scooped, offered her open palm. Peanut ate gingerly, then backed off as if afraid. 

Winnie rinsed her hands, sipped her wine, watched Peanut slink across the room and settle in her dog bed. She picked up her phone, pressed to listen to a fresh voicemail. “This is Kathy with Bowker and Robertson, hope you’re . . . well. Mr. Bowker spoke with his client Mr. Donado and wanted to go ahead and furnish you with the number where you can reach him. It’s a retirement facility called Paradise Glen, and that’s in Granada Hills. The number is 818 . . . 220 . . . 6779, and you go ahead and ask for Mr. Donado with the receptionist there.” 

Winnie listened twice to the recording, writing down the number, double-checking it. Kathy had pulled through after all. She put the phone down, topped off her wine. Then she circled back and dialed. 818, that familiar pattern. 

It rang a long while. Until a man’s muddled voice answered, “Paradise Glen.” She heard commotion in the background, a generalized clatter of conversations. 

“I’m looking for Brad Donado?”

“Mr. Donado?” the man repeated.

“Yes, Bradley Donado.” 

“Okay, hang on.” There was rustling on his end. “Who’s calling?” 

“Johanna Rhodes,” she said slowly. “I’m his niece. I’d like to come see him.”

Paradise Glen Retirement Community was in the kill zone of the 405 freeway, smog stains on the stucco. She had expected something nicer. Brad had made millions when the industry switched to VHS. But that was thirty years ago, before she sent him to prison, before Jude’s murder, before. She parked, cut the engine, breathed slow to a count of four. Anxiety. Well, no surprise there. 

Inside, it smelled like cafeteria meat, cigarettes, mildew, bedpan. The front desk was protected by a plastic dividing wall. “How may I help you?” the woman behind the wall asked when Winnie approached. Papers and pill containers, photographs and Tupperware, old Christmas decorations and tissue boxes cluttered the small space in which she sat. Winnie thought of Holly World. Despite how much she’d hated it, would she still prefer that plastic box to this one?

“I’m here for Brad Donado,” she said. “His niece.” 

“He’s in 304. Got a roommate, though, maybe you want to sit outside.”

“Sure do,” Winnie said. She didn’t want to see his room. 

With that, the woman smiled. The expression creased folds into her face, and Winnie wondered about her age. She had a habit of assuming women she encountered were older than she, more adult somehow. Often, they turned out to be younger. “I’m Winnie,” she said, realizing as she did that she’d given her real name, oh well. The woman said, “Maria,” and smiled even wider.

Maria led the way to a courtyard cordoned from the freeway by a chain-link fence. She would return with Mr. Donado, she said, and left. Winnie sat at a concrete table and stared at the decor, fake potted plants stabbed with cigarette butts. Thirty-something years since she’d seen Brad, and she had only been sixteen when first they met. It impressed her, in retrospect, that she’d had such gumption at such a young age. Most of her students, kids older than Winnie had been, weren’t capable of that sort of gumption. Nor would they ever be old enough to use the word gumption. It hadn’t been legal for her to dance at Holly World. But she had. And when Brad showed up, older and smelling of cigarettes, Brut aftershave, she had given him her fake ID and danced for him, too.

For a brief time, she had enjoyed it. The hot lights like love, the punk songs she lost herself to, music made into power when interpreted by her body. Then, the love soured. She wanted a surer, purer love, a love based not on what was most transient about her, but on what was fundamental. Her mind, her very soul. She wanted the love of readers. 

The money at Ladies of the Valley wasn’t enough, not for a girl saving to be a novelist. Time was what she wanted, and time, Brad always said—a self-satisfied note to his voice, as if he’d made up the expression himself—was money. It was a trap he set for her. She walked right into it. After three weeks, she stood in his office in her blue teddy, hands on her hips, demanding more, testing, the way young girls do. “I have bills, you know,” she said. “I have aspirations.”

“You have bills?” He smiled, leaned back in his swiveling desk chair and lit a cigarette.

“Yeah.”

“What I think is that you want more so as to live a luxurious life. You don’t even like to fall asleep alone.” 

Winnie blushed. 

“Babe, I don’t mean that as a bad thing.” He swiveled back and forth in his chair. “Have a seat, why don’t you?”

She sat.

“Friend of mine represents girls with aspirations,” he said. “A talent agent.”

She had to stifle an overeager voice rising up her throat, trying to yell, Yes! “Sign me up,” she said coolly.

He leaned forward. “Tell me what you really want.” 

“I want to be a writer. I am a writer.”

He let out a laugh, then stopped himself. “That’s not what I expected you to say, is all.”

She felt her face burning. He had made her the butt of some unspoken joke.

“Most girls want to be movie stars,” he said. “You’re different. Always full of surprises. Listen, primarily modeling is what my friend can arrange. Nude modeling, okay, but the money is better than any writing job you’ll get out of the box, that’s for sure.”

“Think of it as a means to an end,” he added. 

“Forget it,” she said. Stupid, to have gotten her hopes up. 

He said, “You know modeling will affect the money you make here too. Get you more of it. Get you some real fans. I would have mentioned it sooner, but I wanted it to be your idea. Your choice, you know?”

She said sure and promised to think it over. But already she was thinking she knew she would say no. Photography was an immortal art. It wasn’t erasable the way dancing was. So long as she never owned up to it, dancing could be work she left behind. But she couldn’t have a byline in an important magazine and a centerfold in Hustler. 

Yet that night, sleepless and alone, she sat up until sunrise, bundled in a blanket on her stilted porch, thinking after all. Coyotes gathered on the hillside, laughing. They had caught something.

“Alright, here we are.” Maria’s voice returned Winnie to Paradise Glen, the relentless heat, and Brad, made elderly by time and who knew what else, scuffing toward her on Maria’s arm, his face glazed over. Winnie had anticipated his rage, his violence, had almost wanted it, but saw now that she wouldn’t have it. Brad didn’t seem to register the temperature, even, nor the sunlight’s harsh glare, the music of cars rolling by, windows down. He was almost entirely bald, a condition that would have embarrassed him no end in the eighties, when she remembered him trying various hats and toupees to hide his retreating hairline. And how small he had become, disappearing into the bunch of his sweatsuit. When in her memory, he towered. 

“Who is this?” he said. Maria ignored him. “I should have grabbed the wheelchair,” she said to Winnie, and helped him sit. 

“It’s fine,” Winnie said, as if she knew the details of his care. “Hi, Brad.”

“Holler if you need anything,” Maria said, then hurried away without adding where she’d be. Winnie imagined wringing the old man’s neck as soon as they were alone, a brief, involuntary impulse. “Remember me?” she said instead. 

“Got a light?” Brad croaked.

“Got a smoke?” she asked. He fumbled with his pockets, trying his sweatshirt, then his pants. 

“No dice,” she said, answering her own question. “How was prison?” she added sadistically. “How long you been here?”

“I came here, oh, let’s see . . .” he started. “When was the accident, then?” He tapped his head. She looked at his nose, swollen to a permanent bulge, burst blood vessels branching off in odd directions, shading the whole appendage pink. It made sense, an accident to exacerbate the damage he’d done with drugs.

“I’m hoping you can help me, actually.” She reached for her handbag, pulled an image of Jude from its depths. She’d printed it from her laptop, a long drama involving various cords and pieces of paper that clogged in the machine’s rollers. She had, for some reason, expected the ink to be colored. But her printer only worked in black and white; it was for words not pictures. In this picture, Jude stood before the Fuck Palace pool in a plunging one-piece swimsuit. Coral pink made gray, her glorious bosom on display, her lips a black slash, thighs streaked with sunless tanner, which Winnie remembered applying to her hard-to-reach spots with a mitt. The tanning solution always made her rashy. She always itched the rash. 

Winnie said, “Puss Boots, remember?” and scanned his face for a flicker of recognition or guilt. Then, before he could answer, she blurted, “Remember Velvet, Velvet Waters?” 

How could he forget the name he gave her? It was one of her clearest memories, Brad steering his Cadillac through the drudgery of morning traffic toward her first magazine shoot. The 101 to Woodman Avenue. “Woodman, get it?”

She did not, but didn’t say so. 

“How about we call you Velvet like the magazine?” he said. “And for a last name, the street you grew up on.” 

“Boulderview Way?” she’d offered. 

He’d laughed at that. “Okay, something else then.” 

“Waters,” he added as they passed a street called Water. 

He’d rolled up the window so that only a crack of air got in and the whole car reeked of his cigarette, a smell Winnie was beginning to find comforting, almost erotic in its relaxing properties. She inhaled, second-hand, and felt cared for. The way she imagined some girls felt with their fathers. She was aware, by then, that Brad had a real daughter he didn’t see. Her mother, that cunt, made sure to keep them apart, he complained, though Winnie had never seen him make much effort. It hardly stood out to her, the bar for fathers being toe height off the ground as far as she was concerned. 

“Got a light?” Brad repeated. Brad of the present. Saggy sweatsuit Brad, Brad and his sunspots.

“We just went over that,” she said. “No.” 

“Alice can tell you,” he said. “Alice knows about everything.”

“Who’s Alice?”

“I couldn’t say the last time she called.” His voice became wistful and morose. “They don’t make women like that anymore.” 

“Women like what?” Winnie said. “Cunts?” Cunt had been Brad’s favorite swear back in the day, a term he used as a compliment sometimes, sometimes an insult. 

“Why don’t you show me your room?” she added, and stood so fast her chair clattered. 

In the courtyard, through the foyer, Brad on her arm like a date, she felt young. Easy, in comparison to the man, but the fragility of his forearm linked with hers made Winnie realize how ancient she’d felt in her marriage. For years with Reg she’d considered herself an old woman already, weathered and world-weary. The mirror, then, was a jarring, but pleasant, reality check. When so many women her age reported the opposite sort of shock, their reflection in the glass aged at last when they still felt thirty, the grief of their own mothers glaring back at them. Winnie wasn’t sure which she’d prefer. She’d barely known her mother; for most of her life she’d yearned to meet her again. And wasn’t there some freedom to moving through the world as if she were invisible?

She shuffled Brad to the nurse’s station. “He wants to show me some old photographs,” she said, and Maria said, “Brad is very fond of his photographs.” Winnie thought she saw the woman’s eyes narrow. “It’s that way,” she said, and gestured down a long hall carpeted in stains. Past door after door plastered with arts-and-crafts name tags and calendars, resident birthdays marked by stickers shaped like cakes. But who will take care of you when you’re older? Winnie was used to the question, posed by people with children when they found out she was childless. As if it wasn’t shitty to bring someone into the world for the express purpose of saddling them later with the burden of their parent’s ailing body. 

She found door 304 and pushed it open. Drapes on plastic tension rods divvied the room into distinct sides. On Brad’s, a futon mattress and television set. Rows of brown bottles no taller than a human thumb lined the windowsill, the small desk and nightstand. 

Winnie said, “What’s with the bottles?” and picked one up. The label said InflameAway. 

“For my joints,” he said, and eased onto the futon. “Gimme that.” She passed him the bottle and he unscrewed the cap, shook out a few oily drops he slathered on his elbows. “Costs a fortune, but it works.” She picked up another bottle—SleepSerum—then put it back and moved to the nightstand, the framed photograph of Brad and Tom at an awards ceremony, both of their faces red and smiling. “As I recall, you had a daughter, Brad.”

“Oh,” he said. 

“Is Alice your daughter?”

“Laura,” he said after a long pause. “Laura doesn’t like me.” 

“Oh no,” Winnie said, thinking that life could be so obvious. It had always been easier for Brad to parent strangers, girls he could shape into sexy without having to worry what sexy did to their souls. Girls who could be daughters but also lovers, employees, pawns. When she was a girl, Winnie hadn’t seen her relationship with Brad as that of a player and a pawn. Until, of course, she had. “That’s too bad,” she added now. “I’m sorry.” He didn’t respond, just stared out the window, dry lips stuck to his teeth in a funny puff, and she took a plastic cup from his bedside table, passed it to him, watched him sip. The gesture was slight, but it brought the past to her in a wave. The fluid motion of hand to mouth, hand to nostril; how many times had she seen Brad feed his body? How many times had he slept beside her in that Laurel Canyon cabin, stationed by the door so that she could dream deeply in her bed. She had, at first, thought it extraordinary, to be protected by a grown man who never made a move, never violated the unspoken terms of their father–daughter simulation by imposing upon her sexually. Then, of course, he had. Softly, softly, ever so gently, and she had accepted him in kind, thinking as she did that life could be so obvious. 

Winnie said, “You got an address book, Brad? A place you keep phone numbers?” 

“Bring me my photographs, will you?” He waved at his desk, and Winnie opened every drawer until she found the album, tan and peeling and so familiar the hair on her arms stood up. Tom’s casting book. Folded inside was a newspaper clipping. Tom Best, born August 20th, 1935, Ardmore, Oklahoma. Died December 14th, 2008, Westlake Village, California. She skimmed the obituary, which didn’t list the cause of death. “What happened to Tom?” she asked, but Brad didn’t answer. “He left you this?” 

“Let me see that,” he said. She placed it in his lap and sat beside him, felt his body shift once more. He was present again. 

He flipped the pages. Tapped a Polaroid of Cherry on which the name Alice McCluskey aka Cherry Lynn was written in Sharpie pen. It added up. Cherry was Alice and she called sometimes. “Where is Alice’s number?” Winnie asked. She had long ago lost the one she had, and anyway, time had passed; everyone had a cell phone now. Brad said nothing, just flipped the page again. The girl he landed on next was familiar, of course she was. Also, oddly not. Johanna Rhodes aka Velvet Waters. It was like looking in the mirror and expecting someone older. Jesus Christ, she had been cute. More than cute, beautiful. Lithe and wide-eyed and unblemished. The asymmetries that had exacerbated with age were only complexities then, mysteries for men to solve. It was all right there, the mystery that had made Brad scout her in the first place. 

“This is me,” she said. 

“This is Velvet,” Brad said. She couldn’t tell if he meant to agree with or contradict her. “Cunt broke my heart.” 

There it was, the slur she had been waiting for. 

He turned the page. “And here,” he said, “is another cunt, whaddya know, my Puss. Those two fucked me but good. Cunts,” he said again, and with the word his teeth whistled. 

The picture was taken from the side, a silhouette of Jude’s body designed to show the size of the breasts she always called “my boobies,” posed before a trellis too close in color to the white of her skin. 

“What do you mean, Puss fucked you?” Winnie said, and felt, with the asking, a fluttering deep within her chest. “Brad,” she said again, “tell me what you mean.”

“Signed the paper, didn’t she,” he mumbled. “Not my fault, what became of her. She made her bed.” 

Winnie said, “What paper?”

“Affidavit. Said I made kiddie porn.” He turned back to Winnie’s photo. “Cunts sent me to prison with their lies.”

For years Winnie had wondered what Jude’s betrayal had been. Now she knew. Jude had testified on Winnie’s behalf. Had thrown Brad to the wolves with Winnie, for Winnie, who in turn had lied, hidden, left her best friend to be murdered, probably by Brad’s associates, his goons. 

“Did you do something to her?” she choked. “Did you punish her?”

“I trusted her,” he said, “set her up for success, and she stole everything from me.”

Was he making a confession? “Did you kill her?” Winnie asked. Brad’s eyes were abstract, cataract, and betrayed nothing. He didn’t answer. Maybe she could force him. Then again, could he even issue a credible confession in his condition? She let herself play out the scenario, going to the cops on the suspect word of a demented elder. And then what? She looked back at his desk. “Don’t you have a datebook or something? You fucking fuck.” 

In the end, she found an old-fashioned Rolodex next to the toilet, the lid of which was stacked with bottles of InflameAway oil. She was in shock, but the scene still made her laugh. At the Fuck Palace, Brad had installed phones in every bathroom. And bottles of lube always within reaching distance. You could never be sure what he was in the middle of when he called you. 

Cherry’s number was saved under M for McCluskey. Winnie pocketed the whole card. It was cruel to take Cherry from Brad. And Winnie wanted to be cruel. 

She left without saying goodbye. 

It wasn’t where she meant to go. But traffic willed her to the 118, other drivers corralling her like stock-car racers riding the drag. To Reseda, past Lassen, Nordhoff, Roscoe, each street unchanged by Winnie’s sense of surrealness, the world flipping back and forth like a hologram—Brad the murderer, Brad the boss, lover, father—until there it was, the Fuck Palace, clearly subject to minor renovations over the years. The lions had been taken, the hedgerows trimmed, the front door changed from red to yellow, a purposefully ugly shade, incongruous to its surroundings, like a teenager’s trend piece worn by too old a woman. Yet the house persevered in essence, a fact. 

Winnie parked and sat in silence, trying to summon X-ray vision to peer deeper inside, beyond the heinous fixtures of popular home renovation shows—subway tiles and glass backsplashes in various shades of shit brown, a frilly paper chandelier—and into the past itself. What horrors might have befallen Jude here? Looking at the lawn, the house itself, standing firm and convicted in the light of what Brad just told her, Winnie’s senses felt sharper than usual, as if the scene was a screen, showing her the video of herself in which she was sixteen and womanhood was so close she could brush it with her fingertips, feel its lessons. How her body could command the attention of men, even as it clung to youth in chubby cheeks and small breasts, a little-girl-lost expression she could put on with her eyes when thinking of certain moments in her past. By then, she had overheard it a hundred times, boys, men, talking about a woman they wanted to fuck; no matter her age, they called her a girl. 

Perverted Pool Party, 1980

“Tell you what girls, the thing about sex underwater is that it chafes and takes away all your juices, but we’re up to the challenge, aren’t we? We give the people what they can’t give themselves, am I right?” Roger was short and mustachioed, and though later in her career Winnie would call him a sleazeball, on the afternoon of her first shoot, filtered by the screwdrivers she’d downed, he seemed mostly like a joke. 

“So what I’ll have you do, Velvet my dear, is swim up to Miss Cherry Lynn here very slowly and just sort of wrap your arms around . . . yes, around her waist like that. And then, Cherry, you turn so that you’re facing Velvet. Great. And now kiss, please, ladies, nice and slow. Perfect, just like that . . . damn, this is getting me excited! Velvet, let’s see you make a sexy face here. No, not like that, you just look plain mad now, girl. Cherry, sort of push her around, why don’t you. No, Velvet, don’t you push back. But see, now don’t look so limp neither, we want you to be a sexy fish in the pool, not a cold one. Okay, that’s better, keep going just like that.”

After, Cherry sat on the edge of the pool with her feet in the water and Winnie sat next to her, watching her slide a soggy Marlboro Red from the carton and rip a match to light it. “Want one?” 

Winnie shook her head. “I never been with a girl before,” she said. 

