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LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA


May 2022


MY MOTHER NEVER LETS ME FORGET THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN HER fame and my infamy.


Diana Golden, the idolized, the feared, earned her fame by gracing the world with her artistic contributions to photography.


As for me, I gained infamy by killing someone twenty years ago. Someone I once loved.


“You’re next,” Malin whispers in the wings of the Orpheum Theater. She pats my arm, like she’s done hundreds of times before, but there is no warmth in her touch. She’s just doing her job, and now it’s time for me to do mine.


A cheerful voice trills over the sound system. “Please welcome the acclaimed memoirist of Rattlesnake, the hero of a generation, Lucy Golden!”


Somewhere inside, I must be telling my legs to move, because I hear my heels clacking against the stage floor, quickly drowned out by applause. Once I adjust to the lights, I take in the audience assembled in the historic theater, packed in tight like sardines. A swift adrenaline rush ensues. Malin booked me for this event, cheekily titled “She Slays: An Evening with the Media Mavens of Modern True Crime.” Two thousand of my closest friends shelled out half a month’s rent to hear the riveting ins and outs of my well-told tale. Compared to the scale of Crime Con, it’s shaping up to be a quaint affair.


My name sticks out in the program, next to a Los Angeles Times crime reporter, a pair of comedy-crime podcast hosts, and the creator of the latest hit show about a female vigilante who Lorena Bobbitts every Harvey Weinstein figure in showbiz. Yet again, I’m the only one who knows what it’s like to live through something the others pretend to understand. But you know the old saying: Mother knows best. If she’s taught me anything, it’s that you can’t say no to your fans.


From fifth row center, the best seat in the house, Mom winks at me like she’s a femme fatale in a black-and-white film, her favorite role to play. I’ve learned a thing or two about the spotlight, having lived in her shadow for all my thirty-five years, but tonight I’m reminded of my deficiencies and all the ways I fail her.


My success in the arena of true crime and my modest but mighty fanbase are not enough. This world is beneath her, meant for housewives in Middle America who consume real-life horror stories while they Windex their windows in their ho-hum subdivisions, not for the wealthy elite who buy my mother’s photographs to grace the walls of their Vail chalets and Nantucket cottages. Her epic love affairs with rock stars and tech tycoons may inspire more online discourse than her photographs, but she insists her dating history’s irrelevant to her legacy. My daughter caters to another audience, she tells her important friends. She puckers her lips when she says daughter, like she’s tasted something sour. Every time, I smile at her graciously. At least she claims me as her own.


I toss my bangs out of my eyes and scan the room. I recognize several faces from the press, then spot Julian, his phone glued to his ear, standing in the back. I flash my signature Cheshire cat smile at the audience of primarily women between the ages of sixteen and sixty-five who devour tales of gruesome murders and insidious cults to alleviate their own anxieties. I linger on the neon outline of a rattlesnake splashed across the electric-blue cover of my memoir, held in the hands of everyone as far as I can see. Included in the price of admission for this special evening of gore and female rage is one paperback copy of the book that landed me here—the success of which is my biggest blessing and my biggest curse. They hold my words close to them, like they own them, like they own me. Because they do. Another copy perches on the podium, turned to page fifty-four as I requested.


“Thank you for being here tonight.” I adjust to hearing my voice distorted through the speakers. “Thank you for your support all these years. Before we get started, I thought I’d read a passage about the first time I visited the Oasis.” The fans salivate like their favorite band’s teasing them with the first few chords of their smash hit. “For old times’ sake,” I tease, savoring their collective held breath. They laugh, right on cue, ready to rock.


I trace my finger down the page, but before I can begin, I hear a bang.


I look up to see what’s causing the commotion.


It’s a man, charging down the center aisle toward the stage.


I’ve never seen him before. He’s not one of the regular Lucy Golden haters who would love nothing more than to burn me at the stake. The crowd’s panicked whispers swirl around the theater. My pulse quickens.


The intruder bellows his threats. “Shame on you!” Spittle flies from his vile mouth and settles on his protruding chin. He points right at me. His other hand’s stuffed into the pocket of his Members Only jacket, camouflaging what I assume is the gun that will end me. Men like him believe this torment is what I deserve for what I’ve done. Will the pain be dull or sharp as the bullet rips through my abdomen?


For a long time, I’ve been curious to know what it feels like.


A woman shrieks and dashes toward the exit, unleashing hysteria in the crowd. A domino effect we’re all acutely primed for these days—fleeing at a moment’s notice, triggered by a single, loud disturbance in a packed theater.


But there’s a problem. I can’t move or speak. All I can do is picture my demise.


Headlines and news segments of this man’s mug shot next to my author portrait. Fans mourning the loss of a feminist savior. Naysayers rejoicing victory at last. Armchair detectives sliding the conclusive puzzle piece into place. My life’s work boiled down to quotes pulled out of context to accompany cliché posts of desert sunsets. In one fell swoop, my entire existence narrows into obscurity.


Once the intruder makes it to the front row, I look down from my place onstage and wish with every fiber of my being that I could make him understand why I had to do it.


Why I had to lie.


Two security guards barge through the double doors at the back of the theater. Relief floods over me as they tumble down the aisle and, at last, restrain him.


“Slut!” Red-faced and blubbering, the stranger roars as he’s taken away. “Man-haters! All of you!”


My mother lifts her hand to cover her open mouth. I can’t help but be touched by her distress. Funny to watch her try on maternal instinct for size. An unflattering fit—it’s never suited her.


The murmur of the crowd surges. I kick myself for letting fear take hold. I’ve always done what’s necessary to ensure I take the details of what really happened that night to my grave. What’s the harm of a little white lie if it saves so many and grants me the esteem I deserve? I suppose only the fraying of my nerves when vultures like this intruder circle and wait for my corpse to fall, spent and splayed on the pavement. No doubt my decades-long deception would provide a decadent feast.


