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JUDE




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 lookalikes. 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 stick-up, 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 stick-up. 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 Angels 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.
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