“It’s easier, right?” Cherry said. “No wood problems, just bitch problems.” She laughed and Winnie laughed too; why, she didn’t know. Was Cherry calling her a bitch? The sex had been drunken but not unpleasant; it had been numb, as sex normally was for Winnie, who observed rather than felt her body in the act, as if watching from an omniscient angle some other girl try and fail for pleasure. She had arrived at the house with its hedgerow and red door, its gold knocker guarded by twin lions, thinking she was there for a magazine shoot. But she’d been duped. And could have left. But didn’t, which was yes enough for Roger. 

“You did okay for your first shoot,” Cherry said, ashing into the pool. “Next time try to look alive a little, ham it up. And see if you can actually get me off.” 

I wasn’t thinking about you, Winnie thought but didn’t say. She wasn’t thinking about herself either. 

“Don’t worry about your tits,” Cherry said. “They suit you.” Winnie looked down at her chest, wrapped in the fluff of a robe. Cherry was trying to sabotage her. Though still a girl, Winnie could easily see the backhanded slights of women for what they were, fear of supplantation. Women saw the world the way it truly was, competitive, with only so many slots at the top. Fewer if you didn’t have a dick. 

“I’m not worried,” Winnie said. She splashed her feet. “Less of me to sag and get all droopy.” Her breasts were bigger than they had been a year ago, which wasn’t saying much. But after several successful photo shoots, and now a video shoot, she no longer cared. She was someone people looked at to feel sexy, to see what sexy meant, which meant she was sexy, had been judged objectively sexy, and no longer had to worry about individual body parts like breasts. 

“Breasts only sag if you have a baby,” Cherry said. “That’s a certified fact. See it all the time on set.” 

“Seems like age would have something to do with it.” 

Cherry stubbed out her cigarette, pulled a vial of white powder from her bathrobe pocket, dipped a long pinkie nail and snorted. “Tell you a secret about age that’ll serve you well, okay? You ready for it?”

Winnie nodded. She didn’t want to fight, not on her first day shooting. She would make five hundred dollars for this one scene. An amount of money she’d like to earn again. 

“The secret is that age is a fucking scam. It’s meaningless. How old do you think I am?”

Winnie stared for a moment, then looked away. “I don’t know, twenty-one?” It seemed old.

Cherry gave a laugh that sounded like a snort. “Try twenty-nine. Do I look twenty-nine? No. Do I have identification saying I’m twenty-nine? No. I’m twenty, according to the state of California. So I’m twenty in real life too.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Do my tits look saggy?”

“No.”

“There you go. Age is a marketing tool. It’s an illusion.” Cherry stood. “Come with me,” she said, and Winnie followed. Cherry’s secret and the ease with which she divulged it was jarring and bold. Which made Winnie like her more. And knowing she was older made it easier not to want to best her. Her advice was sisterly, and Winnie liked to think she could be older the way Cherry could be younger, just because she decided to be. “Me too,” she said as she followed Cherry down the hallway. “I’m twenty, too.”

    


    
 Chapter Fourteen

June. Not yet noon, the heat already creeping in. Winnie moved through the condo, starting the ceiling fans, opening the windows, waiting for the southwest wind Reg had promised when they’d transferred the deed from his name to hers. “Who needs air conditioning by the ocean?” he’d chortled, feeling guilty probably. But not too guilty. Well. The apartment was a hot box, trapped air in the corners and behind the ceiling beams, stifling and still, and Winnie had been keeping windows locked at night, worried about the man from the trail. 

She sat at the kitchen counter, picked up the card on which she’d written Cherry’s number. Alice knows about everything. What had Brad meant by that? Time fades resentments, or should, but Winnie found she harbored more now that she was older and alone, and violence, once an abstract concept, was tangible. Sixteen, how was anyone ever so young? When she thought of herself then, dancing at Ladies of the Valley, fucking on camera, it was almost impossible to fathom how she’d ever been so careless or so brave. 

She slid from the stool, wiped the sweat from the back of her thighs with a palm, rinsed in the sink. Still daylight, safe to fling the kitchen window wider. In came eau de sewer. No one ever mentioned about Malibu: It’s all septic and smells like it. She opened the fridge, poured a glass of cold Château Saint-Revel Sauvignon, cracked a few ice cubes to dilute it. Ice made wine more acceptable before noon. She didn’t write the rules, and who could see if she followed them? Still, good to give herself parameters. The sharp notes of her first sip were oyster shell, asphalt, river rock, Roquefort, pure relief. By the third sip, the rest of her day became an opportunity for relaxation, rather than a hole she was somehow supposed to fill. She picked up the phone and dialed the number. 

So long ago now, when Winnie was so young—how was anyone, ever?— she woke in the heat of early afternoon in her Laurel Canyon cabin, spread-eagled on her mattress, a posture of vulnerability she immediately regretted having unconsciously assumed. Should someone enter her room while she slept, they would find her like that, splayed for the taking. She rolled to her side and lay still for a moment, watching out the window as the wind blew whole treetops into sun, then back to shade, then sun again. Filtered by leaves, the swaying light was green and dappled as the glass of a Beck’s beer bottle, forked between her stepfather’s fingers, catching the last glints of summer sunset. She had been dreaming of him lately. Standing over her bed in the belly of midnight, the startle at first of his shadowy form, how startle shifted, over time, to habit. And shame, because even as she dreaded his coming, she dreaded the lonely dark even more. From the kitchen, the phone rang. Brad, probably. She hustled to pick up. 

“I’m having women’s troubles,” Cherry said through a fuzz of static that abated when Winnie walked toward the door, carrying with her the whole black doorstop of a phone. She imagined using it as a weapon sometimes; why, she didn’t know. Its heaviness, maybe. “Oh yeah?” she said. 

“Bleeding like a stuck pig,” Cherry said. “Fill in for me? Four hundred dollars, one line of dialogue, you don’t even have to take your clothes off.”

Winnie looked at the clock. A quarter to one, the day open before her, so much nothing until eight when she danced at Ladies.

“Where?” she said.

“You’re a lifesaver,” Cherry said. “Got a pen?”

It took an hour to drive to Sunland, and she drank two cans of pre-made screwdriver on the way, worrying about the Mercury laboring up the 210 freeway in the growing heat. Off the Wheatland exit she had to brake hard for a trio of men crossing the road on horseback. Reins creased white lines of lather into the animal’s necks and the men wore bibs of sweat on their pearl-snap shirts, loose wet nooses. She had been distracted, slow to react, and had almost hit them. Spooked by the car, the horses skittered over the road. They were too small for their saddles, the men’s stifling bodies, and seemed hobbled by the weight, even as they tried to run. 

Once the road was clear, she took the left-hand turn, drove further into the unfamiliar valley. Trailers and small houses, electric fences behind which goats and donkeys stood in whorls of dust, swatting flies and stamping hooves with force, as if punctuating the point of their discomfort. She turned down a smaller street, dead-ended at an old grain warehouse, and checked Cherry’s directions. She had arrived. Not ideal, but neither was it unheard of, to film in remote locales, especially lately. LA Vice was cracking down on pornography, calling it obscenity, the same charge Hustler’s Larry Flynt had taken a bullet to fight. His cause was freedom of speech, freedom from censorship. A cause to make porn a political statement rather than just a job. 

Winnie parked on the street, stashed her empties in the trunk, then approached the warehouse, tried the handle of a metal door that burned to her touch as it swung open. Inside it was cooler, but not much. And dark, empty, though she heard voices filtering from the opposite end, where offices once went, probably. She walked toward the noise, passing the agricultural appliances of long ago. A dusty conveyor belt, large hooks that dangled from the ceiling like the lazy fingers of something monstrous. The warehouse had not been for grain, then.

The office door opened to two men standing before a metal dentist’s chair, which appeared to be jammed in a reclined position. The men were arguing about how best to right it. “Oh good,” one of them said when Winnie entered. He held a wrench in his hand but stuck it in his back pocket and put the hand on her shoulder, drew her further into the room. He had on jeans, tinted glasses, a director’s beret. 

“What’s your name, honey?” 

“Cherry sent me,” Winnie said. “Cherry Lynn.” She was worried the men might be disappointed to have her in Cherry’s place. But it was hard to imagine Cherry filming somewhere like this, and the other man didn’t even look at her, just kept working on the chair. From the dark of another, smaller room came a third man in a white lab coat and one of those old-timey metal headbands doctors wore, with a mirror on the top to see in people’s ears. 

“We’re going to be quick,” the director said. “Over in thirty minutes, easy.”

“If we can get this chair up,” the guy said from behind him. Winnie looked around the room. The walls were concrete. Cobwebs blurred the corners like clouds creeping in. It was supposed to be a doctor’s office, but it was unlike any Winnie had ever seen, even on TV. 

“I know the chair’s broke,” the director snapped. He left Winnie standing there and went back to work, wrenching. 

“I’m Johanna,” she said to the doctor. “Nice to meet you.” 

He didn’t give his name or shake her hand. Behind them, the men forced the chair upright with a great clank. “Shit,” someone said, though it was what they’d wanted. 

The director sprang into action, scurrying around the room readying a handheld video camera for the other man to shoot. The speed with which he moved made Winnie dizzy. It was the heat, and a dehydrated headache seeping toward the center of her vision, dragging worry in its wake. She looked around for a phone, but the room was bare. When directed, she sat in the chair. 

“So what you’ll do, hon, is simple, let the doctor have a look at you, but when he tries to examine your breasts, you bat him away and that’s it. I yell cut, we all go home and have a cold shower.”

“Don’t I have a line?” 

“Right, you say, Hello, Doctor when he comes into the room.”

The plastic seat of the dentist’s chair slicked her thighs in sweat. She had come wearing a summer dress because Cherry had told her to. Now, though, she longed for jeans, a boyish, tougher look. She crossed her legs at the ankle. The director crept around the chair, establishing angles. The second man followed, hiding behind the camera, which took on a disembodied quality, as if floating in the air. Winnie tried not to look at it. 

The door opened. The doctor entered, mirror on his head hovering like a second face. Everything was hallucinatory in the heat and the buzz of the screwdrivers Winnie felt now in her blood. She could see her own expression reflected in the doctor’s mirror, and that more than anything signaled danger. She looked dampened, her skin cast in light so sick the whites of her eyes burst from her face. She wanted water, but nobody had offered her any and now the camera was rolling. Thirty minutes and it would be over. Hello, Doctor, she said, and he said hello and she let him look in her ear, her mouth. When he felt her left breast, she batted him away and waited for the sound of the director’s voice yelling Cut! But the sound didn’t come. The doctor put his hands on both breasts. She batted him away again. “No,” she said, though she couldn’t remember if that was in the script. His hands kept moving, traveling around her body, too fast to pin down. “Hey,” she said, and looked at the camera, still spinning around her. “Hey, stop, that’s not in the script.” There was not, she realized then, a script. 

The whole room muffled and slowed. It was like she was calling out underwater, muted by a substance one thousand times denser than air. Only the men could hear her drowning, but they didn’t care. 

The phone rang and rang. When voicemail took over—This is Alice, leave a message—Winnie was silent for too long after the beep. “Uh, um,” she started. “It’s Winnie. I mean Johanna. Velvet. Waters. Winona Wilson. Brad gave me your number, I hope that’s okay. Brad Donado. I’m still looking . . . Actually, maybe you could just give me a call back when you get a chance?” She left her number and hung up, feeling idiotic and desperate. She finished her wine, poured a little more, downed it, then changed into her swimsuit, made for the pool. 

It was small, unfit for laps, painted blue and deposited in the center of the apartment complex like an accident, a spill. No shade to speak of, just a few ugly deckchairs. Winnie had always been a good swimmer and therefore something of a snob. Since moving in, she had eyed the subpar pool but never used it. Now, though, ninety degrees out and hotter indoors, things had changed. 

She had expected children, but found the water unoccupied. It was the weekend. They were at the beach, probably, swimming in the salt with the sharks, stocking up memories and sunburns. She swiped a key fob to open the gate, dropped her towel on a chair and dove in. The water stung, wreaking chlorine and sensory recall. The Newhall town pool, where she had been a preteen lifeguard, nose sheeted in zinc and a whistle round her neck; the Fuck Palace pool, site of her first adult scene, how Roger had said the water wicked away all the body’s juices, and after that, no pool felt quite clean enough. Still, she swam the whole length of this one underwater, lung capacity coming back to her like it had never left. By the time she surfaced, she was no longer alone. 

A man and three boys under the age of twelve trotted through the gate, whooping. They kicked off slide sandals, broke into a run and cannonballed, as one, into the deep end. As if Winnie wasn’t even there; as if the man and boys were some kind of aquatic act, choreographed to take up all the space. They shrieked and splashed and Winnie slunk in the shallows, waiting for the adult among the newcomers to realize she was there, catch her eye, say hello or just nod, as a minority of men would, I mean you no harm. But the reassurance didn’t come. The roughhousing only picked up, a test to see how long before she snapped.

She could leave. But this was her pool too, dammit. And once she’d started swimming, she wanted to continue, had already begun imagining how this new ritual, new fitness routine, would ground and nourish her in her new home. Now, not one lap in, she was stuck skulking in the kiddie section, holding the ledge and kicking her legs like a granny. When the next cannonball came, she stood. The water lilted around her waist and covered her crotch, thank God. She hadn’t done much in the way of shaving down there and felt self-conscious that the man might notice. 

“Excuse me,” she called. “Could you guys cool it?” 

At once the boys stopped flailing. They looked at their father, and Winnie looked too.

“Noooooo,” he said, his voice loud and slow, like he was speaking to a dummy or a dog. 

“No?” 

“You heard me.”

Winnie noticed then that she was trembling. With rage or with fear she couldn’t tell. And she had neglected, yet again, her pepper spray. “This is a community pool,” she managed, annoyed when her voice wavered. 

“Lighten up,” the man said. “We’re just having a good time.” He turned his back on her and she imagined swimming up behind him, so fast he didn’t notice, clobbering him from behind, sitting on his head, drowning him right there in front of his children. But the man would always overpower her. She climbed from the water. Without saying another word, without grabbing her towel even, she walked from the gate all the way to the security booth at the entrance to the complex. The guard inside seemed surprised to see her. His eyes moved from her face to her breasts. Her nipples were probably erect. Arousal being inseparable from anger, as far as her body was concerned. She willed herself not to look. 

“I was just at the pool and a man came in with his sons and started splashing and running and yelling, and when I asked him to tone it down, he was extremely rude. Is there anything you can do?” 

“What?” the guard said. 

Winnie folded her arms over her chest. “The pool,” she said. “The rules say no horseplay.” 

“Oh,” he said. “Sure.” And followed her into the depths of the complex. But when they arrived at the pool, the man, the boys, were gone. 

“They were just here,” Winnie said. “See all their footprints?” 

“Let me know if they come back,” the guard said, and smiled kindly and trudged back to his booth. Winnie stood there alone, still dripping. Then, because she didn’t want to let the man win, she lowered herself into the water. 

Freestyling from one end of the pool to the other, kicking off the deep-end wall, the guard’s words became a story in her mind. If they come back. She could imagine the headline: Woman Shot in Condo Swimming Pool by Disgruntled Father of Three. She could see so clearly how it would happen, the phosphorescence of her blood when mixed with the too-blue water. But she had gotten the headline wrong. It would never be so simple. Ex-Porn Queen Shot by Madman in Swimming Pool Horror Show. Maybe if she was lucky, they’d mention her writing as well. Ex-Porn Star Novelist Shot in Malibu Murderous Rampage. She gave up trying to swim and waded from the water. She was still shaking, how dumb. She was still thinking of the man, the power he’d asserted with one word. No. She could say no all she wanted, and it would never have such weight. 

When she returned to her apartment, Peanut had pissed the rug and the phone bore a missed call, a fresh text message. It’s Alice (Cherry), hit me back. 

    


    
Chapter Fifteen  

Early on in Winnie’s relationship with the man who would become her husband, he asked how many men had come before. 

“We’re doing this?” she said. They were in bed in that cute apartment on Prince Street he was renting when they met. 

“No,” he said. “I mean, we don’t have to.”

“You first,” she said, curious now. 

“Thirty.” 

Thirty seemed like a lot. Maybe he was lying. He was a novelist, not a musician. 

“Huh,” she said. “Cool.” She didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of her shock. 

“Now you,” he said. “I told you mine.” 

Winnie smiled, she couldn’t help it. “I honestly . . .” she started, “I honestly don’t know.” 

“Ballpark,” he said, and it came over her. Competition, some vague, familiar impulse, to put the man to shame. 

“Maybe twice that?” 

He raised his eyebrows then glanced away, as if alert to a nonexistent noise coming from outside. “Oh,” he said. They still got up together, got dressed, still went to breakfast and walked around SoHo after, window-shopping, sharing the day. Reg still held her hand, but his grip was loose, and when she asked him if anything was the matter, he said, “My stomach hurts,” like a little kid. It was annoying. When they met, he had been the one to recognize her. He knew what he was getting into and Winnie had been truthful about her past, the rape on camera, the scandal of her age, how many movies had been pulled, how many still remained. He always seemed pleased by the sad side of her story, the chapters in which she was regretful and felt she had been used. 

“Could be less,” she said later. “Fifty maybe, probably fifty.” It truly could have been. Truly, she did not know. When she tried to remember, she saw only the silhouettes of her past experiences, as if she were in a room after sundown, looking for a lamp. “It’s actually a really small industry.” She told Reg that too, which seemed to appease him. She knew he regarded himself progressive for dating her. And cool, a literary darling, ex-sex queen on his arm. Maybe he thought himself brave. Who knew what manner of dirty dick had diseased her? She had been the one to offer test results. The first time they slept together, she handed over her bloodwork like protocol. The herpes he brushed off. “Everyone has it,” he said, which Winnie took to mean that he himself was positive. And she’d never had an outbreak, even. 

The sex itself was trickier. Reg expected her to fuck like she was in a video. She wasn’t surprised; every civilian male she’d been with had thought what she’d done on screen was real. Even the crew members and camera guys thought that. Funny, how they could make her repentant, reformed in one part of their brain, and a wanton slut in another. When what she wanted was what she’d had only once, presence in her body, complete and utter safety, to be held and slowly entered, rocked softly and told in whispers she was the one. She could have said as much to Reg. But she didn’t want to be difficult, didn’t want to be basic, didn’t want to be left, was afraid of abandonment, solitude. And she was used to having angry sex, rough sex, sex stripped of sensation; if he gave her something different, if he gave her what she wanted, she worried she would somehow fail; she worried she wouldn’t want it anymore. 

After marriage, the private investigator, the Jane Does, and time’s fast passing, Reg began to blame baby fever for his wife’s silent hunger. He thought everything was baby fever. A fault of his intuition; something was up with her, it just wasn’t that. It was Jude, of course. It was grief, guilt. And Santa Clarita, Winnie’s quiet literary novel, the uphill trudge of her career. She had thought that publishing a book would feel like having arrived somewhere she’d always wanted to go and finding herself finally home. Instead she felt both exposed and completely overlooked. Even bookstores, once a sanctuary, became fraught. Would they have her book? Often they did not. Often the person at the counter had never heard of it even, how mortifying.