A trickle of sweat slides down the small of my back. I sense the audience’s eyes on me, all blinking like a school of aquarium-trapped fish. My hand trembles as I touch the page, trying to find my place, so I can pick up where I left off, like nothing happened.


Because nothing did, I tell myself. Nothing at all.


Through the deafening silence, I hear them.


“We love you!”


“Screw him!”


“Keep going, Lucy!”


My fans shout out their reassurances. Applause breaks out. I lift my head to take in the magnificent display.


They believe me.


AS A HERD, WE WALK THREE BLOCKS TO A NEW RESTAURANT ON Seventh and Grand. The place hardly feels luxurious when a tent city’s up in flames down the street, but the patrons ignore the ugliness over industry chatter, absinthe drips, and caviar toasts. When Julian and Malin launch into a discussion about the latest publishing scandal, Mom tugs on my elbow. Her perfume of vetiver and fig wafts toward me. “Touch-ups?”


The restaurant bathroom is wrapped in wallpaper resembling a Rorschach test. Mom saunters up to an enormous brass mirror. I gasp when I see how much my mauve lipstick has worn off.


“Fuck.” I frown at my appearance. “Why didn’t you tell me?” My fair complexion still appears dull despite the $220 retinol serum I just charged to my Amex. I fuss with my bangs, never the right length no matter how often I complain to my hairdresser. As I examine my profile, I consider how pronounced my jawline might be if I got filler at a med spa or if it wouldn’t be noticeable enough to merit the indulgence.


“Don’t be so vain.” Mom powders her poreless milk-white T-zone with her Chanel compact. “Try this.” She unearths a gold tube from her Celine tote. “This color will work better on you than on me.”


Something about how she offers the lipstick to me—although a kind gesture in theory—serves as a reminder of her superior beauty. It’s the precise occasion to compliment her.


“I doubt it,” I say as I swipe it on my lips.


“It’s a great color on you.” The little girl inside of me beams at the thought of holding on to a tube of my mother’s lipstick. I imagine her perched at her three-paneled vanity, back in Coronado, as the sunlight streams in from the bay window, bounces off her perfume bottles, and highlights her cheekbones. She will eternally be the most stunning woman in the room.


“Couldn’t they have hired better security?” Brushing off my praise, Mom never breaks eye contact with her reflection as she voices a litany of grievances, a habit of hers I somehow forget about when we’re apart. “Who is even running this circus? You shouldn’t associate yourself with something so low brow. The Goldens are better than that.”


I’m still adjusting to our new arrangement, with my mother as my temporary adult roommate. Three months ago, Mom called out of the blue from Coronado to propose the idea of living together. I hadn’t heard her raspy voice in months. Flattered she asked, I immediately agreed, even before she explained that she was preparing a show for a gallery in the Arts District conveniently located five minutes from my loft. But she was the only one who was truly there for me during that hellish autumn and the subsequent trial, so I let myself daydream about the bond we’d forge, the grand times we’d have. To my dismay, most nights, she leaves me to fend for myself. Catching up with old friends, she claims. More likely, she’s seeing a new man who’s high-profile enough to make her sign an NDA. Often, she finds me on the couch when she returns to the loft—if she returns—and badgers me while I make us a nightcap. You should get out more, darling, she’ll say, then click her tongue. Wasting your youth, are you? It’s been years since we’ve spent this much time together. It makes me feel sixteen all over again.


“I’m only looking out for you, doll.” Mom takes the lipstick back and snaps it closed. “You can’t let that guy rattle you.”


“It’s not a big deal.” I brush her off and remind her I’ve been through worse. “I’m used to it.”


Mom arranges the slope of her oxblood curls and grins at her reflection: a job well done. “Coming?”


“Right behind you.”


As the door swings closed, I adjust to the deafening silence, in sharp contrast to the purring of fans only an hour earlier as I signed their fresh copies and their original paperbacks, marked with the wear of multiple reads. I brace myself against the sink and count my shallow breaths. In and out.


No one should ever get used to vultures circling above, waiting to swoop in and attack.


I pull out my phone and examine the photos Malin snapped of the event. I select the most flattering one to post, with my chin slanted at the right angle. I craft a caption to summon the right amount of concern, but also to convey that I have everything under control. My fans will like that.




She Slays 2022 was one for the books!


A note to my fans in attendance: We appreciate your patience and solidarity. Conversations are under way to prevent disturbances of a similar nature in the future. Rest assured; your safety is my number one priority. XX





Ping! The response is immediate. One of the regular haters nabs the first comment.




TexWatson86: You reap what you sow.





Thankfully, my most loyal fans come to my rescue.




FunkyJunkie716: You’re so brave.


MMophead_99: OMG! So scary! TFG you’re OK.


LizzieBorden23: Our hero.





Like magic, I can breathe again.


A HOSTESS WITH BOTCHED LIP FILLER LEADS US THROUGH THE sleek and soulless restaurant. We pass a marble bar where a well-dressed couple pays more attention to each other than to their craft cocktails. As the man runs his hand up the thigh of his wife or girlfriend or mistress, the impulse to be weakened by a stranger’s touch surges through me. I let it pass.


The lights are impossibly low. I wonder if Mom might deign to wear her reading glasses in public or use her phone as a flashlight to read the menu. Instead, she cranes her neck over the menu, smashing her buxom chest against the table. “The gallery space is incredible,” Mom gloats. Malin knows the critic covering her show’s opening and Julian knows the gallery owner and I know I’d kill them all if I could get a drink faster.