A baby, Reg said, would solve all that. With a baby, she would never be unfulfilled again. Soon as her novel published, he began to push—“I don’t think you’ll be happy without one, it’s what you’re built to do, there must be some truth to it”—and Winnie began to make excuses. She wanted to get all her ducks in a row first. She wanted another book, a follow-up, proof she was a real writer, not a fluke. “I know they say there’s no good time,” she said. “But I really think this isn’t a good time.” What she didn’t say, what she didn’t know but certainly suspected, was that there would never be a good time. Yes, a child would be company. And to want a child was proof of one’s womanhood, the correct allocation of one’s instincts. But when Winnie pictured herself a mother, she pictured herself still a little girl. Should she have a baby, no one would come to help. She had no siblings, no father, no mother of her own to descend on the house and teach her to swaddle and latch. But one could always hire help! Everyone said that. As if it were affordable in any sense of the word to trust a stranger with your most precious person, your one true love, your heart. 

No, she would never be ready. No, she could not admit it, not even to herself, not then, not yet. She could think only of her book. Months after her bad review published—a frustratingly melodramatic look at the vacuity of girlhood—and still she couldn’t sleep. Curled in bed, she sobbed for herself, the heartbreak of having worked so hard to transcend the past, only to be reduced once more, and only herself to blame. She should have known. A book, like a baby, solved nothing. 

It was onto this sad stage, this theater of white lies and withholdings, that Peanut tottered. A ball of downy fur in the shape of, well, a peanut. “A warm-up baby,” Reg said. She was the best gift he ever gave to Winnie, who knew from the first that she would love the dog like a child without having to revisit her own childhood, how convenient. But the dog was a dog, not a baby. The book was a book, yet its failure felt like a death. Winnie had pinned all her hope to its publication. Redemption, rebirth; the dream that she might finally and for the first time in her life be seen as more than just a body. Once, as she lay on her side in her marital bed, half asleep and crying, Reg woke too, rolled to hold her from behind, the gesture returning her for an instant to nights with Jude in their Laurel Canyon cabin, sleeping in a spoon, safe and belonging to each other. Rarely did Winnie allow herself the memory of that time, and as her sobs picked up, she found herself confused. Was she crying for the book, or what she had sacrificed to publish it? Was she crying for the girl she’d been, the girl she’d loved, the girl she’d lost? Some nights, after Jude moved to a separate bedroom, Winnie had stood at her door, wanting to knock. But she never did. Perhaps she was crying about that.

In the morning, Reg broached the subject yet again. Real, human motherhood. The removal of Winnie’s IUD, the removal of Winnie’s depression, nature and its course. She had been crying for want of a child, he assumed, and any conflict she felt was fear of how her past would affect the child’s life. Winnie didn’t bother to argue or correct. She would make a doctor’s appointment, she promised, but never did. A lie, the sort most marriages are made of. The sort she’d told, years prior, when after he asked how many, he’d asked, also, if she’d ever been pregnant. And she had told him no. 

    


    
 Chapter Sixteen 

Cherry’s house was ten minutes away, on the expensive side of Pacific Coast Highway, perched on the edge of the ocean. Winnie parked in the driveway, next to a shining white Mercedes, and sat for a long moment adjusting to the discord. Her dirty RAV4. Her gray apartment down the street where she lived alone. Six months since she’d moved in, and it felt odd that she’d not run into Cherry at Gazebos, or the Country Mart. Malibu was a small town, though Winnie had never thought of it that way before becoming a local. Barbie dream houses and Ferraris and private beaches, that had been her idea of the place. Not wrong. But it was more woodsmoke and septic cleanings, red-tailed hawks and horned owls, vans that doubled as houses parked along the beach at county line, waiting for swell. 

She climbed from her car. Fiddled with her skirt to turn it the right way around, so the zipper hit her hip where it was supposed to. She had wanted to look edgy for the meeting, young, and had paired the tight skirt with the gauzy tattoo T-shirt she’d worn to Ladies of the Valley. Now, though, she perhaps looked costumed, out of touch with the reality of her age. But it was too late, and she gave in to feeling like a try-hard. Especially when Cherry answered the door in linen pants and a feminine take on a drug rug that hung from one tan shoulder, the perfect balance of hard and soft, an outfit Winnie herself might have worn in her married life. “Wow, long time no see,” Cherry said. “Welcome.” It all happened quickly, no hug offered, no pleasantries; she swung the door wider and waved Winnie inside. 

“Want me to take off my shoes?” Winnie asked, and Cherry said, “Sure, why not,” at which Winnie removed her slip-ons and felt self-conscious of her calluses, her unpainted toenails. Kind of anal, to care so much about clean floors that you asked people to take their shoes off. Then again, Cherry’s floors were carpeted, wall to wall white fluff, her toenails painted purple. 

“Watch your step,” she said, following behind Winnie, who made her way toward the couch, also white, and slung with many pillows. The carpet hid the stairs. The living room was sunken. 

“Beautiful place,” Winnie said. “Very white.”

“I’m sober fifteen years now,” Cherry said. “I like to live in a coke den, even if it’s not really a coke den. And I was married to a fancy realtor when we bought the place, so I got what I wanted. That was three marriages ago.” She laughed, and Winnie noticed the crow’s feet framing her eyes, the wrinkles draped around her mouth, thin curtains. She was in her middle sixties now, but when she opened the door, she hadn’t looked older at all, just herself, relaxed, wearing hardly any makeup, her hair spun into a knot at the nape of her neck. 

“Diet Pepsi?” Cherry said, and Winnie said, “Sure,” then crossed the living room and stood at the windows to wait. They formed the whole back wall of the house, looking out on ocean and sky. It was a clear day, and Winnie could see Catalina in the far distance, peeking through the mist. Early in their courtship, after a business meeting in Hollywood (for an adaptation of one of Reg’s novels that went nowhere), she and Reg had taken a boat there. A trip she spent worried. About what, she could no longer remember. The thought made sadness knock her inner walls, tap-tapping on her sternum like an old friend, arrived for a visit. 

She abandoned the view, moved around the room. On a low table behind the couch, Cherry had displayed her awards, gold statues of a man and woman embracing, Best New Starlet 1981 inscribed on a plaque beneath one of them; Best Actress 1982, 1983, 1984, 1985, 1986; Female Performer of the Year 1988; Best Supporting Actress 1990. Around the statues she’d arrayed photographs, all in matching gold frames: Brad and Tom Best, posed together in the brown waiting room of the Global Talent offices, both of them grinning and holding cigars; Cherry in a bikini, lounging in the sun on the edge of the Fuck Palace pool. Then came a baby in diapers, then a blonde boy dressed in a polo shirt for his grade-school photo; the same boy wearing a wetsuit on the beach and holding a board, scaly with surf wax; the boy again, older now, in a tuxedo, then cradling a newborn baby, staring longingly into the child’s eyes. And tucked behind those, a photograph Winnie picked up and held close to her face, to see her own self better. Her tan arms thrown around Jude’s neck in the hazy light of a Los Angeles evening, a light so familiar she could feel on her skin the sun’s heat starting to fade. She wore dolphin shorts and a cotton tank top, nothing fancy. Her hair held by a turquoise scrunchie in a loose ponytail atop her head. She remembered this day.

“Alright,” Cherry said, and emerged from the kitchen. Quickly Winnie put the picture down. If Cherry had seen her staring at it, she didn’t say. Just set two glasses on the coffee table and sat on the sofa. 

“Alright,” Winnie echoed, and sat too, cat-cornered to Cherry so they were looking at each other, but also away. 

“I don’t know where to begin,” Cherry said. She sipped her tea and raised her eyebrows like she expected Winnie to tell her. But Winnie was thinking of long ago, after the rape. How Cherry had held her, petting her hair and promising vengeance. “Bastards,” she had called the men. “We’ll find them, we’ll find that video.” She had done no such thing, though, neither of them had. Always, Winnie wondered, how had Cherry not known? When she called to shunt the job to Winnie, had she at least had an inkling of what she was avoiding? And if she had, what else was she capable of?

That day in the hot warehouse, surrounded only by men, Winnie had fought and yelled, and finally, after the act was completed and cut was called, the director had approached, stood silently by her side, listening to her beg. “What the fuck was that? Why did you do that? Why didn’t you listen?” That wasn’t a choice, he’d said, though it had been a trick. Heavy guys were backing the film. They had paid a lot of money to capture the genuine terror of the scene. He was doing her a favor by leveling with her this way. 

“You have kids now?” Cherry asked. As if the answer would explain something.

Winnie shook her head. “Do you? I saw the boy.” 

“Brandon,” Cherry said, and smiled. “He’s twenty-seven. I did a good job if I say so myself, got him out of LA early.” She waved her hand. “Boarding school. For a boy especially, too many influences here to turn him into someone terrible. Got a little one of his own now. Let me tell you, what a firecracker.”

“I don’t know how to ask this,” Winnie said, aware that she did in fact know. “Was it hard for him? Other kids talking?” Aware too that the question was designed, for the most part, to make Cherry squirm. 

“About what?”

“About you.”

“Oh,” Cherry said, like she’d never considered it. “I’ve always been very open about my career and I have no regrets, so I think that helps. I never did a single thing on screen I don’t stand by. That’s the God’s honest truth. I’m a good role model.”

“This isn’t an interview,” Winnie said, and Cherry shot her a narrow look. 

“I’ll be straight with you,” Cherry said. “If you had tried to talk to me at any other point in the past, any point, I would have told you to fuck right off. We were all so mad at you. After that article. The industry could have imploded. And you know Brad went to jail over the whole thing.”

“I know,” Winnie said, thinking of the private eye she had hired to do the work of returning to her past, where she was not welcome. Had he contacted Cherry? Seemed like he should have. “You talk to a lot of people from back then?”

Cherry said, “Some, but sobriety makes it sticky. Boundaries.”

“Well, I suffered too. Don’t think I haven’t.” 

“I know you have.” Cherry’s voice softened. “I know you weren’t lying. I remember when that happened to you. We were all just kids.”

“I was actually a kid, though.”

“You know they don’t even say lines anymore,” Cherry said. “No stories. And they’ve been putting our videos on the internet for free for years now.” 

“After all that work . . .” she added, conversing with a train of thought, and Winnie knew she was talking about her company, Cherry Bomb!, which had produced just one movie before running into distribution hang-ups and folding. Porn by women, a lot of adult actresses had that dream, but few of them had realized it, at least back then. Men controlled the industry, like they controlled everything. Any time a woman tried to rise up and make her own movies, she couldn’t get them into stores.

In preparation for this visit, Winnie had searched Cherry on the Blue Movie Magic forum and read that after Cherry Bomb! failed, Cherry herself had descended into a deep hole of drugs. A group of her co-stars had arranged to send her to rehab. They could have done more, maybe, to help distribute her work. But it wasn’t nothing, saving her life. Porn people were family, responsible for support and pain in equal measure. Which, when Winnie thought of it now, was better than her blood family, who had brought her only pain. No, Cherry hadn’t helped her find the men, the rapists, nor the video they’d made. But when two months later Winnie peed on a stick, saw the sick blue blur of the plus sign, then peed on another, to the resounding panic of another plus, it had been Cherry she had gone to and Cherry who had helped, dialing the number while Winnie sat on the bed, hugging her knees, staring at the green walls of Cherry’s bedroom, chips of paint in the corners, floral wallpaper peeking through. That night they made screwdrivers, one after another, and Cherry assured Winnie that the procedure was easy. Painful, but not unbearable. “But you know,” Winnie said, “it could be fun, a baby. We could put a playpen in the living room, do bathtime in the heart tub.” She looked wistfully at her cocktail. “I always wanted someone pre-programmed to love me.”

“It wouldn’t be fun,” Cherry said. “All that need. Seeing that man in your child’s face. Besides, you’re just a kid yourself.” 

“That’s true,” Winnie said, “I’ve got time,” and the following week, Cherry drove her to a clinic in the white Mustang, picked her up after with ginger ale and popsicles and a towel for her to sit on. Had she kept that pregnancy she’d be the mother of a thirty-five-year-old now. Tempting, to imagine her kid would have happiness, a solid life. Tempting to imagine they’d love her. Tempting, but by no means a given.

“I’m sorry about your company,” she said now.

“Yeah, well, what are you gonna do? I was angry for a long time. But I needed to get sober. That was always going to be something I needed to do.” Surrounded by the white of her home, Cherry looked angelic and wise. Sobriety, something Winnie could applaud for others but not imagine for herself. 

“Listen,” she said, “I don’t know how to tell you this. It’s about Jude. You remember . . .”

“Course I do.”

“She was . . . well, she’s not alive. I mean, most likely she’s not.”

Cherry was quiet for a moment. “I know,” she said. 

“You know,” Winnie said, unsure why this surprised her. 

“News travels fast. Everyone calling each other. This was twenty-some-odd years ago, mind you.” 

Winnie said, “Well, who found out first? How did people know for sure?”

“Honey, I have no idea,” Cherry said. “Listen, I have to admit I didn’t read your novel. I don’t read as much as I wish I did.”

“It’s fine.” Winnie was used to hearing this. “Has anyone official ever contacted you about Jude before? Detective, maybe?” 

Cherry shook her head. “Nope.” Lying, quite possibly. 

“I’ve come to a point in my life where I need to know what happened,” Winnie said. “Jude signed a sworn testimony against Brad, you know. Might have pissed him off.” 

Cherry stood abruptly. “I’d like to show you something,” she said, and left the room, left Winnie waiting, listening to her own heartbeat, quickened by surprise. Could this be it? The turning point in Winnie’s quest? Cherry was about to deliver evidence, it felt almost certain. Something—a scrap of Jude’s old clothes, to match with Jane Doe four, or proof that Jude had once fractured her wrist like Jane Doe one; or testimony of Brad’s guilt, a clear confession wheedled forth by Cherry’s charm. What else would she have to offer? She came back carrying a sleek white suitcase, and Winnie held her breath, watched her place the case on the carpet, sit down beside it with a groan. She unzipped the lid, lifted it slowly. And revealed row upon row of the same small dark glass vials Winnie had seen stacked around Brad’s room at Paradise Glen. 

“I’m curious, are you open to additional income sources, Winnie? Because I have made a real financial turnaround as a consultant for Natch Life Essential Oils, a company based right over the hill in the San Fernando Valley.” Cherry selected one of the vials, opened the cap, sniffed. “The lavender is so calming,” she said. “It has proven links to cancer prevention. Smell.” She held the vial to Winnie’s nose. 

Winnie sniffed. Then took a harder look around the room. Pilling on the carpet, faint stains on the drapes, peeling paint along the baseboards. It must be hard to keep a house this close to the ocean. Where the salt eats everything. 

“I have several introductory subscriptions available,” Cherry said, fiddling with the vials. “Oh, and I need to get you the name of someone who might know something about your little detective mission.” She passed Winnie a price list. “Take a look, see what you’re comfortable with.” 

Someone who might know. Winnie perused the list, processing the transaction. Cherry was offering evidence, after all. Which package would buy Winnie what she wanted? The priciest was five hundred dollars and more oil than she’d ever know what to do with. She picked the middle package. Ten healing oils plus the InflameAway patented liniment and a diffuser for two hundred dollars. 

“Good choice,” Cherry said, taking down Winnie’s credit card information. She left the room again, returned with a box, Natch Life printed on every side. And a Post-it note on which she’d written an address. 

“I no longer speak with this person,” she said, and stuck the note to Winnie’s bare knee. “But he was close to Jude around the time she passed, don’t let him tell you otherwise. Text me how you like the oils. If you ever want to come back and get a seller’s kit, I’m your girl. Don’t go to anyone else.” 

“You know I won’t,” Winnie said, and left with the box under her arm, the note clutched in her hand. 

During her rape, Winnie accepted that she was up against the force of pure evil and that she had always known she one day would be. Her stepfather had been but a warmup, a warning, somehow she’d always known that. Why else had she been afraid of the dark? Nights alone in her bedroom, waiting for Mitch to appear; nights alone in the Laurel Canyon cabin, stationed on the porch, keeping watch, waiting for the moment to arrive. 

She gave herself over to this knowledge and let the men handle her. Her own fault that she was here. Her own fault for having disregarded her intuition, labeled it anxiety instead of what it was: foresight. Vaguely, then, another thought arose. That this shoot might end her before it ended. That this was all heading for a final, terrible conclusion, the ultimate urban legend made real. Winnie had heard the rumors. Girls killed on camera to satisfy the escalating demands of an insatiable audience. Snuff was a hoax, some people said. But Winnie had never doubted that those poor girls were real. 

“Lighten up,” the director said once the shoot was over and she’d survived. “It’s not like you’re an innocent.” He lit a cigarette. Smoke wreathed his head, topped with that ridiculous beret. Winnie was quiet, focused on removing her body from the dentist’s chair. It seemed stuck to the vinyl, sweated into one with the set she needed, desperately, to leave. “I’m just happy to be alive,” she mumbled, or thought she mumbled. Why, she didn’t know. To appease the man, maybe. By then she just wanted to escape the warehouse, to be alone. For the first time maybe ever, it was solitude she wanted. 

The director grinned. “Every day above ground is a good day,” he said, and reached out to touch her arm. She jerked before she let him. “Come on,” he said. “I’ll show you out.” 

She realized then that the other man was still in the room, eyes averted, focused on equipment he folded into protective cases. The doctor was gone. She hadn’t seen him leave. “This way,” the director said, and steered her through the warehouse with its hanging hooks that had looked lazy when she entered and now looked dead, curled into rigor mortis. 

At the metal door, the director’s hand flew from the handle as if shocked. “Christ, that’s hot,” he said, then used his elbow to maneuver the thing open. Daylight poured in and Winnie wanted to run. Her body told her to. But it was safer to let him think she’d given in and meant it, enjoyed it even. So many pornos followed that narrative line, the woman who secretly wanted to be raped; who fought until she figured out she liked it, violation her purest desire.

“Alright,” he said, and pried at the clench of her fingers to place a small wad of cash in her hand, then readjusted her fingers to hold it. “Good job.” He patted her butt to shoo her all the way outside. The door slammed shut. Finally she was alone.

The car Winnie returned to was a broken version of itself, driver-side window smashed into green glitter, piled on the roadside, shining like diamonds in the late-afternoon sun. She left it like that and sped off, hot air blowing through the place where glass belonged. 

    


    
Chapter Seventeen 

Cherry’s Post-it took Winnie north on Pacific Coast Highway, past the barren beach of Point Mugu, then inland, through farmland, almond orchards and fields of artichokes blooming purple flowers, to Oxnard, then Ventura. Bleak towns, Winnie had always thought. She’d shot in Oxnard once, in a beach house so tightly crammed between other houses that it was difficult to film without alerting the neighbors. Predictably, the cops had come, breaking up the shoot on a noise complaint, sending adult film stars scattering naked across the sand. 