At long last, the aspiring actor moonlighting as our waiter brings our first round. I never thought I would like martinis, but since Mom moved in, it’s become our little ritual. I’ve adapted to the bitterness of the olive, but I’m still adjusting to this kind of intimacy with her. It, too, is intoxicating.


“Moules frites, a dozen oysters, and shrimp cocktail for the table,” I tell the waiter. Mom makes a face, a silent protest of my indulgence. She can eat a whole feast without gaining an ounce, a gene I tragically did not inherit.


Julian takes a swig of his scotch. “The sirloin. Well done.” Julian hands over his menu. “I detest seafood.”


“To each their own.” Mom rubs Julian’s arm, likely in order to judge the thread count of his suit and check if he’s still wearing a wedding ring. He is, but that’s never stopped her before.


Malin proposes a toast and raises her glass of Sancerre. “To the continued success of Rattlesnake!”


Mom sings out, “Hear, hear!” Half of her martini disappears down her gullet.


“I appreciate that, Malin,” I say. “But I thought tonight’s meeting was about next steps.”


My job as a fixture in the true crime landscape keeps the lights on, for the most part, but as of late, the lucrative offers are few and far between. My unimpressive stack of half-finished manuscripts and mounting credit card debt have become increasingly difficult to ignore. The New Yorker’s declaration that I’m the “premiere voice of post-9/11 California noir” feels like a distant memory, because it is. Malin and Julian lured me here under the guise of an exciting opportunity sure to revitalize my career. Their elusive promise of good news better deliver. I make a silent prayer that relief is on the horizon.


“What’s the latest?”


“Just wait. You’re not going to believe this.” Malin glances around for eavesdroppers. “Isaac Coleman reached out. He wants to make his next documentary all about you.”


The brininess of the cocktail coats my throat. I struggle to swallow before I can respond. “Wait, the guy who solved the Buckhead Butcher cold case?”


“He’s sensational,” Malin raves. Her years in California have obviously scrubbed away her Scandinavian cynicism. “He forced the police to take another look and pegged the real killer.”


“We binged the whole series in a night,” Julian adds, subtly reminding Mom of his marital status. “He just signed a huge streaming deal.”


All the blood rushes to my head. “Isaac’s a big name right now. I’ll give you that.”


Malin twists the back of her diamond hoops and leans in, conspiratorial. “He said you are the prime example of how true crime has evolved. Isn’t that thrilling?”


The three of them watch me expectantly while the waiter delivers our appetizers. Vodka splashes onto my wrist as I fiddle with the olive. I’m intent on taking control over anything, even a stupid garnish. The awkward silence is made even more uncomfortable as it’s scored by the clangs of cutlery and dishes being rearranged on the table.


Mom dunks a shrimp into cocktail sauce. “This will give your fans, new and old, what they really want. Inside access.”


“You knew about this?” I ask her, then turn to Malin. “You told her before me?”


Mom nudges me. “You know it’s impossible for Malin to keep a secret from me, doll.” Mom is the generous benefactor who foots Malin’s exorbitant fees as she alternates between family friend and paid employee. Even though Mom doesn’t understand my career, she deems publicity a necessity for anyone bearing her last name.


Malin continues. “I also arranged for you to appear on The Remy Olsen Show!”


Mom gushes. “Oh my God, I love Remy Olsen!”


I slurp back a Rhode Island oyster. It irks me that Mom’s acting like she’s impressed. “Mom,” I sneer at her. “Didn’t you say daytime TV is a death sentence?”


She winces at me calling her “Mom” in public. “I would never say that.”


“You’re leaving out the best part,” interjects Julian, rubbing his hands together. “I spoke to your publisher about Isaac’s offer.” He pauses for dramatic effect, and I consider tightening his tie until he turns beet red. “If you sign on to this doc with Isaac, they will commit to publishing an anniversary edition of Rattlesnake. A whole new print run, cover, nationwide tour, the works.” He smirks, pleased with his negotiating skills.


Hope balloons in my chest. My publisher showed interest in publishing a special edition when the fifteenth anniversary of the crime came around until a popular podcaster tried to cancel me for my interpretation of the Michelle Carter case. The whole fiasco went viral, and the opportunity was extinguished before contracts were drawn up.


“Isaac’s fan base is huge,” Malin chimes in. “This is how we get the TikTokers involved, how we push the Gen Z fans who only watch streamer docs off their asses and into bookstores to buy your book. Your engagement has plateaued because your story is twenty years old. Isaac will make it new again.”


She must know how badly her words sting. I chew the inside of my cheek, acidic from the mignonette. I hate to admit that she’s right. Late at night, after I read the messages from my dedicated fans, I check the forums, an itch that demands to be scratched. It’s impossible to forget the things the trolls call me: has-been, lunatic, whore. That is when they deign to mention me at all. Now Isaac’s the next big thing, and for some unknown reason, he’s willing to fold me into the warmth of his spotlight. Somewhere inside, Mom’s old refrain echoes: Take a risk—it won’t kill you. On the contrary, I think it might.


“Lucy,” Julian says, “you’re being given another chance, a way to take back the narrative.”


“But Isaac Coleman’s taking over the narrative!” I blurt out. Trusting anyone in the media with my story has long proved to be an arduous task. The hour-long specials portray me as someone I no longer am—a lost little Lolita, forever encased in desert dust and disaster, sixteen until the end of days. Or worse, they make me into the villain. “Look, it’s not what I was expecting. This is a bit of a shock.”


Malin wrinkles her nose, flustered by the confrontation. It makes her look weak. “Hey, we have your best interest in mind.” She taps my hand like I’m a petulant six-year-old on the brink of a tantrum.


“Right now, this is the move,” says Julian. “Isaac wants to work with you. This is the comeback you’ve been hoping for.”