Somewhere around the county fairgrounds, Winnie sailed past the sign she was looking for, Steve’s Garden Center in red lettering with a big arrow pointing down a long dirt drive. She U-turned, rolled over gravel and dust, rutted by rain and never fixed. She was worried about her tires, her RAV4, which she suspected wasn’t built for all terrain, just built to look like it. Since the Rodney King riots, white people in southern California had been buying sports utility vehicles like their lives depended on running over protestors. Now the trucks were a terrible trend, small blonde women lifted high above the ground, lording over traffic and driving like they were invincible. Winnie, technically one of them, had leased her SUV the day she arrived in California. A downgrade from the Volvo she’d driven in Connecticut, or so she’d thought at the time. But now, as she lurched up the garden center drive, she felt proud of the can-do spirit of her little car, capable of traversing ruts. 

Early afternoon, that flat, unsentimental sort of light. On either side of the driveway, plants stretched in rows toward a distant fence; palm trees teetered in giant pots, signs on their trunks. $1,000 including transport and planting. One thousand dollars for a palm tree seemed at once exorbitant and sensible. They were huge, after all, not native to California. Which supposedly made them special, iconic, indicative of some sort of dream. She parked outside a trailer, surrounded by succulents and retired surfboards. Save for a beleaguered-looking pickup truck with Steve’s Garden Center stenciled on the doors, hers was the only car in the lot. She got out and browsed idly until footsteps crunched the gravel and she looked up. A tall gray-headed man with a slim, youthful face was asking if she needed help. 

“Yes,” she said, surprised by the sudden onset of her own bashfulness. She had not, she realized, spoken to a man in some time. Not since the security guard and boorish father at the pool the week before. And before that? Brad, who hardly counted. Before that? She couldn’t remember. The man from the trail, maybe. 

“I’m looking for information, actually,” she said. “Not plants.” She laughed, but the man didn’t join her. “I’m here to talk about Jude Perkins.” She was serious now, and saw his face shift too, as if a shadow had fallen, casting him in the darkness of his true age. He must have been in his sixties, though Winnie could tell he was the sort of eternal boy men could stay without punishment. Surfers, skaters, actors, musicians, landscapers, staples of southern California. Men who lived in vans on PCH, drank beers at dive bars by harbors and shacked up with hot divorcées desperate for a thrill. A certain skill to maintaining such youth, a certain entitled nonchalance, as the surfers Winnie sometimes stopped to watch at First Point married tumult with technique, balancing on the lip of wild white water with lazy-looking stances. Some of them were her age, or older, as this man seemed to be. But from the way they stood, they looked just like boys. 

“Who’s asking?” he said, and then, before she answered, “Why don’t you come inside?” 

It was dim and cool in the trailer, humming with an ancient humidifier’s wet death rattle. From behind a desk piled with papers, potted tropical houseplants and a small terrarium teeming with what appeared to be fungus, the man rolled a chair and sat facing Winnie in a smaller, folding chair. Her back did not touch the metal cross rail. 

“First things first, I’m Steve.” He offered his hand, callused and stained with soil. 

“Winnie,” she said, and shook it. “We worked together, me and Jude. In the eighties. We were friends since girlhood.”

“Sure,” Steve said. 

“But we drifted apart.”

“Happens.”

“I looked for her for years,” she said. “I hate to be the one to tell you this, I hope I’m not the first . . .” She shut up for a beat and sifted language in her head, trying to find the softest way to say it. Stupid Winnie. Always protecting men from their feelings. 

“I know she’s gone,” Steve said eventually, and looked at his lap, where his hands were folded. “Soon as I stopped hearing from her, I wondered. Then at some point, news traveled.”

“Which was when exactly?”

“She was out here,” he said, and leaned back in his chair. “Oh, ’84, I guess it was, ’85 maybe. She worked with me a while, getting her feet under her, that kind of thing.”

“She did?” Winnie said. Why did this surprise her? Cherry had mentioned that this man knew Jude. And wasn’t it easy to imagine them fooling around behind a garden shed, or in amongst the palms, Jude crying out in that signature overwrought way of hers. The thought inspired an unexpected pulsing between Winnie’s legs. 

“Listen,” she said, “I know it’s not easy to hear the word murder; it wasn’t for me either. But in cases like this it’s the overwhelming probability. Not sure what you heard through the grapevine or who you know in the industry besides Cherry, but the last time anyone saw Jude seems to have been around the time you say she was up here.” Her own matter-of-factness impressed her now. The accusation in her voice. No longer shielding Steve, though he appeared to need it, staring into space and pulling on his eyebrows.

“I’m a writer,” she said. “Thought I could tell her story, put the pieces together a bit more at least.” She wanted him to ask about her work, but he didn’t. She wanted, she realized with a sudden blush, for him to recognize her. 

Steve said, “When she left—even when she was living here, mind you—she wasn’t too keen to be found.”

“Found by who?” Winnie asked, though she thought she knew. 

“Seems like a good time for a beer,” he said. “Before we get into it. You want?” 

Slowly, she nodded. He stood from his desk and moved to a small refrigerator tucked in the corner of the trailer’s single room. 

“Damn,” he said when the fridge door opened to reveal emptiness. “Tell you what, let’s take a walk.” 

Winnie should have asked where. She should have told someone, anyone, Steve’s address. If I’m not back by evening . . .

“You coming?” he asked, and flipped a sign on the trailer door—CLOSED—then held it open for her, beckoning her to discover what horror had befallen Jude. She hesitated a moment, feeling around in her pockets. For once, she had remembered her pepper spray.

“Sure,” she said, and stood. And followed the man into the daylight.

Death drive. Brad once said she had one. The concept had seemed uniquely masculine to Winnie, who didn’t need to chase death to know it was close. She’d known since girlhood. Mitch. Then came the rape, a span of only an hour that left her fundamentally altered. She’d driven from the warehouse in Sunland straight to Ladies of the Valley, intending to tell Brad everything. Brad, who was associates with all sorts of heavy people, Hell’s Angels, Ohio mafia, Winnie had heard tell. Speeding away from the shoot, she had imagined how angry he would be, how dedicated to finding the men who had hurt her. He would crush them and she would laugh, vengeful, as they cried for mercy. Picturing this, she felt it possible to recover, to go on in the industry and make more movies, to write. But the Brad she encountered, glassy-eyed and seated behind his desk reading Penthouse Letters was less a savior than a judge. 

“Slow down,” he said, and tossed the magazine aside. “You didn’t tell anyone where you were going?” 

“It was last-minute, I was in a rush.” 

“Okay, what did these guys look like?” 

She couldn’t honestly remember, not well, not the doctor. When she tried to picture him, she saw her own face, ugly with terror, reflected in the mirror of his headband. 

“A beret,” she said. “The director wore a beret.” 

“Don’t they all,” Brad said. “Listen, I’ll tell you right now, they’ll never get that tape out in US markets. If it goes anywhere, it’ll be overseas, South America maybe. We see it here, we fuck ’em.” As if that should make her feel better. As if distribution was her primary concern. 

“You’re not going to ask how I’m doing?” she said. “I thought they were going to kill me.”

“Kill you?” 

“Snuff me out.”

“That’s an urban legend,” Brad said. “That’s why you never, ever take a job through anyone but Tom. He can’t protect you if you don’t loop him in. You got a real death drive, don’t you? That’s what they call a Freudian concept, death drive.”

“Well, which is it? An urban legend, or something I should watch out for?”

“What’s with the attitude?”

“This is bullshit,” Winnie said. “This is fucking garbage. You only care about the bottom line. I’m going home. Find someone else for your stupid movies, find someone else to dance at your stupid club.” 

But home alone, she couldn’t relax, couldn’t sleep, could do nothing but drink, and the next week she was back on stage. If she wasn’t filming, she had to be dancing. A matter of survival, a matter of money, the bottom line. Simple as that. So she was still at Ladies of the Valley when Jude came back into her life, delivering to Winnie that first-love fierceness, a united front in the face of shared danger. Mornings in their apartment, making coffee and playing tapes; evenings hiking in the canyon with Jackie; giggling themselves to sleep, holding tight in dreams; safety, the sound of each other’s breathing, the warmth of each other’s skin. Come to think of it, and here with the privilege of perspective, hindsight, Winnie knew she had never loved the way she’d loved Jude, not her husband, not anyone. 

Outside Steve’s office, a cattle dog lay in a swath of sunlight. “That’s Carl,” Steve said, and patted his leg, signaling the dog to follow. 

“Steve and Carl,” Winnie said. “What a pair.” 

“Two dickheads.” It was the first time Winnie heard humor in Steve’s voice, and it calmed her. She followed him to a path that led uphill, through rows of potted sago palms. 

“Aren’t these poisonous to dogs?” she said, and looked at Carl, lifting his leg to sprinkle one of the sago’s long, spired fronds. 

“Just the seeds,” Steve said. “He doesn’t mess with them.” 

“What if he changes his mind?” Her hands were in her jacket pockets, thumbing the spray, locking and unlocking the trigger, fiddling.

“He won’t.” 

How do you know? Winnie thought but didn’t ask. Almost stern, Steve’s short answers, his silences. He reminded her of Brad in that way, and she felt comfortable with his terseness. A false comfort, she should remember that.

As they neared the top of the small hill, a larger trailer came into view, moss green, tucked into a copse of cottonwoods and camouflaged there. Carl trotted ahead, then waited at the door, panting. “He’s ready for the air,” Steve said, and held the screen door for the dog, who rushed inside and flopped on a cushion in front of a whirring box fan. Winnie went next. The door led right into the kitchen. It was clean and tidy in a manly way. All wooden bowls and racks of baseball hats, surfboards suspended from floating shelves on the ceiling, dry dog food in a metal can, ripe tomatoes on the table. 

“Make yourself at home,” Steve said, and gestured at a couch covered in towels. “Carl tracks in all sorts of crap. Hence the towels, push them off if you like.” She didn’t bother. 

“How long have you had this place?” she asked, wondering if Jude had sat on this sofa once, too. 

“Long time,” Steve said, and removed two bottles from the fridge. He popped the caps with a lighter and passed one to Winnie, then sat next to her. Close as he was, she could smell him. Gasoline and dirt and Speed Stick. Beneath all that, sweat. Long time. She repeated the words in her head. Long time since she’d wanted a man, and had there ever been an instance where the wanting was pure? Was it now? Death drive. The beer, when she sipped it, was salty, and she eyed Steve’s neck, moving the taste around in her mouth. It was something about the setting, far away and isolated. Something about the danger. These were, most likely, the qualities that had appealed to Jude too. 

“Got anything stronger?” she asked. Steve rose from the couch, went to the kitchen, reached high onto a dusty shelf, removed a bottle of tequila and two shot glasses, his shirt lifting as he did. Slight belly, coiled with hair leading to the fly of his jeans. Winnie could almost hear the thick rip of the zipper. She sat back and fondled the spray, oddly relaxed. 

“Let’s start at the beginning,” she said once he was seated next to her again and they’d both taken a shot. “You and Jude, tell me. Why was she here?”

He looked at her and she held his gaze, a lesson in seduction, one the camera taught her. 

“Let’s see,” he said. “I first met Jude in the early eighties. Cherry Lynn introduced us—you know Cherry?”

Winnie nodded. 

“I did some acting myself,” he said. “Before her time or Jude’s. Or yours, for that matter.”

So Steve knew Velvet Waters, knew she and Winnie were one or at least had an inkling. Steve knew Brad too, almost certainly. He leaned back and pulled on his beer. She poured them both another shot. 

“I was living up here, but I would drive down with mushrooms for Cher from time to time. Trying to help her clean up and clear her mind. A bit like trying to nail jelly to a wall. Though now of course she’s stone sober and won’t talk to me.” 

“Psychedelic mushrooms,” Winnie said. 

“Flesh of the gods,” Steve said. “Some people think Jesus was a mushroom.”

Winnie laughed, she couldn’t help it. “Do you think that?” 

Steve laughed a little too. “There’s a book about it,” he said. “I’ll find it for you later if you’re interested.” 

Later. She settled deeper into the couch. “Then what happened?”

“So Jude needed a place and moved into one of the trailers I have spread around here for my guys. She worked same as any of us.”

“I have trouble picturing Jude working in the dirt,” Winnie said. 

“You’d be surprised. I think it was a positive thing for her. She was processing some painful stuff and gardening can be good for that. I suppose I felt I owed her.”

Winnie glanced down the throat of her bottle. Painful stuff. She had been the harbinger. I will never forgive you. You’re pathetic. I don’t love you like you love me.

“Owed her why?” she asked, and Steve shrugged, said nothing. “It wasn’t just mushrooms you sold,” Winnie guessed. “You got her hooked. Then you felt bad. Then you two became romantic?” 

Steve said, “Then her ex showed up fresh out of prison and it all went to shit. Ol’ Lairdo,” he added. 

Winnie had almost forgotten. At the time, Laird had seemed but a blip. Now she realized he was a first fallen domino, setting off Jude’s career in porn. And Winnie’s return, the dissolution of their friendship. 

Steve said, “Don’t want to freak you out, but you know what they say. The boyfriend is always suspect number one. He’d cleaned up, found Jesus, or so he said.”

She was quiet for a moment. Laird the murderer on Brad’s behalf? Unlikely. More likely was Laird the murderer on behalf of his own jealousy. Or Steve the murderer, distracting Winnie with Laird. That last scenario seemed far-fetched, given the way he talked about processing, given the way he was with Carl, the way he cared for plants. Still, stupid to assume she knew the inner workings of his mind, the character of his soul.

To cut the silence she asked, “Jesus the mushroom?”

“More in the conventional sense. I think Laird’s whole trip was about making amends. But he and I butted heads big-time.” 

“I’m confused,” Winnie said. 

“She went off with him,” Steve said. “My best guess is things went south. Next thing you know, years have gone by and Cherry’s calling to say Jude’s dead. Tell you the truth,” he added, “I think you’re the one she was waiting here for.”

But how had Jude known Winnie wasn’t coming? What had made her give Laird another chance? Winnie remembered his erratic outbursts, the inane logic he’d surely brought to robbing Ladies of the Valley. So it wasn’t exactly a stretch to imagine him snapping, killing, a moment of passion. Passion, what a crock. Winnie stood, made for the fridge, dizzy from the shots, or Steve’s story, which only made her thirstier. She took two more beers from within and passed one to Steve, but didn’t sit herself. Instead she walked the room, processing, drinking, examining wall art, psychedelic renderings of surfers riding cosmic waves, mandalas and mushrooms and cacti. 

“I know a girl who could help you with answers,” Steve said. “For your book, I mean. Friend of mine.”

Winnie turned back toward him but found she could no longer look him in the eye. She approached anyway, reckless, frantic to feel close, less to Steve than to the ghost they had in common. She felt herself kneel, felt her hand fly to the buckle of his belt. Steve leaned back, legs spread, arms up, beer bottle in one hand, a posture that reminded Winnie of his past and hers. Here was a man accustomed to women and their advances; a man with many female friends, all of them girls. The zipper of his jeans, when she pulled it, made that thick ripping noise, just like she’d imagined. She reached within, past the cotton of his boxers, and touched him. 

Then Steve screamed. 

“It burns!” he yelled. “What’s on your hand?” With sudden sobriety, Winnie realized what she’d done, playing with the pepper spray in her pocket while they talked, pressing on the trigger, looking for power, protection, a thrill. Rough palms, she’d always had them. Skin so thick it didn’t feel the burn. But poor Steve, his most sensitive part stung. She stood, removed the spray gun from her pocket and waved it like a truce flag. “It must have leaked,” she said. “You need milk.” She wiped her palms on her jeans, moved to the fridge and removed an old-fashioned glass bottle from the top shelf. 

“It’s unpasteurized,” he whined, hopping from one foot to the other. “Costs a fortune at the farmer’s market.” 

“Oh well.” She snatched a metal mixing bowl from the dish rack, glugged out half the bottle, held the bowl hip-height. “Dunk,” she said, and he lowered himself in. 

They stood that way awhile, bodies pressed together, almost embracing, nowhere to look but each other. Winnie was the first to laugh. Out of cruelty, she thought, before Steve joined her. Not cruelty, but relief, she thought then. The milk was working. 

“You should take a shower,” she said once the sting had worn off and the bowl had been lowered. Steve nodded. Holding a dishtowel to his dick, he waddled down the hall, and after a moment, Winnie heard the water start. She washed her hands then stood by dumbly in the kitchen, buzzed and staring into nothing, trying to decide. Perhaps the abject weirdness of the encounter meant she better not. But it was only a trace amount of pepper, nothing to be a baby over. And hadn’t Steve’s vulnerability assured her of something? Hadn’t it excited her to see him in pain? She went to the tequila and took another shot. Then walked down the short hall to the bathroom, stripped off her clothes and parted the mildewed shower curtain. The chime of metal rings revealed a world of beige; the tan plastic tub pocked with mold, the soap a cream-colored sliver, cracked brown down the center. A plastic skylight overhead, tinted by age and dead leaves, cast a tawny light turned prismatic as a disco ball by the scattered carcasses of bees and black flies. Steve looked surprised to see her. For a moment, she worried he might reject her. Then he opened an arm, beckoned her into the stream and, saying nothing, steered her so that her back was wettened, then her front. With the attentiveness of a new mother soaping her infant for the very first time, he ran the fossilized bar of soap over Winnie’s body.

It was true that most men Winnie had been with had expected her to fuck like a porn star. Not Steve. What started in the shower continued in the bedroom. Strong, attentive, slow, none of that racing toward ejaculation, no violence to his touch. And Winnie had gone so long without truly being touched. At home she had a vibrator she used some nights before sleep. A simple, perfunctory ritual she performed in complete stillness to the soundtrack of her snoring dog until she came with a jerk. She told herself this was good enough, and besides, she’d never much liked fucking, not actual intercourse. She believed that the pleasure of true connection had been taken from her. First by Mitch, then by porn. It happened so early in her life that she never knew to miss it. But here was this man with his own history, own relationship to adult films, own interpretations of their erotic lessons; here were his hands, bringing her the blinding blankness of orgasm, that short burst of presence, short respite. The same hands that had touched Jude just so, had brought her blankness, too. No denying it, Winnie was grateful to feel close to someone that way, if only for an instant. And still, hours later, when she woke from a deep nap and reached for the man in bed beside her, she was relieved to find him gone. 

Fuck, she whispered, thinking of Peanut alone in the darkening apartment. Had she remembered to leave a lamp on? She got up, shuffled to the kitchen. Carl’s cushion was empty. Winnie wrote her full information on a scrap of paper, placed it on the kitchen table, where Steve had left a note of his own. That was nice. Had to get to a palm tree delivery. Here’s that someone who can help you, below which he’d written a woman’s name, her number. Winnie was hurt that he didn’t leave his own. 