If I manage to suffer through the documentary, I’ll climb the next rung of the ladder. I’ll exhale when my credit card statement arrives every month. I’ll reach a new audience. My fan base will multiply many times over. Maybe this time I’ll be so untouchable, no one can drag me down.


But the twisting in my gut isn’t elation about the possibility of advancing my career. If Isaac is as brilliant as they say, I will need to be careful. I will need to keep him in the dark.


“Fine.” I put Malin and Julian out of their misery, amused to watch relief wash over them before I deliver my caveat. “I’ll hear what Isaac has to say, but . . .”


They exchange a weighted glance, hanging on with bated breath.


“No promises.” I lift my drink to my lips, ready to forget this whole evening.


When everyone acts like you have no power, it’s important to remind them that you do.









LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA


June 2022


THE NIGHT BEFORE I’M SUPPOSED TO MEET ISAAC, MOM AND I WATCH Isaac’s documentary Buckhead Butcher. I’ve seen it twice already, once last fall when it premiered and again the night of the She Slays event, in the privacy of my bedroom, but I’m not about to admit that out loud.


Isaac’s omniscient voice is woven throughout, but we never see his face. For some inane reason, film critics liken his unoriginal narrative device to speaking on the audience’s behalf, asking questions they’d ask and, effectively, removing himself from the film. But all I can obsess over is the hack whom the voice belongs to. What does he want from me?


While I plow through spicy fusilli in large spoonfuls, Mom barely touches our spread of Jon & Vinny’s takeout. She’s too busy blurting out her every thought in three-minute increments.


When the first victim helps a stranger with directions in a creepy parking garage, Mom literally gasps. “My God! What an idiot!”


“Do you think he did it?” she squeals about the surly brother-in-law, then the lead detective, then finally the school counselor. Just as Isaac’s textbook misdirects intended.


When the credits roll, the fusilli is gone and so is my belief that I can go through with this. The Buckhead Butcher took the lives of seven housewives who parked their cars at the wrong places at the wrong times and tragically never made it home because they’d been caught in his trap and subsequently hacked to bits. The murderer was your run-of-the-mill sociopath.


But Isaac broke him.


Isaac knew when to give him the floor and let the maniac take the credit he believed he’d earned. He crafted a windy narrative and shot from the hip with some cheap tricks, but there’s no way the person now forever known as the Buckhead Butcher will ever be seen as redeemable.


“So, Isaac’s not half bad,” Mom says, delivering her review.


I exit out of the streaming app and toss the remote into the recesses of the couch. “Whatever.”


From the velvet green armchair, Mom stretches her twiglike arms up then coils her long waves into a hair clip. “This will be great for your brand.”


“My brand,” I repeat, dubious. I know for a fact Mom despises the word brand. Destroys all integrity to boil an artist down to a box.


“Your brand bought you this loft, didn’t it?”


Before Japanese record-listening cafés and craft breweries for the hipster elite ran rampant in the Arts District, I took a generous sum from a studio that made a mediocre but solvent feature film about that summer and bought this two-bedroom loft. Only Odette, fresh from overpaying for the mid-century modern bungalow she landed in Venice, thought it was a worthwhile investment at the time. Oceanside living did not appeal to me. I’d had enough of that.


When I don’t answer, Mom hounds me. “You’re intimidated, aren’t you?”


“He knows what he’s doing,” I snarl at her in the dark. “But so do I.”


I polish off the last of my martini, even though a tension headache’s brewing. Mom snorts, unconvinced.


THE FOLLOWING AFTERNOON, THE JUNE GLOOM OUTSIDE COMplements the depressing confirmation that Isaac is beloved by critics and the public alike. At a red light at the Vermont and Melrose intersection, I hate-read glimmering write-ups and chug my second coffee, even though I’m set to meet Isaac at a café. Acid festers at the top of my gut. I force my eyes to open wider than usual.


When I see a glowing rave on the popular Buckhead Butcher forum posted by TexWatson86, I can’t help but laugh. Of course Isaac’s fans comprise my most avid haters, busy fawning over his “uncanny grasp of a female victim’s psyche.” The driver behind me lays on their horn, alerting me that the light’s turned green. I soar across the intersection and promptly spill the remainder of my coffee all over the center console.


Thanks a million, Tex.


In my periphery, I make out the copy of Rattlesnake from the She Slays event on the passenger seat. I reset my jaw, crippled by the story it contains, the one I’m now supposed to relive to lend some boy genius new material. Throughout my entire career, I’ve placed the utmost importance on owning my narrative, captaining my ship. My most popular talk on YouTube is about the significance of first-person accounts. This impostor went to film school. He grew up in Calabasas. He has no idea what it’s like to go through what I went through.


Then I remind myself, his numbers don’t lie. If I play this right, they’ll be my numbers too.


By the time I find parking off this drag of Santa Monica Boulevard between East Hollywood and Silverlake, I’m fifteen minutes late to meet Isaac. I figure my tardiness is expected—most people in Los Angeles run twenty minutes behind and blame traffic or parking without social repercussions. I refuse to admit I’m late because I’m still recovering from watching his Emmy-nominated crock-of-shit triumph. The coffee shop’s quiet, the hush punctuated only by a twinkling of indie music and keyboard clacks of aspiring screenwriters.


Bent over an espresso cup and an iPad, Isaac Coleman fits in with every other pretentious asshole on the Eastside. He has one of those haircuts where the top half is floppy and the bottom half of his scalp has a tight shave. A disturbing reminder that we’re composed of skulls and bones. A rectangular blazer looks comical on top of his lanky frame and costly vintage T-shirt. His jeans glide over Blundstone boots that have never seen a speck of dirt. He looks younger than me, maybe by only a couple years, but he appears at home among his trendy surroundings.