    


    
 Chapter Eighteen

“Should have called you sooner,” Winnie said when she shook the new private investigator’s hand, small like the rest of her, and familiar, though Winnie had never seen the woman’s work before. Devonna Heart had been her porn name, but now she was just Danielle and worked as an assistant to a retired cop, catching cheaters five days a week, driving to Ventura to visit her friend Steve some weekends, no doubt. Stupid of Winnie to begrudge her that pleasure, though she did. 

They leaned together over the hood of Danielle’s Camry in the oceanic mist of a Malibu morning, opening one of the two manila envelopes she had provided. Inside was a piece of paper on which a black-and-white map had been printed. It led, as ever, back to the Valley. 

“This is it?” Winnie said. 

“Sure is.” Danielle stood up straighter, tucked her hair behind her ears. Defensive, maybe. Winnie could tell it had been easy to find the guy, little more than a Google search. She had been hosed. By Danielle. By Steve. Embarrassing, come to think of it; she’d wanted his phone number and had received, instead, a scam. 

“How long you been at this?” Winnie said, and reached in her purse, reluctantly handed over the wad of bills she’d withdrawn from the bank and folded into her wallet. 

“Ever since the internet came along to kill porn,” Danielle said. She counted the money, put it in her back pocket and shook her head, referring to a collective tragedy. Winnie looked at the map again, itself a product of the internet. When she got her start in porn, the villain had been video, arrived to displace thirty-five-millimeter film, eight-millimeter film, the theaters that screened it. The death of an art form, auteurs and adult actors cried. The death of the porn star as a legitimate public figure with premieres to attend, a career to nurture, Hollywood a hope that still seemed reasonable. Then the internet had come to supplant video. Soon the supplanter would be virtual reality; already you couldn’t swing a dick online without running into articles about the dangers of sex bots, destined to cuck us all. Well, good riddance. Winnie wasn’t a mother and could afford to be nihilistic. The only constant she could identify was that with each historical moment, each technological shift, each new outlet for selling sex and women’s bodies, a new crop of people got rich, most of them men. 

“Okay, well, I best be going.” Danielle patted her back pocket, where the bills had formed a square lump. “Thanks for your business.” 

“Sure,” Winnie said. 

She pocketed the still-sealed envelope; she would save it for later. Then looked again at the map and rolled her eyes, performing indignation for an audience of herself. She got in the car and started driving. 

Before arriving at her destination, Winnie had not allowed herself to acknowledge what it was. Conejos Valley Veterans Hospital. A place for sickness and for dying; very rarely, a place for recovery. But when she pulled into the driveway, all this was obvious. It was, for starters, far too small, single-story and jammed between two taller buildings. The driveway had parking spots for just seven visitors. Winnie took one of three empty slots and sat for some time wondering if she really wanted to go in and wishing she had a drink. 

Impossible to ignore it now; since starting this strange project well over a month ago, her drinking had escalated. A whole bottle of Château Saint-Revel every night. She blamed the past, the amount of time she spent there, sleuthing for clues about Jude’s murder on forums where hundreds of people showed reverence for blue movies of yore, the performers who made them, many of whom she used to know. These sites had an uncanny, otherworldly quality to them and were not unlike the adult film sets they memorialized, the odd adjustment first-time visitors had to make from the straight world to another world altogether. A truer world, some might say. Winnie could remember Jude arguing that. How she had been wrong. Which was the point Winnie’s true-crime book would make. She could already picture the cover in her mind’s eye, noirish yet serious, something to do with a setting sun. The Vanishing of an American Porn Star, she would call it. And in this book she would be cast not as porn queen, nor victim, nor failure of any kind, but as an intrepid investigator, devoted friend. True crime sold, after all. Redemption narratives sold. And Winnie was primed for redemption. 

A door to a hallway led to another hallway that led her to Laird. He lay in a bed too small for his body, which, despite obvious illness, remained large. Everything was a juxtaposition of big and little here in this hospital where men came to die. Laird’s long feet hung off the mattress, toes brushing the metal bedframe. His hands looked cartoonish, giant and too white, like mangled Mickey Mouse gloves, bleeding intravenous wires. Those hands. Strangulating hands. 

“Hey,” Winnie said before remembering he might not recognize her. A blip, that was what they’d been to each other. Yet it couldn’t be easy to forget the person who held you at gunpoint. 

Laird turned toward her in slow motion, as if unsure to believe her real. 

“Hey,” he said. 

“It’s Winnie. I’m Winnie. Not sure if you—”

“Hi, Winnie.” Even as he smiled, the skin on his face bore the pained and puckered appearance of a fruit left too long in the sun. 

A nurse came with a bag of fluids he hung on a pole at Laird’s bedside. “How we doing?” he asked them both. 

“Doing fine, Keith,” Laird said. “This is Winnie.” 

“Nice to meet you, ma’am,” Keith said, and Winnie noticed the wings pinned to the lapel of his scrubs, just below an American flag. He removed what looked like a Band-Aid from his pocket and peeled it from its paper backing, pressed the sticky side to the exposed skin of Laird’s bicep, removed his gloves and tossed them. Then he put on clean gloves, uncapped a port on the top of Laird’s hand, screwed in the fresh IV and left. 

“Veins in my arms are collapsed,” Laird said. “You know how it is.” He spoke with familiarity, like he was used to seeing people from his past, which Winnie was becoming accustomed to herself. She was becoming accustomed to how little time altered relationships, at least in a fundamental sense. When she was young, she imagined that losing touch with important people was an ending, but now she realized that the importance of most people you met when you were young never truly faded. 

She pulled a plastic chair to Laird’s bedside and perched on the edge. “What happened?” she asked, though she already knew. Laird might have gotten clean in prison and he might have made amends. But for certain he had stuck many a needle in his arm in the early 1980s. Winnie herself had been out of the porn business when AIDs hit the first time; she was a pariah by then, unwelcome at the funerals. Just last week she’d read in the Los Angeles Times that the industry was reeling from another outbreak, three people this time, no condoms. 

“Little infection,” Laird said. “Nothing I can’t handle.” 

Winnie twisted her face. First a smile, then a grimace, a frown.

“I guess,” he added, “I wanted too much. In my defense, I had a lot to escape. Funny thing, though, after all that, they’ve got me on the same shit now.” 

She had the impulse to say sickness wasn’t a punishment. Though how could she know he didn’t deserve his pain?

“What can I do you for?” he asked.

“I’m sober,” she blurted. “I’m on a tour to make amends.” The words sober and amends felt true when she said them, legitimizing. Like reading off a script and bringing real emotion to her line. 

“Bless you,” Laird said. “Sobriety has been my purest comfort and I pray that it may be for you as well. You got nothing to amend for, but I thank you just the same.” 

“How about you?” Winnie said. “What are you sorry for?” Then, when he didn’t answer, “Are you sorry for Jude?”

“Judey Judey.” Laird broke into a warbling song and Winnie felt the severity of his sickness elbow its way into the room, dragging behind it the nearness of death. 

“I was proud her,” he said. “Back when she was in them nudie magazines.” Off-key, he sang the chorus of a rock anthem about angelic centerfolds. The patch Keith had administered was kicking in, apparently. 

“When did you get your diagnosis?” Winnie asked. 

“What hurt me about Jude was when she ran from me. Didn’t even give me a chance, and I was hurt by that.”

“She did give you a chance. What did you do to her?”

“I never would have hurt her,” Laird said, gazing at the door, his eyes sweet, like he was looking at love itself. “I think we got that straight between us in the end.” 

“We made a great team,” he added. “There was love there.” 

“In the end?” Winnie had to work to ask, “When was the end?”

A pained look washed over his face. “Can you call my nurse?”

“Are you avoiding my question?”

“No, ma’am,” he muttered. “It’s true that we did make love, if that’s what you’re asking. Anytime we saw each other we couldn’t help ourselves. It’s how she was. That gardener guy she shacked up with didn’t like that much.” He smiled smugly. “You know we been pen pals.” 

“You and Steve?”

“Me and Judey Judey.”

Time slowed. Winnie felt her eyes fall back into her head. As if she had been seated on a slow-ascending roller coaster that had just commenced its plummet. She tried to return to the room, Laird reaching for the drawer on his metal nightstand, saying, “Not for some years, but . . .” the wires on his hand getting in the way. 

“Here,” she croaked, “let me.” She pulled open the drawer, which was empty except for a wallet, a watch, and a thin stack of postcards fastened by a rubber band. The first card, Greetings from the Hoover Dam!, was blank. A souvenir. There were others, too, greetings not yet sent. Monterey, Las Vegas. Winnie flipped through the stack, increasingly annoyed that Laird had manipulated hope from her. Then the last card. An image of a waterfall. She flipped it. The note on the back said hardly anything. Thinking of you! Hot here! Lots of rain! Xo, J. 

“Only kept the one,” Laird muttered. “Meant to send those others back to her.” 

The paper was weathered, brown around the edges. Winnie had to blink hard to make her eyes focus. “How many years?” she managed, and held the card close to her face. Cold sweat beaded her temples, pooled in her armpits. Inked over the stamp was a date: 2004. Twenty years after Jude’s disappearance. 

“I think I might be sick,” she said.

“Bathroom’s in the hall,” Laird said as she stumbled from her chair toward the open door, still holding the card. 

“Don’t say I never did you nothing,” he called after her. “When you get back, you can give me a little rub on the head. Don’t make me beg, it itches.”

But Winnie wasn’t coming back. 

She needed wine. Her mouth was acid, teeth scummed with vomit, and she couldn’t wait for home or Château Saint-Revel. At a Ralphs in Thousand Oaks, she rooted through the beer fridge until she found a cold Barefoot Pinot Grigio that, despite her disdain, was sweet relief when she twisted off the cap and pulled from the bottle, right there in the parking lot. Too much, it was all too much. Enough to prompt another slug from the bottle, so much it spilled from her mouth, down her chin and onto her blouse. Was it possible that Jude was alive? Despite the rumors? Despite the Jane Does? Was it possible Laird was lying?

Yes, but also difficult to tell. All her life Winnie had been tasked with decoding men’s disingenuousness, and each time she’d failed she’d been told it was her own damn fault. Her fault for trusting, her fault for not knowing not to trust. Well, she’d not fall into self-blame this time. Even if she deserved to be blamed. Easier to blame the men. And didn’t they all deserve it, too. She wedged the bottle in the cupholder, where it was almost too fat to fit. She opened the glovebox, placed Laird’s postcard within, removed the second manila envelope Danielle had sold her. It contained a single sheet of information, the likes of which cops—or retired cops—might print from a database when they ran the plates of a speeding Porsche. Jeffrey Dyer. Born in May of 1959 in La Jolla, California. A property developer. Married with two children. Residing at 22150 Broad Beach Road in Malibu. The man from the trail, the menace from Gazebos. Life could be so obvious. 

    


    
Chapter Nineteen  

She had passed the gelato stand before but never stopped. Too busy, the line always long, and always the families spilling onto the sidewalk, tonguing sweet mounds of sugar. From a spot across the parking lot, loitering in the RAV4, Winnie stalked this particular foursome—a disappointing father, a mother, brown-haired and trim, two teenagers in sweatpants and slide sandals, cell phones in hand—as they maneuvered around other families, and took their place in line, gesticulating, debating flavors. She unbuckled her seatbelt. 

During the three hours she’d waited outside the family home on Broad Beach Road—less a home than a fortress, surrounded by a high battlement—drinking, studying Laird’s postcard and chewing over whether she could trust it, Winnie had hoped, at best, to see the husband and wife together. Then, just as her bladder was approaching max capacity, her wine almost killed, her concern for Peanut, hungry at home, reaching a crescendo, came the near-silent trundle of the garage door, the slow backward rolling of the SUV, the silhouette of a man just visible behind the tinted glass of the passenger-side window. A woman was driving. And in the backseat, the outline of two bodies, hunched over screens. Winnie had counted to thirty. Then started the RAV4 and followed.

Now, in the rearview, she applied lip tint and smoothed her hair as if preparing for a date. At a distance, the family hit the front of the line; the teens lowered their devices and ordered, pointing at the glass case then receiving the cones passed to them. The mother waved her hand to the server, no thank you. A dieter. She corralled her brood out of everyone else’s way so that they stood apart from their father at the register, holding his cone in one hand, wrestling his wallet from his back pocket with the other. It was Winnie’s moment. She got out of her car.

The man had just returned his money to its rightful place in his pants and was turning, cone of raspberry pink in hand, when, giggling with the glee of a flirtatious prankster, she popped up behind him and grabbed his crotch. The gesture was familiar. A scenario plucked from a memory of her husband, shopping in the produce section of Fairway supermarket; a come-on made classic by pornos, one she had been tasked with performing for the camera more than once. But as her hand closed around the slick bunch of the man’s workout pants, the unsuspecting penis beyond twitching as if startled, she felt the full weight of her transgression. A mistake. An assault. The word presented itself for her consideration. Who was she to deem anyone deserving of violation? But she was in it now, and as if opening a door inside herself, she allowed the ancient mannerisms of her adult acting career to enter and inhabit her. The lusty groping, the arched back and preening chest, the wide eyes and bit lip.

“Hey, stranger! Long time no see, how come you no call me?” When she released his dick, the man took a quick step back, an expression of abject horror on his face. The raspberry fell from his cone with a plop. 

“Oops,” she said. “Sorry about that. What are you doing here?” 

She stepped closer, batted his arm playfully and knew his wife was watching, could sense from the side of her own vision the other woman’s eyes. The time had come, the money shot. Winnie held onto his bicep, dug in her nails when he tried to back off. She leaned forward, laughing again, the cute woman acting unharmed after her date forgot to call. Close to his ear she whispered, “This is what you wanted, right?” She gave the lobe a little lick and the wife arrived, as if on cue. “What’s this?” she said.

Winnie removed her hand. 

The man said, “Alyssa, I—”

“What the hell is this?” Alyssa said again.

“Wait,” Winnie said. “Hang on a second.” A few people looked up. “What the fuck?” she said louder. 

“Keep it down,” the man growled. 

“Jesus Christ, Jeffrey, you said you were divorced!” She was yelling now, acting. Thickening her voice with the performance of tears. “I can’t fucking believe this!”

The crowd at the gelato stand had stilled. Silence, broken only by the voice of the cashier, May I take your order? Trying to pretend that everything was normal.

The kids came over. Mom? They stood on either side of her, a front. As one, the front turned toward Jeffrey, red and sputtering.

“You have kids?” Winnie yelled. “I can’t believe you, Jeffrey! I am so done. After everything you promised. The trip to Aspen?” (Where, she knew from Danielle’s report, the family owned a palatial third home complete with steam showers, movie theater and fire pit.) “Get me out of here.” She turned to leave.

“Who the fuck do you think you are?” the wife said once Winnie’s back was turned, and though she sensed the woman was speaking to her husband, Winnie turned once more, faced the whole family and said, “I’m Velvet fucking Waters. Look it up.” 

She drove home shaking. Adrenaline, accomplishment. Regret. What she had done to the man was not commensurate with what he’d done to her. But men were self-serving snakes. Winnie was doing that man’s wife, his children, a favor by exposing who he really was. Even if exposure was arrived at via a lie. She turned right into the condo complex, noticed the arm of the guard booth was wide open. Anyone could drive through. Which was happening often lately. A note on the window said Guard on patrol. Likely story. She drove in, parked outside her unit.

It was almost dark, and she’d forgotten to leave a light on for Peanut. Stupid Winnie. It was almost dark, yet she could still see the shape of something on her stoop. She thought of Jeffrey. Undeterred by her derangement. Provoked by it, rather. Racing from the gelato stand to plant a bomb, a pile of shit, the severed head of Winnie’s beloved dog at her front door. She got out of the car. Approached the stoop. The potted cactus someone had left there, prismatic purple flower blooming from a barbed penis. A note stuck in the soil said, Came down to surf First Point, thought I’d stop by. This flower made me think of you. Forgot to give you my digits. 805-714-7374. When can I see you again? Steve xx 

    


    
 Chapter Twenty

Near-dark in Malibu and the wind was at it, fussing the trees. One wall over, Winnie’s neighbors were at it too, screwing again, the woman’s cries so pornographic Winnie had to put an ear to the wall to tell if it was her or a video, volume full blast. Each time she saw the couple in the light of day they appeared incongruous to so much amorous emoting. Sweater-wearers in their thirties, wedding-ringed, walkers of two small dogs, drivers of sedans they rarely washed. Yet on the sidewalk outside their door the husband had written A+J in surf wax, encircled by a heart that stuck to the pavement through wind and rain, enduring in its symbolism of enduring love and lust. It was hard not to be happy for the fuckers. And it comforted Winnie, walls so thin that if she ever had cause to scream, someone would surely hear. 

She had been harsh. Best to admit it now. Men weren’t all snakes. Women weren’t all destined to be dicked over. Such black-and-white thinking, such objectifying and othering in the name of undoing past objectifications and otherings was the purview of her students, whose ideology often became, in its stridency, its own form of conservatism, and hadn’t she urged those kids to open their minds? Laird had helped her, or so it seemed, and almost as soon as Winnie confronted Jeffrey, she’d felt sorry for his wife, his children. A little sorry for him. Then the gift from Steve, waiting at her front door like an award and a lesson. 

Now she slumped in her office loft with a bottle of red, watching Steve’s cactus bloom another flower, listening to her neighbors like a pervert and doubling down on the lie of her sobriety. She was in pain, dammit, and had been nearly constantly since seeing Laird two days ago. It stuck in her bones, swollen and old as Winnie herself, her mother before her. Her pain was intrinsic, triggered, and because of that she made exceptions, buying Château Saint-Revel by the case. Just tonight she had finished a bottle and was on to a second, her whole head obliterated by ferment and sugar. Stupid, when she had an early flight to catch. Or smart, to get drunk and stay that way. She had always been a nervous flier. But somewhere near her thirties—around the time she learned of Jane Does one, two, three, four, five, come to think of it—nerves had turned to terror. A matter of perspective, aging. A matter of how many things a person understood could go wrong, with little reason and no special exemptions. That poor man’s children hadn’t asked to be traumatized by the woman he’d traumatized. And seeing Laird sick had done nothing but confirm life’s ruthlessness. Yet it was possible that Jude was alive. That all these years Winnie had been mourning a lie. That her guilt had been little more than a waste of time. That she had tried to shunt her guilt off, anyway, onto the men, when it had always been hers to own. Despite ownership, despite waste, despite everything, she still wanted hope, felt propelled forward by a new sort of rushing, panic maybe. To confirm her fears or to assuage them. To find the girl—the woman, now—and tell her she was sorry. 