A coil of envy snaps inside me. He’s in the phase of his career when he thinks this glow is going to last forever, but I know what it’s like to be that sparkling young visionary. When you’re labeled a “genius” too young, be wary. It comes with an expiration date.


“Lucy.” He greets me like he’s run into an old friend, sets down his iPad, and gestures to the chair opposite him. “Please.”


After an awkward exchange during which he insists he order and pay for my drink of choice, Isaac delivers his made-to-seem-casual, generic preamble. “Thank you for coming.” As I sip my matcha latte, he looks at me like I’m about to ingest poison. “Oh, by the way, I just listened to your commentary about the Idaho case, you know . . .” Isaac looks up like he’s trying to remember the name of the victim. It’s fun to watch him flounder. He gives up quickly. There is hope yet. “Anyway, I appreciated your perspective. Insightful.”


“Mm-hmm.” I search for an empty compliment. “And I find your films . . . interesting.”


“Oh?” Isaac adjusts his glasses. “I didn’t know if you were aware of my work.”


Buckhead Butcher dominated the true crime news cycle for the better part of last fall. “Hard not to be.”


Isaac’s expression is indifferent, but his neck flares pink with satisfaction. Every artist is the same. They refer to their meager offerings of ego as their “craft” instead of what they are: commodities. Fan their ego and they’ll give you what you want in return. That’s Hollywood for you.


“I can imagine you have a lot of questions,” he says. “But first things first. I want you to know that if there’s ever a moment in this process when you question my methods, know that my guiding principle is to tell the truth.”


This guy must be kidding. According to his IMDb, he started out in reality television. “I appreciate that, but I already told my story.”


He holds his hands up like I’m accusing him of petty theft. I refrain from pointing out the irony. “You told it beautifully.”


When I spot a copy of Rattlesnake among his pile of papers, I suddenly feel naked. Isaac catches my line of sight and plucks my book out of his things. “But you wrote this when you were seventeen, eighteen, published it at nineteen. All the wounds were still fresh. You couldn’t have been in the right state of mind to recount it all with a level head.” His wording reminds me of the language the lead prosecutor used, as if my brain had been scrambled and I had no ability to decipher up from down, let alone comprehend what I’d done. It makes me want to kick Isaac in the mouth. As he flips through his copy, two dozen Post-its stick out like red flags. “Given your position now, I’m sure you will find, if you haven’t already, a new perspective that will be enlightening.”


He chose that word on purpose, trying to throw me off my game. I glance around at the other patrons, who are lost in thought, and the baristas constructing flowers in oat milk foam. I search for anything to hold on to that might ground me again, but I can’t stop from floating back to that night, back to the chain-link fence in the Vortex parking lot, resigned to let the darkness engulf me.


“So, my process,” he continues. I resist the urge to groan. “You know as well as I do that investigations run very differently today than they did back then. I’ll do my part, tell the story, but we will work closely together. So, it’s key to the success of this project that you and I trust each other.”


“I don’t trust anyone.”


“Given your history, I understand that, but I believe, in time, I can earn it.”


He might be used to getting what he wants, but he doesn’t understand how far I’ll go to protect the lone shred of peace in my life that remains. “Let me ask you something,” I say. “Why me?”


Isaac moves his espresso cup onto its tray as if he storyboarded the action, then launches into his pitch. “I see your story as a cautionary tale of a young girl, of nature versus nurture. When the world failed her, she fought back. She triumphed. She became an unlikely hero at the ripe age of sixteen. It’s universal. It’s timely, especially today. Now look at you, all grown up. If I didn’t know what happened to you, what you did, who your parents are, and I passed you on the street, I might think you’re just another striking woman in this city.”


I blush and instantly loathe myself for being susceptible to his flattery.


“See, you are so much more than that,” he says. Out of habit, I watch his Adam’s apple, analyze it, imagine how it tastes. Tart or sweet. Grass or rain. “You turned what happened into a career. You changed the discussion. You paved the way for what true crime is today. Color me impressed.”


I will not be swayed by a man who, if he gets his way, if I let my guard down, could destroy everything I’ve accomplished. “Why you?”


Isaac claps, pleased, prepared to answer the question. “Because you need me. You might not want to admit it, but your profile’s waning. Your fans will move on, if they haven’t already. If you don’t reintroduce yourself to today’s true crime buffs, you’re out of luck. I have direct access to the ones who matter and will keep you afloat. We do this right, and we’re both sitting pretty. I’ll make another hit. You’ll reap the benefits of book sales and secure yourself another few years in the limelight. Isn’t that what you want?”


His correct assumption stings. “I haven’t agreed to anything.”


“I’m not sure what they told you.” Isaac cocks his head to the side like an innocent pup. “I’m making this documentary with or without you,” he declares, like it would be ludicrous for him to consider my participation mandatory.


This is a setup. I want to fire Julian and Malin. I grit my teeth so hard they might crack. I want to run as fast as I can, but something stops me.


The night in the greenhouse all those years ago stops me.


I sip my latte to regain my composure. “If I say yes, what would that entail?”


“I’ll bring a small crew, as small as possible, to ensure you’re comfortable, and we’ll talk.”


I can handle an interview. I’ve weathered countless interviews, from expert journalists and late-night comedians to law enforcement officers and magazine fluff writers. “I will need to approve the questions ahead of time.”


“This is a conversation.”


Jesus. “A conversation.” I perform, like the puppet he wants me to be. “With you?”


“And others, of course.” Isaac scribbles in his Moleskine notebook, and it immediately reminds me of Arthur’s. “I’ll design a shooting schedule that follows the narrative I have in mind and stagger conversations with several people from your past over the course of filming. I’m thinking three weeks, more if we need. How’s Monday after next for a start date? Your team said you were available.”


I worry my heartbeat’s loud enough for him to hear. “Who wants to talk?”