She had made travel arrangements and packed in an hour. Nothing to do now but wait for 4 a.m., when a shuttle would come to take her to the airport. She poured another glass, opened the internet, searched Devonna Heart. Steve’s “friend.” Steve, who wanted to see Winnie again. She glanced once more at his cactus, then back at the screen, where videos had appeared, uploaded to a site called Sexxx.com, how original. Apparently, Devonna—Danielle—had rolled with the internet, the industry sea change, or tried to before quitting and becoming a private eye. Because here she was in what seemed to be a recent video, bound and gagged while one male performer fucked her and another played with a knife in proximity to her face. Dumb bitch, they called her. Stupid whore. The video was supposed to be shocking, which all videos seemed to be in the internet age, especially for older actresses. But Winnie had seen worse, had of course appeared in worse against her will. 

Even in the early eighties, golden age of pornography, golden age of cocaine and Video Vixens and more money than men could count, regular people were up in arms about the link between violent porn and real violence against women. Then came the Meese Commission, a gaggle of men convened by Ronald Reagan to produce a biased report premised on a we know it when we see it definition of obscenity. Porn was bad, the report concluded, and linked the violence in porn to real-life violence. Which wasn’t a stretch, not entirely. Media shaped society, and putting violence and sex together normalized the relationship between violence and sex. But what about the other porn? The playful, the parodic, the fantastical? Winnie had read the feminists who suggested eradicating porn was the only way to eradicate violence against women, and at the time she’d been inclined to agree. Then she’d read an interview with Linda Lovelace, Deep Throat icon and survivor of domestic abuse, who said that despite making multiple appearances at the behest of Andrea Dworkin and Catharine MacKinnon, both of whom were selling books about her plight, Lovelace herself had never seen a dime. 

The whole Women Against Pornography movement took everything to extremes for the good of no one, just like the pornographers had done. Capitalism won over women, as usual. Porn could rarely be described as playful now, and the violence was worse than ever. Worse, Winnie suspected, than she could imagine, though she didn’t care to go poking around and confirming this suspicion. Some years back, the Supreme Court had ruled it legal to distribute videos in which eighteen-year-old actresses were costumed to look like children and directed to act that way too, often to such a degree that it was impossible to tell they weren’t really little kids. The result was a boom in pedophilic and incest-themed videos, framed as instruction manuals, and anyone who protested was a censor, as far as the pornographers were concerned. 

The First Amendment, Larry Flynt’s Hustler and the bullet he took in the name of free speech. An anarchist sensibility. That had belonged to Winnie once. But no longer. She wasn’t sure she believed in anything now, not if she was honest with herself. Planes went down, people died, people lied. Goodness protected nothing. Life was ruthless and random. 

The next video she found starring Devonna Heart featured Devonna in the role of a mother, seated at a suburban kitchen table with a young actress made up to look even younger. Plaited pigtails, knee socks, a teddy bear cradled in the crook of her arm. “Now, honey, sex is normal and natural, and I know you’re curious,” Devonna recited. “Before you experiment with kids on the playground, I want to be the one to teach you some basics about the birds and the bees.” She leaned in, shoved her tongue past the girl’s barely parted lips. 

Winnie had seen enough. She clicked off the video, thinking as she did of her own start in the business. Sixteen years old, dancing to punk songs by girls for girls, a whole generation who wanted to transcend the boredom of their mother’s generation, the frustration of their grandmothers and all the women who came before; girls who wanted experience, girls who wanted to live. She slid from her desk chair and lay on her back on the floor. The neighbors’ ecstasy came to some sort of meaningful conclusion and abated. Drunk as she was, Winnie knew it was unsafe to take the stairs to bed, and curled, fetal, on the carpet, crying a little and watching behind her eyes a kind of half-dream of her first photo shoot. Velvet magazine. A schoolgirl’s uniform, a screwdriver to loosen her up. She had been stiff until the photographer had provoked her—You gotta give me more, hon, I mean what are you here for if you won’t take off your clothes—and she had ripped off her costume and thrown it at him, casting away the last of her innocence like nothing but a scrap of fabric. Yes! he had cried, ecstatic, as she showed her rage. Use it! As if on behalf of all men, he wanted to know what war she was fighting. But it was, and always would be, invisible to them. 

Well before the op-ed, she had tried to write the war in language men could grasp, sitting on her bed with her new Smith Corona typewriter, making use of the story she’d been given, trying to turn trauma into art. Penthouse Letters, Brad’s favorite column. On set, in his office, he read the best installments out loud, Get a load of this. How she’d wanted to surprise him. She had pictured him opening the latest issue and seeing her name, reading her reinterpretation of the terrible tale she’d told him—the doctor, the fondling, the chair—transformed by her hand into evidence of her strength. That he didn’t know her real name was an inconvenience she excused; she would just have to tell him she wasn’t Johanna Rhodes after all and hope he wouldn’t care, hope he’d still be proud. And sorry, not to have supported her when she needed him the most. 

Submission, Penthouse Letters, “Dirty Doctor Does Debbie” by Winona Wilson, 1983

What can I say? My name is Debbie and I’ve always been sensitive. The small nipples on my perky B cups do tingle from time to time, usually when I think of something dirty, which I try not to do. I’m a professional woman, with responsibilities, deadlines. My work is high stress and high stakes. Sometimes I just want someone to boss me around. But I keep that to myself. 

The problem was that my breasts had become extra sensitive. I couldn’t button a blouse without my nipples hardening and it was an embarrassment at work, where everyone could see, no matter what sort of bra I wore. So I made an appointment with a specialist, thinking it smart to seek a professional opinion on the matter. 

His office was in a sleek new building in an expensive part of town. The waiting room was tastefully decorated all in white. When a nurse led me into an exam room and told me to change into a gown, I did as I was told, looking down at my hard pink rosebuds and praying that the doctor would be able to calm them. 

I had to wait a long, long time for him to arrive. He was a very important doctor and had many other patients to attend to. But I didn’t much mind because the air in the room was cool and clean and calming and, I admit, I drifted into a sort of dream. It was erotic and featured my naked body touched, teased and finally entered by multiple bodies, invisible as the air itself. I was both alone in the dream and surrounded, safe and self-sufficient. 

I was just about to climax when a knock on the door shook me awake. I could feel wetness between my legs, slick and slippery, and I tried to compose myself as the doctor entered the room, but I worried he could tell I was hot and bothered. If he could, he didn’t show it. Just looked at me sternly, his chiseled face and tall, broad body looming before me. I felt intimidated. My nipples pressed urgently against my examination gown, and I glanced down, wondering if the doctor could see. They were indeed outlined beneath the fabric in such pink and textured relief that I gasped aloud. 

“Now, Ms. Debbie,” the doctor said, “I understand you’re having some issues with constant nipple arousal. I’d like to do a full examination to get a sense of what’s going on.” I told him that would be fine. My heart thumped and the moisture between my legs increased so that I was practically dripping. What had come over me? When he touched the edge of my gown to pull it back, I shivered. Softly he cupped one of my breasts in his hand. “I’ll just palpate the tissue,” he said, but I thought I heard a soft groan escape his lips. He moved in a circle around my areola. When he got to my nipple, I was the one trying to suppress any noises. I wanted to moan, I wanted to move the doctor’s hands down between my legs and introduce him to my juices. 

Then, as if he could read my mind, he did something completely unexpected. He bent down and slowly put my left nipple in his mouth. I felt his tongue flick and lick and I couldn’t contain myself, I sighed loudly. One of his hands flew to my mouth and covered it. The other snaked its way between my legs and met my sex in a sliding, slippery collision of moist flesh. I was so entranced in ecstasy that I forgot myself entirely. I didn’t think of the unlocked door or the doctor’s professionalism or my own. His mouth moved to my right breast and I practically cried out for mercy and for more. I felt my hand move of its own accord to his rod, rigid beneath the zipper of his pants. I unzipped it. I fondled him, testing the length of him, the strength, the thickness. I sank down in the exam chair and pulled him closer. He buried himself inside me, moaning into my breasts while I pushed into him, grinding and bouncing. For an instant, our eyes met. The doctor’s gaze was hard and wanting, and after a moment, I could no longer look. My nipples, puffed and dusky pink, appeared fulfilled, but I couldn’t control myself. I thrust into the doctor like he was the only cure, climaxing in a brilliant flash of white light as he flooded me until we were both totally spent. 

Then the treatment was over. He zipped up and straightened his jacket. “Alright, Ms. Debbie,” he said. “That will be all for today.” And with that, he was gone. When I looked down, my nipples had returned to their normal size. When I buttoned my blouse, they no longer protruded from beneath the fabric like extra buttons. It was what I’d wanted, but somewhere deep down, I knew I needed more. On my way from the office, I scheduled another appointment for the following week. 

Regarding your submission to PenthouseLetters, “Dirty Doctor Does Debbie,” 1983

Dear Ms. Wilson,

We regret to inform you that the enclosed submission to Penthouse Letters, “Dirty Doctor Does Debbie,” was not an appropriate fit for our magazine. We receive hundreds of submissions every month. Rest assured that we thoroughly read and discussed yours. We appreciated your attention to detail as well as to the Penthouse style and wish you luck in your future endeavors with the written word.

Sincerely, 

The Editors

Winnie received her rejection the way writers never should: as indication of her worth. Or lack thereof. So she asked Jude if she could come along to the shoot in Moorpark. Masked Medieval Fuck Fest was the picture. She didn’t want to be alone, she said. She needed a change of scenery. Unconsciously, she might have had some other plan. Jude’s performance in Perverted Pool Party II had done something to Winnie, something both arousing and upsetting that she wanted to undo. Especially once Jude said, “You can be my assistant for the day,” as if it were an honor. So maybe it was then that Winnie decided; maybe it was when they pulled up to a house made to look like a medieval banquet hall, or when Roger, who had cast Winnie in the original Perverted Pool Party, turned out to be the director. He took her aside while Jude was in hair and makeup and offered her four hundred dollars to join in, and she felt heat rise within her, competitive and whispering yes yes yes. 

For this shoot, this orgy, Jude would make just three hundred dollars and the discrepancy felt like justice, the correct kind of hierarchy. Since opening the letter from Penthouse, unsticking the envelope full of nervousness and excitement and feeling, with a glance at the brevity of the words within, the crash of so much hope, a strange longing had swept through Winnie’s body. For undoing, yes. And acceptance, attention. For excitement. For the competitive kind of fucking she’d once done on screen, where her aggression and numb, nonplussed, cold-fish facial expressions were a boon. A testament to her resilience, maybe, that the pain of her past could be channeled into anger, disgust even, and expressed through sex. So what if she could be accepted only as a body. A body was better than nothing. 

“Okay,” she told Roger, “I’ll do it.” She took the cash and found the kitchen, the fridge, pounded two beers back-to-back then disappeared into the crowd. But from its depths she searched. For Jude, her body ensconced in other bodies Winnie imagined trampling. She imagined cutting through the crowd, pulling Jude from their collective grasp, their arms and legs and dicks like tentacles, trying to wrench her away. And in this fantasy, Winnie was the strongest one, Winnie prevailed. 

Of course, in the end, she didn’t rescue Jude, who would not want to be rescued; just numbed out and performed as she was paid to perform. And when the day wrapped, when Roger called cut and everyone stood, she removed her mask and faced her best friend as if for the first time. As if showing her true self. 

She woke at 4 a.m., still curled on the office floor, still drunk. The doorbell was ringing. “Shit,” she muttered, and hustled down the stairs. When she opened up and saw the shuttle driver’s expectant face, she saw too how he blanched at the sight of her. Or the smell, red wine reeking from her pores. “Sorry,” she said, and handed him her bag, took her keys from the hook, locked the door. Then, that easily, she was gone. 

In the shadow of morning, the plane took to the sky. Winnie was seated by a window and leaned her forehead against the cold acrylic to watch a great light rise over cloud cover, growing closer, the way survivors of death return to talk about it. An obliterating orb into which all must pass. Winnie could not imagine such a thing. And yet here it was, right before her. 

Long ago, so long she couldn’t remember who she’d been, her mother had walked into this light, leaving a hole so vast Winnie struggled to find the edge. But it was still there, a rim to build a wall around. A wall could entrap but also protect. Then came Mitch, and the hole became a void too vast to tame, a longing, a wound, beyond language. After that, every loss Winnie lived through caressed and stretched this void, almost comforting in its assurance of life’s cruelty. The wall grew higher, harder to see. Yes, she was angry, and for a time she turned that anger outward, toward a camera, the man behind it. Maybe, she thought now, staring at the light beyond her window, spreading into thinning air, her time in pornography was the healthiest she’d ever been. Despite everything that went wrong, maybe it had been mostly for the best. A fat pill to swallow, that once she left the business she had been unable to translate her anger to the page, had instead turned it toward herself. She closed her eyes. 

She dreamed of her ex-husband and a hunt. Together they were searching, for what she wasn’t sure, and had arrived in a red-light district to find it. They stood on the street, looked up at a window in which a woman masturbated. She was on display, but Winnie understood that she was pleasuring herself for no other reason than pleasure itself. From a remove she watched Reg stare. Then the plane hit turbulence and jostled her awake. She emerged into the reality of her situation—suspended by a science she didn’t understand thirty thousand feet over vast and empty ocean—gasping so loudly that the man next to her reached across to pat her hand and grimace in commiseration. Presumptuous, to think he could touch her. But not surprising. From the back of the plane, a child screamed. “Few bumps here, ladies and gentlemen, please stay seated,” the pilot announced. He flew higher, the ride smoothed, and the man beside her removed his hand, closed his eyes. But Winnie clutched the armrest and held tight. It was not the terror of the plummet, it was the oblivion and hope that came before. The dumb excitements and petty frustrations of every individual who boarded the plane, never imagining it would crash. 

“Drink, hon?” An attendant was passing over a napkin, a pouch of pretzels, her chest precariously close to the face of the man seated next to Winnie. His eyes were open again, and though he leaned back to make room, he still stared at the breasts before him. What was he supposed to do, look away? Still, Winnie disdained him. 

“Can you make a screwdriver?” She passed over her credit card.

“Sure thing, sweetie,” the attendant said, and Winnie thought she sensed a certain comradery in her voice. But maybe that was just wishful thinking. 

She had not tasted a screwdriver in some time. Twelve years maybe. Maybe more. It worked as it ever had, impressing her with her own boldness, no fucks given to what the man beside her thought of a screwdriver at eight in the morning. Nor did she care if he recognized her, or if he felt disappointed by how she’d aged, or that she’d aged at all. Why did this apathy feel bold to her? It just did, she didn’t make the rules. 

Like he could smell her utter and complete uninterest, the man gestured at her plastic cup and said, “I’m a nervous flier too.” She allowed herself half a smile. “Ever been to the islands before?” he asked. 

“Yes,” she said, and smiled again. “Many years ago.” 

“I’m over here all the time.” He launched into an unasked-for explanation involving extreme adventures and luxury accommodations. But Winnie was in her head, remembering the video—Surf Sluts—shot on location in Oahu, where Brad had promised she could see sea turtles, the prospect of which had made her giddy, brave enough to fly, though she never had before, and the idea had always frightened her. There had been turbulence on the way. She’d swallowed a Valium and ordered a screwdriver and clutched Jude’s hand until the drug kicked in and she slept, waking with wheels down, unsure of where she was. The pills were new, prescribed by a doctor who serviced most of the industry. It was casual, how Winnie came by a bottle. She mentioned she’d be flying, that she was nervous. It wasn’t a lie, nor was it the whole truth; the fact was, something with Jude had changed, something Winnie was struggling to understand and trust, and the struggle overwhelmed her, scared her, for though the change might be beautiful, it might also be an end.

The doctor never told her not to mix the pills with alcohol, though on that first flight, Winnie came to understand how it could happen, a slip-up, a slipping away. The high was delicious, a slow, creamy sensation that took from her the burden of caring about the change, or if the plane crashed, or what she would be shooting should it land, or with whom. Life itself had nothing to do with her. Porn had nothing to do with her. You could watch her entire catalog from front to butt and know nothing of the real girl beyond the screen. Same with Jude. Except for one film. Except for just one. 

“Luxury accommodations,” the man beside her was repeating. “Helicopters. The only authentic luau on the island—” 

“Please,” she heard herself say. “Give me a break.” 

“Excuse me?” 

She waved a hand, dismissing him. He stopped talking. 

“I need to piss,” she said. “Can I get out?” Before he could stand, she muscled past, knocking his knees and drink tray. He leaned back a little to let her, though in his head she knew he was fighting, calling her dumb bitch, stupid whore, or something somehow worse. 

“The captain has turned on the fasten seatbelt sign,” a flight attendant announced while Winnie was on the toilet. She returned to her seat, opened the window flap to look for the obliterating light. But it had shifted, and she couldn’t tell if she was looking at cloud cover or water. She shut the blind. She would swim, soon as possible, and the sea would welcome her. For years she had remembered the temperature of the archipelago, how when they arrived at the rented house in Oahu, she had swallowed another Valium and bobbed naked in the beach break, trying to erase the disappointment and dread Brad had left her with when he called to say Jackie was lost; once more he had failed to care for what Winnie held dear. 

That day in the water, naked and stoned, Winnie felt inseparable from her mother. Mother mother mother, high on pills she was close to the dead. She said as much to Jude—It’s a womb—then dove down deeper to search. When she surfaced, Jude was swimming away and Winnie moved to her belly, placed her face underwater, floated that way until she had to breathe, then floated face-down once more. Time passed, how much she wasn’t sure. She had given up on the turtles when she saw one. Smaller than she’d expected, young maybe, diving through a shaft of dying daylight. It swam toward the reef below, striking a pose almost comically picturesque, like an image on a new-agey shower curtain, all that turquoise and sun. Winnie lifted her head to breathe, then ducked underwater again. The turtle was gone. 

In its place, Bill, the director, wet chest hair dripping when he carried Winnie from the womb. Saving her, he seemed to think, and she didn’t correct him. It was comforting, how he held her. He would care for her, she briefly thought. Then, of course, his touch turned to sex. On the beach, stoned, she sat astride him, skinny and self-possessed. Until he flipped her to her back and she was absorbed into the sand, looking past the cheap Hawaiian shirt to the palm trees, coconuts hanging heavy, a danger should they fall. This was what she remembered in the morning, when she woke late and scrambled to shower, douche, get herself to hair and makeup, where she swallowed another Valium with two of Jude’s alleged aspirin and a mimosa, and remembered nothing more. She woke to her co-star slapping her face. She woke to laughter, the cast and crew catty like that. She had been drugged and she had drugged herself. Horrifying, how the pills mixed and made it hard to care. Yet one thing was clear: Jude could not be trusted, the change between them should be feared. 

“Once a stray, always a stray,” Brad said when she returned to the Valley alone and too late. She didn’t bother arguing. She searched for Jackie until she could search no more. She cut her losses, tossed the pills, published the article, burned Brad, made ashes out of his life in the hopes of making herself a writer. Had it worked? Had her hopes and dreams come true? Thirty years later and she could confidently report, hardly. Hopes and dreams were for children, for people with children, those who had fulfilled their biological imperative and now lived lives as blinkered and trudging as carthorses, carrying the load of day-to-day duties, too tired by nightfall to dwell on the failure of hopes and dreams, the horrors of humankind, the dumb optimism required to think one’s child’s life would undoubtedly turn out different. 

Winnie was many things, but optimistic she was not. She had snapped at the stupid man beside her on the plane, and now she was crying and he would not comfort her. She would not want him to, and yet perhaps she would. Perhaps she was heartbroken. It was just that Peanut had looked so resigned, splayed on the metal table at the vet’s office, too weak to lift her head though her eyes still followed Winnie’s every move, loyal to the last, and searching. For reassurance, protection, something to stop the pain. It was only yesterday, two days after her visit to Laird, two days after she assaulted Jeffrey Dyer outside the gelato stand, that Winnie had found her unresponsive and rushed her to the vet’s, elbowing past men with their big-balled purebreds, the woman in the pink sweatsuit with the fat chihuahua, Look, Bella, a friend! An X-ray showed a body stuffed with disease, a Christmas goose of cancer. The vet could feel the tumors through her skin. Internal bleeding, he’d said, a slim window of time, and Winnie had cried there in front of him, face in her palms, messy as a child. She had not been paying close attention. Enamored by Jude, she had neglected the dog she’d sworn to caretake, and not for the first time. But this wasn’t about her now. The vet had passed over the tissues and she’d wiped her eyes, blown her nose, faced him as a woman again. “Can you do it today?” Grief was coming, a new wave, tidal in its height, a behemoth too vast to duck-dive. Best to face it head-on. 

Waiting there in the sterile office for the death potion to be brewed, Winnie thought, as she often did, that goodness protected nothing. Peanut, goodest girl, most loyal, fiercest girl, girl easier to love than any human, was what Winnie wanted most to protect. It was lucky, then, that Winnie herself was not good, that she was bad enough to protect through death. “Forgive me,” she whispered as the needle went in, holding the little paw in her hand and squeezing. It was important that Peanut know she was not alone. “I love you,” Winnie told her. I love you I love you I love you I love you, until Peanut was gone and Winnie was finally, fundamentally, entirely on her own. She went home and bought a plane ticket.

Wheels down and Winnie woke. Out of a bitter dream and into a humidity so heavy it pressed like deep water on her very bones. At the car rental booth, a salesman tried to sway her from a standard sedan to a truck for just thirty dollars extra per day. “I’m telling you, ma’am, there’s some amazing secret beaches you’ll need four-wheel drive to access.” His voice was pleading, as if he really cared what Winnie saw on her trip, what she accessed. But he was slick, gelled, with the face of a ferret. An obvious upseller. “No thank you,” she said more than once, and he relented. “See you soon,” he called as she walked out the door, like he’d be waiting to say told ya when inevitably she returned for her upgrade. 

She had booked online, and in a matter of minutes, a one-bedroom condo on the north side of the island. Which, according to a cursory scan of the map, was about as close as she could get to the return address on Laird’s postcard, the place Jude had sent it from eleven years before. Not a lot of hotels on Kauai, especially now, late summer and the tourists still swarming. The condo was expensive, almost two hundred dollars a night, money Winnie charged, assuring herself she would earn it back with a book advance and then some. She would look for Jude. The trail would go cold or it wouldn’t. Then she would write the proposal, sell the book on spec. Even from the remove of her own literary pessimism, she knew nonfiction was hot these days, writers staging all sort of experiments for big checks: a year abroad eating, praying and loving; a year living off the grid so as best to hold forth on the dangers of technology; a year without vegetables; a year spent saying “no,” a year spent saying “yes.” Surely Winnie’s book about a summer spent on the unsolved murder of an ex-porn star would fit in there somewhere. 

Before check-in, she stopped for groceries at a store called Big Save, which was neither large nor thrifty. No Château Saint-Revel was to be found. Just twenty-dollar bottles of five-dollar wine. Begrudgingly, she loaded her cart with essentials—wine, eggs, bread, pasta. In line, bros with sunburns waited to buy Bud Light. Hawaiians shopped for the week ahead, living their normal lives against the backdrop of other people’s golf trips. A rooster wandered, looking for a hen lost somewhere in the store. Chickens were everywhere, the result, according to the car rental salesman, of a cockfighting ring gone bust when hurricanes hit, first in the early 1980s, then again in ’92, leveling domestic coops. The escaped birds proliferated. Now, with no natural predators to hunt them, they roamed unfettered, both derided and adored, depending on who you asked. 

The condo was accessible through a lockbox, no interaction necessary, a plus. And though Winnie’s expectations had been low, the inside was the right kind of homey, professionally kept, but with plush, worn furniture and appliances that anticipated guests would actually use them. She dropped her suitcase and grocery bag in the kitchen, opened a sliding door to a communal lawn that led in five long steps to a cliff beyond which ocean rolled, bright and endless, white ribbons of breaking waves like frills in the skirt of a girl’s cupcake dress, so much sweetness and lace. Winnie thought of sharks, she always did. As anyone who had been of movie-watching age in 1975 always did. They had called it “the Jaws effect,” how beachgoers refused to swim after seeing the film, how fishermen went wild, hunting great whites. From this perspective Winnie felt sorry for the sharks, aggressive by nature, unable to be anything but what they were. She turned her back on the water, went inside. It was still early, only 5 p.m. in Hawaii though her body said later. Too late, in any case, to seek out that address. She would wait for morning. 

She unloaded the groceries, then wandered around checking closets, grateful for her removal from the site of Peanut’s passing. Easier not to dwell on loss in this new place, new landscape; she had done a smart thing by leaving, though it was difficult to ignore the sensation of whiplash, emotionally speaking. Peanut’s death a trade for the hope of Jude’s life. In a storage credenza by the door she found a snorkel, mask, set of fins, packed into a canvas bag. She fished out the fins. Size eight. They would do. 

Her body in a simple black bathing suit looked soft and curvaceous, pleasing. It still surprised her that with the trickle of her periods from regular to seldom, she had appeared to herself as if through someone else’s loving eyes. Though maybe seeing herself in such a positive light had to do less with the beginning of menopause than with divorce. Many women her age still hated their bodies. But discarded as she’d been, as soon as Winnie signed the papers, relief had washed over her, oceanic in its distance and depth. She no longer needed to accommodate the man. His gaze, fed and fattened by the same impossible ideals she had once been paid to perform, was no longer hers to cater to; she was free. It was a revelation quickly followed by grief. That she’d wasted so much time worrying about her looks. Not unlike the time she’d wasted feeling guilty for abandoning Jude to murder. Though perhaps Jude really was Jane Doe one, two, three, four, five. Perhaps Laird’s postcard was little more than a sick ruse. Perhaps Winnie’s guilt had been warranted. Perhaps perhaps. 

Padding down to the beach with the canvas bag on her shoulder, the warm bottle of wine within clanking against the mug she’d brought to drink from, she felt it, invisibility, freedom. Well into her marriage, when she was supposed to be comfortable, she had still worried about swimming. Her skin streaked with zinc, her mussed-up hair, the creases on her forehead made by snorkel masks and whether they’d be gone in time for dinner at the nice restaurant. All that was behind her. Now, even the black-pepper scatter of her unplucked pubic hairs, escaping the crotch of her swimsuit, had a happiness to them with no men around to see. She rolled her shoulders back and walked onto the beach. 

Banyan trees shaded the sand. A few people sat on towels, reading or watching the water lap. In the distance, surfers tiptoed to the top of their boards then back again before falling into the waves. Winnie sat for a long while, drinking, craning her body to hide the bottle when she refilled her cup, though there was no lifeguard, and one by one the other beachgoers thinned out, moving to higher ground to watch the sun go down. When she was alone and slightly drunk, she donned the mask, the fins, stepped backwards into the shallows. The current carried her until she was deep enough to kick. 

It took her a few breaths to remember how slow strokes of her fins would keep her buoyant, how breathing out a hard T sound would spit water from her tube. Beneath the surface, the coral was dusty purple and muted. Fish milled in some spots, flashes of yellow, and she thought of that mostly forgotten trip to Catalina with Reg, how they’d snorkeled with fish food and a whole school of brown bass had swarmed them, slimy and starving, until Reg had dropped the bag, let it fall to the ocean floor, plastic that would never die. Some sea anemone had surely worn it as a suffocating death shroud by now. Winnie pushed the memory away with her hands, pushed the water off in great sweeping strokes, pushed further into the deep. The sun sliced propellers of light through the murk. The sun, a great turning fan. She was not sober. The realization came to her like she hadn’t known what she was doing when she swallowed three quarters of a bottle on an empty stomach before setting out alone, telling no one where she was going. In the airport, she had passed posters about riptides, rough waters. Drowning was the leading cause of vacation-related deaths, it said. A completely avoidable way to go. Yet here she was. Death drive.

The sound of her own breath reverberated in her mask. She imagined it as sonar, amplified, alerting sharks to her location. Do not think of sharks, she told herself. But her brain replied, Sharks, sharks, great white sharks, maneaters, sharks. She coasted over peaceful fish and coral, her thoughts so loud she could no longer see, then lifted her head to crest the surface, scanning for fins. Her feet pedaled. Water lapped around her shoulders, slow, like it was trying to soothe her. She was further out then she’d meant to go. “Okay,” she said out loud. “It’s okay.” She replaced her mouthpiece, put her head down and swam for shore. 

Winnie had fallen asleep on the couch, then moved to the bed when the sun came up, reflecting off the ocean in a blade that slashed her face with force. She slept some after, but the heat was rising and the portable air conditioner kept waking her when it shifted from cool to fan, cool to fan. Finally she gave up, got up. She had come all this way for today, the day that could become a climactic moment in the story of her search. Or lead to little more than a dead end. Here on the precipice of unknowable outcomes, she moved slow and reticent, wrung out by sadness and fear, and every step she took around the apartment felt weighted. 

Last night she’d left her swimsuit on the lanai, and already it had dried. She pulled it on under a pair of loose pants, then spent too long struggling with her makeup. How much to wear? She would sweat most of it off anyway. But she wanted to look beautiful, wanted to impress an audience of imagined readers, all of them women, with the grace of her aging. She opted, in the end, for waterproof mascara and a tinted “CC cream,” whatever that was. Like any beauty product, it had appeared on the shelves of CVS one day like a miracle, promising more miracles. Winnie, typically skeptical of such things, had bought in, who knew why. But it suited her, a slight glow over which she layered blush before turning away from her reflection. 

The day before, when the car rental salesman said cell service on the island was nil and would she like to add a TomTom GPS for twenty more dollars, Winnie had blown him off. Same when he’d suggested the truck. Now, wheeling slowly down red dirt roads rutted to gullies with just a paper map to guide her, she cursed her stupid self—stupid Winnie—always so distrusting. The man had simply been trying to help. 

For an hour she crawled along, hoping she was going the right direction. To her left, horses stood sweating in the dismal heat, heads lowered, eyes closed, like mourners. She lurched onward, only to reach the road’s end a hundred feet up. 

She parked and stood with her hands on her hips, overlooking a wooded drop-off beyond which was the ocean. She had perhaps misread the map. Or the map was wrong. Maybe the address was wrong. Maybe Laird meant to mislead her, sending her all the way here to the ultimate no outlet as some sort of lesson. Besides, the postcard was over a decade old. Who stayed in one place for a decade? There weren’t even houses here, though perhaps there had been once. Perhaps perhaps. She sighed, squinted at the water, wondered if what she saw was a sea turtle or a rock. Impossible to tell. She turned to leave. And noticed a woman, dressed in red, walking through the trees. 

Spooked, Winnie’s heart took off at a gallop. She stepped closer. The woman had disappeared, and under the beating sun, under grief and the pressure Winnie had placed on herself, she couldn’t be sure that what she’d seen was real. Certainly there was a trail, she could make out the entrance now, almost entirely hidden by branches, the path narrow and secret, leading down a forested hill. To what? No driveways, no mailboxes. Still, she pushed through the overgrowth, picked her way around roots of ancient trees, clasped tight over the path as fingers interlaced in passion or prayer. When she came to a fork, she stood a long while, weighing options. Left took her further into forest, where she could get lost. Right led to the ocean, where she could at least have a swim, wash off the sweat of her drive before returning, reassessing her plan. The book would conclude with an unanswered question after all. Was that not the most realistic ending? 

The path became steeper. Winnie was nimble, but as she traversed, she was aware of her own fragility. Another lesson from Peanut’s death, impressed upon her further by yesterday’s swim: She was alone. Once it had been her greatest fear. Now it was beginning to feel like freedom. But there was danger in it also, and Winnie was ever aware of danger. This awareness was part of who she was, stupid to pretend it hadn’t helped her, protected her, gotten her this far. Then again, how much further might she have gone with the buoy of hopes and dreams? 

Through a keyhole in the forest, the beach. White sand, low tide showing up slick rocks. Along the tree line chickens foraged. Yes, it was empty, but Winnie could see traces of visitors. Logs arranged for sitting, the charred remains of bonfires, dried-out horse poop from trail rides. She walked to the water’s edge. Maybe she would see that turtle. But the sun was so stark—even with her shades on, the big straw hat she wore everywhere—that she had to turn away, toward the woods, the glint of something turning. It was not a woman but a windchime, hung from the front porch of a house hidden by trees, easy to look past unless you were staring straight at it. And difficult to tell, from this vantage, if it was lived in or abandoned. 

Winnie felt like crying. From fear and relief and a sort of annoyance. Now she had to continue. She had to approach the house, picking her way over the sand, worrying about how the heat had melted her mascara, worrying about propriety, sanity, invasion of privacy. When, lived in or not, this house was obviously built to stay private. 

Where sand met woods and a cool pine-needle floor, she paused, waiting for her vision to adjust. She had been blinded by the passage from sun to shade, and spots floated before her eyes. She worried about migraine. Hers came on this way sometimes, triggered by tricks of light. She blinked long and slow. The spots floated off. 

No real path delivered her to the yard, though certain swatches of pine needles were worn. Walked on by wildlife or people, it wasn’t clear. Close like this, she could see the house was built of natural wood, the same color as its surroundings, but bleached and peeling where the day shone hardest, the exterior flanked by flowers, a wide front porch, low vegetable planters arranged side by side like graves. An especially round tree obscured Winnie’s view of the last planter. When she passed it, she saw a woman, bent at the waist with her back turned, weeding. She was not, by the light color of her clothes, the woman from the woods. The gallop of Winnie’s heart came to a halt and she forced herself to breathe. She cleared her throat. Took one step, two steps, three toward the planters and cleared it again. “Hi,” she said, and the woman whipped around, startled and sweaty, frizzy-haired and soft-featured, dirt up her forearms and smudged in places on her face where she’d reached to wipe or scratch. She was beautiful. Unmistakably, and despite so much time, she was Jude. 

    


    
Chapter Twenty-One 

Mosquitos nattered at Winnie’s legs. She sat where Jude told her to sit, in one of two porch chairs angled west, but stood again when she noticed a spray bottle on the railing. She misted her fingertips, sniffed. Lemongrass, citronella, vinegar. When what she needed was chemical, Off!, the kind that said Deep Woods on the can. She was deep in the woods, the overwhelm of her situation, how she’d stumbled upon the house like a deranged stalker, how she’d stumbled upon the woman, ghost made flesh, and had been unable to hold back tears, the convulsive kind. The woman, Jude, who in the face of Winnie’s crying had been formal, restrained. 

It had always been Winnie who showed restraint. Always Jude had loved her despite this. It was, perhaps, a test; Winnie, who had been orphaned, had wanted to see how far away she could push the one person who came looking for her. They had both been young, then. Young enough to test, to toy and not think of consequences. Now, though, they were no longer young.

Still sobbing uncontrollably, Winnie craned the spray bottle to reach the back of her calves. The screen door slammed and Jude stepped from the house carrying two glasses, ice sizzling in warm liquid. “Mint tea from my garden,” she said, and passed Winnie a glass. “I see you found my bug spray.”

The way she said it made Winnie wonder why she hadn’t asked before spritzing. “I hope that’s okay,” she managed. “I’m being eaten alive.” Her sobbing had slowed and she laughed a little out of embarrassment, or to cut the tension, or at the absurdity of her situation. She placed the bottle back on the railing, wiped an elbow to her eyes. 

Jude didn’t answer, but sat beside her, gazing outward for a long, still moment. “I’m just processing,” she said without turning her head. 

“Take your time,” Winnie said, though she wanted to rush. It wasn’t her role, to sob, to stare at the sweat along Jude’s hairline and on her upper lip, glistening; the loose line of her jaw; the skin that showed the passage of time, the sun’s desperate beating, in patches of mottled brown that suited her, actually, like evidence of her prodigious garden, carefully plotted and abundant with heathy foods, flowers that magicked into tinctures and teas. 

“I pictured you coming,” Jude said finally. “I waited. Back when I was still in California. I didn’t need you to apologize for what you said. I just needed you to show you cared about me. I needed to tell you how sorry I was about what happened with those men.”

Winnie smacked a mosquito, fattened and slow. It died in a smear of her blood. At her side, she felt Jude watching, waiting for her response, judging her tears, her shock at having thrashed so long in the deep woods, only to wind up here, too late in life, after too much time. As if waking from a dream she’d thought was real. Or falling into one. Through the trees beyond the porch, the ocean sighed, then silenced, then sighed again, breathing with the protracted pauses of the dying. It was that sound, or the wind, or something about the light that lent the porch a floating quality, as if Winnie were seated next to Jude on a raft, sailing toward the same sun that rose and set over them when they were girls. 

Jude said, “That’s a lie, I did need you to apologize.” 

Winnie said, “I looked for you. I thought you’d died. Everyone thinks so.” She named Cherry and Steve, trying to prove her dedication. 

“Well yeah,” Jude said. “Cherry spread that rumor because I asked her to.” 

“Jesus Christ,” Winnie said.

“I trusted her,” Jude said. 

Winnie opened her mouth to argue. You should have trusted me. Then closed it and sipped her tea, trying to think of what to say. When she spoke again, it was to offer up the private investigator she had hired, the Jane Does. 

“Lot of girls have gold teeth,” Jude said. “Especially back then.” 

Even at the time, Winnie knew she could have pushed harder for answers, though she didn’t know how. Still, she had chosen to accept the probability of Jude’s murder, to move on, to forget. Because her husband was waiting. Because she wanted someone to take care of her. The wrong someone.

“I’m sorry,” she managed, sobbing again. “I am so sorry.”

“This is stupid,” Jude said. “Let’s go to the beach.”