“You may have your own idea about how it should be done,” Isaac lectures, in a condescending manner I don’t appreciate. “This is a methodology that works for me. You’ll see, by the end, why.”


“You didn’t answer my question.”


“Don’t you think it’s fair everyone gets the opportunity to tell their stories too?” His fingers brush mine as he reaches across the table for a napkin. “That’s what you always say, right?” He wipes his patchy five-o’clock shadow and crumples the napkin between his naked fingers. I bet he’d say he’s married to his craft. He tosses the soiled napkin into his empty cup.


“So, are you in?”


DURING THE TWO WEEKS BEFORE SHOOTING BEGINS, JULIAN hounds my lawyer daily for updates on the doc contract and irons out the anniversary-edition deal with the publishers. Isaac sends a disturbingly chipper kickoff email, and it reads like everyone else but me is in on the joke. Malin replies to me privately, listing off a series of questions that I may be asked, trying to justify her inflated fees. The questions blink on my computer screen, taunting me. Questions I refuse to answer in the privacy of my bedroom, let alone say into a mic pack. But I need this to work. It has to work. The alternative is not an option.


I’m well aware of the fact that most viewers are going to compare photos of my parents and make their judgments of who I grew up to resemble the most. They’ll point to Max’s nose and Diana’s heart-shaped face. They’ll drool over Mom’s buttery skin in those old music videos until they stumble upon Odette’s Rolling Stone cover, baring it all, lithe and ferocious, and forget all about me.


So I drop several hundred on a Hydrafacial and two grand updating my wardrobe with effortless, minimalist pieces. My hairdresser trims my bangs and gives my color a refresh. I ask the nail technician for a sophisticated taupe. When she asks me what shape I want—coffin or almond—I choose the latter.


If I’m going to grace the living rooms of America and beyond, I might as well look my best doing it. I model each new look in the full-length mirror in my bedroom and assess my appearance from all angles.


I will make them look at me. I will not be forgotten.









Production Day 1


DOWNTOWN LOS ANGELES


ISAAC ARRIVES TEN MINUTES BEFORE OUR AGREED-UPON START time. When I invite him into my downtown loft, I see he’s not alone. The whole crew lingers behind him, arms full of equipment, sleeves full of tattoos. A lanky cameraman snaps his gum at me. One woman with a shock of blue hair sticks out in the jumble of men.


Isaac enters without introducing his crew. “Morning.”


I step aside to let these pests invade my home. I’d figured Isaac would want to film at a studio, but he insisted we start the process here, that it would be more intimate. “I was just about to make some coffee.”


“Black’s fine,” Isaac says before I offer him any. He strolls across the loft in his Blundstone boots and begins to dissect every object I own. His first stop is my bookshelves on the far brick wall, meticulously arranged by genre, then author. Isaac plucks the French edition of Rattlesnake off the tallest driftwood floating shelf and flips through it absentmindedly, as if it is nothing more than an ancient magazine at a dentist’s office.


“Anything I can get you?” I ask the woman, who is organizing a stack of papers. “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”


“Oh, right.” Isaac places the French edition back on the shelf and skims the back of Alice Bolin’s Dead Girls. “Lucy, meet my assistant—”


“Sloane,” she says, finishing Isaac’s sentence. She smiles, tight-lipped, apparently unaccustomed to Isaac recognizing her, but there’s a flicker of personality beneath her reserve. She’s pretty, with graceful features, but she’s chosen to obscure every delicate part of her. A trail of spiky earrings crawls up her ear, and she’s fresh-faced save for the jet-black eyeliner smudged on her lash line, an oversized ripped sweater and baggy jeans slung over her slender frame. And of course her hair, electric blue and shagged, is hard to ignore. The kind of marker to suggest she’s tried and maybe succeeded in rejecting the expectations placed on her.


“If you need anything during the shoot, anything at all, Sloane’s your girl,” Isaac informs me. “Coffee, a break, issue with scheduling—call Sloane, okay?”


Of course, the one woman on Isaac’s payroll has been assigned as my go-to. God forbid I order around some unsuspecting Chad to fetch me tampons. I cross to the open kitchen to retrieve some mugs. “So, coffee? No coffee?” Sloane’s lips part, and I recognize that look—she’s starstruck, befuddled that the real Lucy Golden is talking to her, I’m sure. Sloane fails to respond to my offer, mindful not to take up too much space, as assistants are advised to do in this town, even though her boss can’t be that much older than her. I know how foreign it feels for strangers to pay you any mind when you moved through your entire childhood invisible.


Mom emerges from her bedroom, making a grand entrance, her wide-leg trousers swishing with each step. She introduces herself to Isaac and holds out her hand like she’s expecting him to kiss the ring. “Diana Golden.”


“Pleasure.” Isaac shakes her hand. Her face falls when she realizes he’s wearing a faded concert T-shirt from Odette’s first stadium tour. He registers her expression. “Hope she’s doing well. I’m a big fan.”


At the mention of her estranged elder daughter, Mom makes no attempts to mask her brutal death glare and joins me at the counter. She side-eyes the camera crew’s lighting choices and performatively gulps down her array of Chinese herbs. Isaac confers with his crew about the setup, assessing how best to control the morning sun coming in the floor-to-ceiling steel-framed windows as it slices across the concrete floor.


A black stream of coffee fills the pot and perfumes the air. Mom mutters under her breath, “You think filming here is a good idea?”


“Not really something I can discuss at the moment,” I whisper back.


Mom grazes her black-cherry nails along her neck. I sense she wants me to offer up information about Odette unprompted, but her patience wears thin. “Have you spoken to her lately?”


“A few weeks ago.” I’m careful about how much information I pass between them. “She’s back at the beach.”


“You didn’t think to inform me?” She watches the camera operator test the white balance against the windows suspiciously.