Following Jude down the pine-needle path, Winnie had the distinct sensation of leaving her body and passing toward a light that grew as she neared. As if the whole trip had been leading her here, and the man from the trail, Peanut’s death, the turbulent flight through seraphic cloud cover, the danger of her solo snorkel, the ocean’s dying breath were simply end-of-life omens. But the light was just the glare of bright white beach, which Jude walked over without looking back, a weird angel leading the way. Winnie kicked off her flip-flops and followed. 

The sand scalded, and she replaced her shoes, wondering how Jude didn’t mind, how she stood solidly on one bare foot then the other, removing her gardening shorts and T-shirt, tossing them by the tideline. Beneath, she wore a bathing suit much like Winnie’s, single-piece, a staple in the wardrobes of women over forty-five, which Winnie suddenly found sad. She could see the extra weight that cradled them both, a disservice to neither. Then again, she’d never much liked bikinis anyway, the endless rearrangement of parts to fit inside the narrow confines of a two-piece suit. She and Jude had both worn them on many sets; maybe they’d just tired of having so much of themselves exposed. 

The water was warm, the waves gentle on the shore. It was further out that the swell picked up and the sighs grew shallow and stronger, breaking off an underwater reef Jude swam toward, Winnie following. Sweet, almost tender, how each wave lifted her on her way, buoyant, before placing her down again. The way fathers tossed their baby daughters into the air, always strong enough to catch them, or so she had heard tell. But the ocean was no man. Jude stopped swimming and turned toward Winnie, who tested for the floor and felt her toes brush rough coral, too spiky to stand on. She put her head under and opened her eyes. Salt and sand. Furry gray and purple brain. A hole where she could tread water without touching the delicate fortress. And, for an instant, a turtle. 

It was the largest she had ever seen. Scratched shell painted in algae. It swam away from her, just a vestige of its tail-end visible before it disappeared, and for a moment Winnie let herself wonder if it was the same turtle she’d encountered so many years before. A sign, she thought, before correcting her melodrama. Come now, Winnie. And yet it wasn’t impossible. Sea turtles could live one hundred years. She lifted her head. “Just saw a turtle,” she said, grinning before remembering herself and asking, like a journalist, “How’d you land here?”

“Turtles all over,” Jude said. She floated on her stomach, chin up, watching the horizon. “The yayo brought me.”

“What?” 

“You weren’t the only one who dicked Brad over.”

A ripple sloshed into Winnie’s mouth and she spit. “You signed a testimony, I know.”

“And stole his stash,” Jude said. “Hid out with Steve, hooked up with Laird. We figured out how to run Brad’s stuff, made connects, started running more, split the profits and quit when the business got squirrely and Brad got out of jail. Best to live off the map after that. Met some people along my travels who helped me change identities. Technically, I’m Janet now.”

Cunt, came a voice in Winnie’s head. Not quite her own. All these years she had cast Jude as a victim. 

Jude said, “And yeah, it didn’t hurt to have people out there thinking I was dead. Which Cherry helped with, as you know.”

“I saw Laird,” Winnie snapped before correcting her tone. “He didn’t mention the drugs,” she said softer. 

“Why would he?”

“He’s sick. I wondered if you knew.” 

Jude didn’t answer, and her silence felt like knowing. Or maybe Winnie was just now telling her. At the thought, a weight dropped from her throat to the bottom of her guts, pulling her under. AIDs, not exactly something you mentioned on the back of a postcard. She kicked harder to lift her head higher. “Did you know that?” she asked. 

“You asking if I’m sick?” Jude said. 

“I want to know—” Winnie started. 

But Jude said, “Watch out,” and ducked just as Winnie turned to face a wave, so close she had no time to dive. 

The water rolled her. Foam and sand discombobulating the difference between sea and sky. And no soft bottom to land on. She searched for the surface, aware of her own fragility, the nearness of the reef. Then the relief of Jude’s hands pulling, her arms pushing, protective in their strength, and Winnie surfaced, sputtering, desperate to at least feel her feet on ocean floor. 

“You okay?” Jude said. 

“I’m okay, are you okay?” Winnie heard anger in her own voice. As if, on purpose, Jude had waited to tell her about the coming wave so she could act as savior. Another came, and Winnie dove this time, blowing air from her nose, a motor sound she heard underwater. She surfaced to another front of white foam, then another, a set, until she was exhausted. 

“Yes, I want to know if you’re sick,” she yelled after the last wave passed. 

“Why?” Jude said. She turned away and blew her nose into the water. “Why does it matter to you?”

The sun bored into the top of Winnie’s head. She was without her sunhat. And the ozone here was thin. “Give me a break,” she said. 

“Twenty years,” Jude said. “More, maybe. Thirty. You left me for dead and now you care because why? I was always an afterthought to you.” She didn’t sound angry, just firm. Which was perhaps worse than anger. 

“That’s not true.” 

“I loved you,” Jude yelled, and splashed the water with both hands. 

“I loved you too.”

“Not what you said at the time, though, was it? You were very clear.” 

They were both silent for a long moment. 

“Let’s go back,” Jude said. “There’s something I want to show you.” She turned, paddled toward the shore. Winnie followed, thinking about sharks. 

When they returned to the house, a woman was sitting on the porch, brushing the coat of a giant dog. From a distance she appeared older, her long hair dyed a geriatric shade of red and tied in a bun around which she wore a sweat-stained sun visor. Closer, Winnie saw they were most likely the same age. 

The woman stood but didn’t approach. “What’s this?” she said, looking only at Jude. 

“Long story,” Jude said. “Rae, meet Winnie. Winnie, meet Rae. Winnie is my old friend.”

“I’m aware,” Rae said, and closed the distance between them. Her handshake was firm, obvious in its aim to size Winnie up. She said, “What brings you to us, Winnie?” The dog moved to her hip and she dropped Winnie’s hand to touch its head. With the contact, the dog closed its eyes, and Winnie realized, from the red of Rae’s T-shirt, the red of her hair, that she was the woman from the woods. “This is Fran,” Rae added, nodding at the dog. 

“Hi, Fran,” Winnie said, thinking of her own sweet dog, the unfairness of Fran’s survival and Peanut’s demise. Then, slowly, “I’m, um . . . writing a book. True crime about Jude and me and the adult—” She stopped herself. She had forgotten about the book until now. And it was possible that Jude hadn’t told Rae about her past in porn. “It’ll be about . . .” she began again. Now that Jude was alive, what would comprise the bulk of the narrative? Searching for her? Or Winnie’s search for herself in memories of her own past in porn, that force through which so many girls passed. “Honestly,” she said, “I just really needed to find Jude.” 

Rae was still staring pointedly at Jude, who said, “Let’s go inside, the sun is killing me,” and climbed the steps into the house. 

It was not what Winnie expected. Neither as unfamiliar nor as neat. It reminded her instead of a home she’d long ago left. In Laurel Canyon, when she was still a girl. The living room was open and dark, but in a cool, shaded way that felt like respite. In the kitchen, crystals lined the windowsill. A burro’s tail succulent hung from a faded macramé sling. The pit of an avocado hovered over a Mason jar, suspended by toothpicks. Did anyone ever grow a whole tree that way? Winnie looked to Jude, as if in meeting her eyes she could still convey a question, or her feelings in their entirety. As if they still knew each other so well. 

Rae said, “Jude, may I speak with you a moment?” She nodded toward a door behind which was almost certainly a bedroom. It was clear by now that Rae was Jude’s partner in the romantic sense. 

“Just a minute,” Jude said to Winnie, who found herself standing in the middle of the living room, listening to the strain of voices behind the door and afraid to sit on the couch lest her wet swimsuit leave a mark. Instead she wandered the room’s edges, paused at the small cluster of photographs hung on the kitchen wall. A framed image of Jude’s first box cover, Surf Sluts. A picture of her posed before a small propeller plane, the sort that ferried cocaine to the States in the 1980s, when ferrying cocaine was something white people did and lived to tell the story. Lately, a glut of TV series had aired variations on the myth of cocaine cowboys. Though in those stories, the cowboys were all men. On the fridge, held by a magnet in the shape of a dolphin, was a photo of Rae on horseback, another horse tied to a rope she held. It was the only photo of her, Winnie noticed, before her focus shifted back to the wall, where Jude, wearing plastic earmuffs and safety goggles, posed with a handgun and a blue ribbon. First Place Precision Pistol Competition. 

Winnie had spent the summer lurking around other people’s lives, perusing other people’s family photos, and not until now had it bothered her that she had no happy memories of her own worth memorializing. She turned away. And saw all on its own in the living room a photo of herself. Eighteen, only just. Cross-legged on the loveseat in the Laurel Canyon cabin wearing a faded yellow T-shirt, laughing at something Jude had said, Jackie there with her, gazing up with concern, or with love. 

The bedroom door opened. Jude re-emerged alone, holding a cardboard box. Medium-sized, a few feet in volume. “We should call it a day,” she said. “Rae needs help at the barn. She’s got a thirty-three-year-old gelding not doing well.” She nodded over her shoulder. “Ulcers. Owned him his whole life, not easy to let go of an animal like that.”

“The barn,” Winnie said. She was leaning against the kitchen table now. In its center, a bowl of tropical fruit gave off a sweet, pungent plea to be eaten before the rot set in. 

“She’s a horse girl,” Jude said. “She gives trail rides on the beach. And I work part-time with the boys at the shooting range. Janet doesn’t have a record, you know.”

“I saw your picture, with the ribbon and the revolver,” Winnie said. “First place, impressive.”

“That’s a pistol,” Jude said. 

And Winnie had seen the horses too. But they were far away, at the top of the secret path. “You two schlep up and down that hill all day taking care of horses?” Dubious. Jude was telling a lie to make her leave. 

“There’s a road, dummy. You must have come in the hard way.” Jude held out the box. “I want to give you this. From our time together. Thought I might write a book myself. More for you than for anyone else, to be honest. To show you. But guess what, I haven’t. Too scared maybe.”

Winnie said, “Show me what?” and took the box, cracked the lid. Inside were spiral-bounds and marble journals, loose pieces of paper and napkins on which notes were scribbled. And a single unlabeled VHS tape, slip-sliding around the mess. She opened her mouth to speak. But the weight of Jude’s words in her hands overwhelmed her and she said nothing.

“Come on,” Jude said. “I’ll give you a ride.” 

There had been a fork in the path Winnie took to Jude. One direction led deeper into the woods and one led to the beach. She realized now, seated behind Jude on a four-wheeler with the box wedged in the space between them, that had she taken the forested path, it would have led her here. A remote road, yes, but less secret than the beach. They passed a few mailboxes, crested a hill, and there was Winnie’s rental car, baking in the late-afternoon light. Jude punched the brakes. In the distance, Winnie heard the horses calling for their dinner. 

“Okay,” she said, and dismounted. 

Jude stayed on the machine, didn’t offer a hug or even a handshake. “I’m not sick,” she said.

Winnie reminded herself to breathe. She could hardly do it. “Listen,” she managed, “I want to come back.” 

Jude smiled. From the back of her mouth, her gold tooth glinted. “You can come back,” she said. “But not until you’ve read my side of the story.”

Nighttime now. White wine sweating a ring on the coffee table at Winnie’s vacation rental. She was on the couch, still wreathed in the herbal scent of Jude’s bug spray, the lingering saltwater and sunscreen on her skin. The box was on the floor before her. She opened the lid, removed a journal, flipped to the first page. 1982, Property of Jude Perkins. If found, return to 14,111 Riverside Drive, Sherman Oaks, California, Ladies of the Valley. 

    


    
Chapter Twenty-Two 

In the early morning, a pale light grew out of the ocean, brighter as it scaled the sky. Winnie had not moved from the couch. She had not slept. She had read, in their entirety, Jude’s journals, pages conjuring the past, the industry, the girls they had been, romantic, dramatic. So much so that she found herself exasperated by the theater of certain moments, entranced by others, moments she had lived, remembered, some she had forgotten. She was thankful to remember. A twist, such gratitude; in Jude’s journals she had also seen how often she’d been jealous, insecure, afraid of being left. For most of her life, Winnie had seduced solitude, confirmation of her worst fears about herself, then frantically commenced correcting the record. Case in point, her marriage, to a man she’d barely loved. So here was regret, arrived to fuck her shit up. The same way she’d arrived in Jude’s garden, the sweaty specter no one asked to visit. But how had she not seen it before? How had she not known? It was Jude. Truly, had only ever been Jude. Men had ruined too much for Winnie; men would never understand her, or she would never let them. Either way, walled off as she was, sex had mostly been perfunctory, pleasureless, a performance for a gaze she could not escape. And she had been avoidant, aggressive, hateful at times, because she was a captive. 

Except for one day in the garden at the Fuck Palace. Brought to her knees, she had forgotten the camera. The woman behind it made it safe to forget, the woman before her consumed her so completely she had little choice but to give herself over. To sex, safety, women and their art. Their bodies opening like night flowers. They had always been there, the women, had Winnie cared to look. But taken by the dream of her own abandonment, she had run away, time and again. Frightened by change, belonging, love, she had written the op-ed that tore her from Jude. She hadn’t been sure she’d publish it. It was Surf Sluts, Jude’s careless sabotage, Winnie’s jealousy, Jackie’s disappearance that had given her the go-ahead. 

She wished she had been better. When Jude walked into Ladies of the Valley that night so many years ago, a plastic bag tucked into her waistband, her body in the doorframe debunking everything Winnie feared about herself, she wished she had held fast, never betrayed or tested or taken for granted. Yet she had always been insecure, jealous, scarred. A shark. By nurture, not nature, though that no longer mattered. What mattered was what she would make of the time left to her. It would always be too late for some things. But she could still soften, by force of her desire, the perspective Jude had given her, the gift. She could still grow. She fished the VHS tape from the box and held it to her heart. She didn’t have a VCR. Soon she would get one—the internet could help her. For now, she didn’t need to see the film to know what it was. She remembered, of course she did. 

She placed the tape gently on the table, then walked out the sliding glass door onto the wet green of daybreak. Nearby, a chicken pecked its way about the yard, bobbing its head to the rhythm of its own hunger. Songbirds warbled in the trees, flattering potential mates. Winnie closed her eyes. She could almost hear, somewhere in the distance, Rae’s old horse calling for hay, still hungry and alive after thirty-three years. And she could see Jude in her garden, watering the flowers, moving the hose back and forth, absentminded, unprecise. Looking up to check the sun’s position in the sky or scan for rain clouds. Seasons changed, even in paradise. Weather came on quick, clear days gone to storm. The happy outcome of a picnic or swim altered in an instant. 

Jude moved the hose from one plant to the next. Thumb on the nozzle to make it spray. She didn’t need much water, could stretch her rain barrel to fall. Everything grew in this fertile soil. Plumeria, penstemon, roses. Rae, with whom she had shared her life for three years. They had met over there, on the beach, Rae on horseback. She had just moved her geldings to the barn up the hill. Want to meet my herd? They were happy enough, though Rae still kept her place in Hanalei, had grown children on the mainland. And what did Jude have? Dinners with her girlfriend, projects around the house. Her garden. Before Rae, hookups with the boys at the shooting range. She would have liked to be a mother. Some things had passed her by. Some things it was too late for. 

Her mind was on Winnie now. Winnie the adult, though just one day after glancing up from her garden to see her in the trees, a woman, and Jude could not properly picture her, having too long thought of her as she was, lean and yellow-haired, riding Jude’s handlebars, or cross-legged and laughing on the loveseat in the Laurel Canyon cabin, or holding the pole at Ladies of the Valley, idle, almost bored, cold fish. Thirty years had passed. The Winnie who had returned to her was changed in form, yet somehow still that girl. 

“Do you love her?” Rae had asked yesterday, as they huddled behind Jude’s bedroom door, whispering, Winnie waiting without. “I haven’t seen her for decades,” Jude answered too quickly. “Don’t be crazy,” she’d added. But Rae was right to sense the past. Jude had lived more than most people. Many lives, many versions of herself since the life she’d shared with Winnie. She wore experience like a badge, proudly. Yet here in her garden and the privacy of her mind, she could admit she had loved truly only once. 

Winnie had been listening to the birds, the horses in the far distance. Her eyes had been closed, but she opened them now, gazed at the ocean, pale as a page waiting to be filled. Yesterday, she had held Jude’s journals in her hands and said goodbye, remembering the last time they’d parted, the last words she’d spoken. I don’t love you like you love me. Mean and fearful and, she understood even then, entirely untrue. An untruth that in its wrongness showed its truth. Which had scared her, made her run, as most truths did. For years she had told herself that Jude’s story was one of violence and crime and loss; that her own story was one of punishment, for having run. Maybe there was something to that. But beyond was a vision of herself through Jude’s eyes and Jude through hers. Both of them safe, belonging, beloved. This, she saw now, was the story she should tell. Not a true-crime narrative, nor a searing indictment, but an act of love, the novel she had always hoped to write, named after another act of love.

I want to come back, she’d said this time. You can come back, Jude had answered. 

Lovers XXX, 1983

Before the screen is anything but black, soft piano starts. Simple, a repetition of keys that grows in volume as a logo appears, twin cherries connected by a wishbone stem: Cherry Bomb Videos Presents . . . Written and directed by Cherry Lynn . . .  Starring Puss Boots . . . and Velvet Waters . . .

The piano continues, the lens widens, reveals a blur of colors bleeding at the edges of the screen. In the foreground, pink and yellow roses. Plumeria. Penstemon. Beyond them, Winnie.

The lens adjusts again to see her clearly. Her cotton tank and dolphin shorts, her flip-flops and loose ponytail. In her hand the hose droops, a limp, trickling phallus. She moves it from one flower to the next. Water arcs across the frame, catching light and the hint of a rainbow. Lost in thought, she is unaware of the camera’s gaze as she is unaware of Jude, sneaking through the grass behind her, waiting until she is close—so close she could breathe and Winnie would feel the breeze on the back of her neck—to pinch Winnie in the side so that she jumps, startled. Delighted by the ease of payback, Winnie turns the hose on Jude, who runs.

Winnie chases, catches, shoves the hose into Jude’s shorts. Their laughter entwines with the piano, a soundtrack sweet and slow as summer. They wrestle. Their clothes are soaked, every curve and dip and furl of flesh visible beneath the fabric. Jude peels off her top, tosses it to the flowers. She removes her shorts. Winnie drops the hose, strips her clothes off also. The girls stand nose to nose, skin to skin, softly touching. Their lips part, sharing breath. Cherry orbits them, holding the camera, filming the moment, both written and real. Slowly they entwine. Lower to the long grass, each blade an impression, a pattern, a palm’s fate line, foretelling the future, the woman a girl becomes. Past and present, safety and home, sex and love, her needs fall into alignment, eclipsing, if only for an instant, the world that stills to watch. The plants watch. The cars on the freeway. The planes overhead, they watch too. The rising moon, the bluing sky. 

And the sun sets on cue over the rose garden. 
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