I start to apologize, but Isaac calls out to her before I can. “Diana, I would love to find some time for you to participate.”


A smug pout forms on her painted face. “I’m due at the gallery,” she announces, ignoring his request. In seconds, she plucks her Prada bag off the hook by the door, waggles her fingers in a wave, and flees.


BY THE TIME I SETTLE INTO THE GREEN VELVET ARMCHAIR THAT’S been carefully staged by the window, then in front of the desk, then back at the window again, my coffee’s cold. Isaac asks my permission to begin, with a lift of his eyebrows. I acquiesce. It’s showtime.


“Well, here we are,” says Isaac.


“So it appears.”


Isaac taps his foot in deep concentration, his copy of Rattlesnake open and cracking across his lap, so worn the spine’s bound to break.


I cross my legs; I’m conscious my image is taking up Isaac’s frame, aware of the people who will see this one day. I imagine them bingeing late into a Tuesday night, iPads pulled up to their noses. The glow of the blue light illuminating their bedrooms as they consume my life’s tragedy before they drift off to a Trazodone-induced sleep.


“So, you live with your mother, Diana, these days?” Isaac attempts to break the ice.


“She’s staying with me, actually.” I make the distinction. “Temporarily.”


“How would you describe your mother’s romantic life growing up? From what you can remember.”


“Romantic life?” I hesitate, unnerved by Isaac’s question and clear preference for his subject’s mother over his subject. I’m appalled he thinks his obvious pandering is how he’ll earn my trust. Still, I consider my answer. Mom’s relationships with men were even more transactional than the ones she fostered with her muses, undoubtedly feeding the fame machine. I offer my textbook response to this common inquiry. “A lot of men entered and exited her jewel-box bedroom throughout my childhood. I suppose having children with two different fathers gave her another way of looking at the opposite sex. Purely for function, to satiate a certain need. A few of them stayed longer than others. Some came back around after they’d been gone for years, wrongly assuming they could change her. Some tried to play stepfather by disciplining us or taking us out for ice cream. Most ignored us.”


I shift in my seat, on edge, wondering if my response sounded too forced.


“How did the fifteen-year-old you think about love?” Isaac asks.


I’m amused Isaac’s treading so lightly, interested in my adolescent brain’s understanding of something so trivial. “I asked Mom about love once when she kicked an old boyfriend out of the house. I’ll never forget it. She said, ‘It is the nature of man to assume he is God’s gift to the world, believing himself superior because of the violent knot that hangs between his legs.’ I was six.”


The assistant camera operator, a scruffy guy wearing a beanie, attempts to clear a tickle in his throat without the boom mic picking it up.


Sloane scribbles something on her clipboard, and Isaac shifts his focus, nodding. Steam rises in me at this secret exchange. I can’t resist asking the question that woke me up at two a.m., when the greenhouse floor often materializes in my mind’s eye. “Hold on. Can I ask you something?”


Isaac looks up from Sloane’s clipboard, as if he’s been caught passing notes in a middle-school classroom. “What is it?”


“Will we . . .” I hesitate. Sloane gapes at me. “Are you planning to shoot in the desert?” It took me a long time to trust my intuition again, but I somehow know with every fiber of my being that I will be forced to return to that patch of earth I once knew as home. Whether Isaac drags me there by the neck or I go willingly, into the burning ring of fire.


“Yes,” Isaac confirms. “At the end of the shoot, we’ll go to the Oasis.”


That word, that encompasses so much of me and my nightmares, my wanting, stabs at my eardrums, and swiftly, I free-fall. Tumbling backward, past rattlesnake skins and dandelions, the night that changed everything and the red wool blanket. I can almost hear their voices, the women I used to call my sisters, singing their siren song. Back to where I swore I’d never set foot again.


“Lucy?”


I realize that I’ve totally missed whatever he just said. I smile, trying to disarm him with some charm. “Sorry, can you repeat the question?”


“Can you close your eyes for me?”


I laugh. “You’re kidding, right?”


“Indulge me,” Isaac says, grinning crookedly. “I want you to go back to the beginning, to the day the Fowlers moved onto Marina Avenue. The day that started it all.”


If he wants a performance, that’s what he’ll get. I’m Diana Golden’s daughter, after all. Isaac will be eating out of the palm of my hand in no time. If he’s not already.


I think back to that day, the sun on my face and ocean breeze tangling my hair. The Hotel Del towering over the Coronado coastline, towheaded surfers launching their boards into the Pacific waves. Sunburned kids dragging their beach toys along the shore, their little feet hot on the sand. Back then, the summer of 2002 appeared picture-perfect, but now when I look closer, I see the cracks. I taste the salt, the paranoia.


All along, that summer had teeth. It promised to bite, and it did. It swallowed me whole.


“Okay,” Isaac says, seemingly satisfied by whatever misty introspection my face emotes. I flip my eyes open, hell-bent on doing what I do best.


Telling stories.


“Comb through your memories . . . what you saw, what you heard, what you believed.” Isaac tries to hypnotize me back there. “Take your time. What do you remember?”


“I remember everything,” I say, because as much as I will myself to forget, I do.
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EXCERPT FROM RATTLESNAKE


CORONADO, CALIFORNIA


June 2002


72 days before


In the nine months since that tragic Tuesday morning, Coronado found a way to keep going. We kids returned to school, and the adults returned to work. We wore brave faces. We shopped for our groceries on Sundays and rolled our garbage cans to the curb on Thursdays. To an outsider, it might have appeared as if everything was normal, how it was before, but without fanfare, without saying it out loud, we started to lock our doors.


When the Fowlers arrived that summer, we could no longer pretend nothing had changed. Rumor had it the Fowlers had fled their native Manhattan abruptly and bought the pink house sight unseen. The family’s striking presence on our block, their marked claim on the pink house I coveted, reminded us that we, too, were susceptible to the dangers of the world beyond our little island.


I pretended to adjust my bike seat as movers unloaded the boxes inside, sweating. I glimpsed a few rigidly polite smiles the father aimed at them. The kind that signaled, I’m a nice guy, I swear, but we don’t need to engage in small talk. He was tall and lean, handsome in that anonymous, white-collar way. He sorted through the boxes on the front porch, scanning the labels. His presence irritated me, but I quickly chalked up my distaste to envy. There he was—a father, a husband, a man who stuck around.


The wife wore a fitted powder-blue tracksuit and a matching wide visor that obscured her face as she surveyed flowers in the garden. The son stretched out on the porch swing, bulky headphones framing his dark hair. He was tall like his father, focused like his mother. He had a brooding quality to him I was unaccustomed to witnessing in boys my age, perhaps the effect of an East Coast boarding school or a premature misreading of Catcher in the Rye. I had wondered what it might be like to encounter an elusive boy next door—or, rather, a boy across the street—all summer. I’d heard about these mythical creatures in pop songs and watched them in the romantic comedies Odette flipped past on TV. To suddenly see one, alive and well, unnerved me. To see one so comfortably taking up space in the pink house, my beloved pink house, stung like an act of betrayal.


The pink house was one of those white-picket-fence numbers with lush garden beds, storybook shutters, and an American flag flapping in the wind like it was ripped out of a Pottery Barn catalog. The house was built for a family like the Fowlers, intended for a nuclear unit I’d never been a part of. I’d always loved it, for as long as I could remember. It was the same shade as a shell I once stole from the ocean floor. I spent hours sitting on our front porch looking across the street, turning that shell over in my palm, rubbing it smooth, daydreaming about what it might be like to have a father who mowed the lawn and pressed Band-Aids to my scraped knees, to carry on with the sense of calm achieved from living in that kind of splendor every day. That was the life the house across the street offered.


It existed just out of my reach.


MARTINI IN HAND, MOM RIFLED THROUGH HER BUSTING-AT-THE-SEAMS closet. The synth of disco from her record player pulsed through the sea breeze drifting in through the bay window. She bounced her hip to the beat of the song with a seductive, knowing ease.


“Is now a good time?” I asked from the doorway, hoping she’d pull me into a hug and congratulate me on a job well done.


Spinning around, her colorful caftan hovered behind her and the camera slung around her neck swayed. I knew from the second our eyes met: praise was not in my near future. “Why not?”


I plopped down on the settee and helped myself to a bowl of cherries. “The new neighbors arrived,” I told her. “In the pink house.”


She extracted a vintage Halston from its hanger and tossed it onto the bed. “Pray tell.”


“Word is they’re from New York.” The tartness of the cherry puckered my mouth. “Manhattan. I can’t imagine what they’ve been through. It must have been awful. I mean, can you even imagine? I wonder if they know anyone who . . .”


The electricity in the air shifted. I looked up to see an incredulous sneer on Mom’s milk-white, heart-shaped face. “You’re stalling, aren’t you?”


It was difficult to mask any shred of anxiety from Mom. Although she occasionally guest lectured at art colleges around the country, she didn’t believe you could teach art. You either have it or you don’t. I worried that was how she looked at me—like I was one of her admirers destined for mediocrity and a string of disappointments.


In what I liked to think was a calculated move, I had written a tall tale about a road trip with my father behind the wheel. Aside from craving her praise for the writing itself, I hoped the mention of my father might spark empathy within her and she might finally tell me what I deserved to know—who my father was and why he’d left me behind. I was on the precipice of turning sixteen, and all summer, all my life, I’d begged her for answers to questions she refused to indulge.


“Well, did you like it?”


Mom gestured to the stack on her bedside table. I went to retrieve it and gulped when I saw her red pen marks scattered across the first page. “You know, I can just call Pauline.” She rifled through more gowns. “There’s no shame in getting into the workshop that way. It’s what a lot of people do.”


I could tell by the way she said people that she meant untalented nobodies. Pauline Donovan, an awarded novelist, opened up applications for her writing workshop to exceptional high school students in the San Diego area. I’d spent the summer agonizing over piece after piece for the application, due in a matter of weeks. Every single one, Mom rejected.


“I don’t want a handout,” I said for the twelfth time. “Maybe I’m not ready.”


Mom settled into the throne of her vintage chaise and lit a joint. “Criticism is important for any artist to hear.”


“That’s easy for you to say!”


“I’ve had my critics,” Mom said, and searing pain flashed in her emerald eyes. “You remember that Chronicle piece? Philistine . . .” She pursed her lips, revisiting the single dreadful review in her otherwise revered career.


I scanned the pages for any phrase I could salvage. “Just tell me what I need to do to get better.”


“She wants to know what you have to say.” Mom exhaled a cloud of smoke. “You had the audacity to lie.”


“So you’ve never posed a model for the shot that you wanted?”


Mom rolled her eyes. “Lucy, think about my exhibit from ’97. The series of my former lovers in the shower. Without my interpretation, it could be deemed pedestrian, but it dove right into intimacy. To be an artist, you need to have a voice.”


I dropped my chin and spoke my worst fear into existence. “Maybe I’m not like you. Maybe I don’t have a voice.”


“Well, it’s better you find that out when you’re young.”


I felt like I’d been slapped. “But I want it. Doesn’t that matter?”


Mom kept it cool, her voice as husky as her idol Barbara Stanwyck’s. “You can’t expect to engage your audience if you’re not active in your own life. Take a risk. It won’t kill you.”


The papers turned sharp in my hands, as if they could slice my fingers clean off. “I thought this was a risk.”
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