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Praise for Marie Rutkoski:


‘Very possibly the best crime fiction book since Gillian Flynn’s Sharp Objects, Real Easy is turn-your-phone-off-and-cancel-all-your-meetings gripping. But it is also so much more than that: every character is instantly alive and recognisable the moment they appear on the page; the writing is sustainedly beautiful and intelligent, at times lyrical, at others, sassy and crackling; and the psychological underpinnings are unerring, resonant, utterly convincing. This book is a winner, whichever way you turn it’ Neel Mukherjee


‘Rutkoski renders her characters with exquisite compassion and detail, even as the book accelerates toward an unforgettable conclusion. Gritty, glittery, and pulsing with life’ Sara Sligar


‘Bold, compelling, brutal and brilliant. On the surface Real Easy is the kind of gritty, gripping mystery I just adore, yet it’s also full of heart and hope and the most endearing characters’ Chris Whitaker


‘With a fully-realized world, a compelling mystery, fascinating characters, and beautiful prose, Marie Rutkoski’s Real Easy will capture readers and stay in their minds forever. It is absolutely unputdownable’ Jill Santopolo


‘Rutkoski is that rare gem: a writer whose prose is as splendid as her plotting. The result is a taut thriller with the potency of a poem, a propulsive story at once brutal, elegant, and impossible to put down’ V. E. Schwab


‘This is what crime fiction should be. Authentic in tone, fearless in execution. Masterfully crafted, irresistibly readable. An instant classic’ Dom Nolan


‘With gorgeous prose, well-drawn characters, and crackling suspense, Real Easy is an unforgettable thriller that stuck with me long after the last page. Beneath the drum-tight plot is a brilliant examination of femininity, safety, and the roles women play. I couldn’t put it down’ Andrea Bartz
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It’s 1999, and Samantha has danced for years at the Lovely Lady strip club.


She’s not used to taking anyone under her wing – after all, between her disapproving boyfriend and his daughter, who may as well be her own child, she has enough to worry about. But when Samantha overrides her better judgment to drive a new dancer home, they are run off the road. The police arrive at the scene of the accident – but find only one body.


Georgia, another dancer, is drawn into the investigation as she tries to assist Holly, a detective with a complicated story of her own. As the point of view shifts from police officers and detectives to club patrons, the women circle around a list of suspects, all the while grappling with their own understanding of loss and love.


As they get closer to the truth they must each confront a fundamental question:


How do women live their lives knowing that men can hurt them?









for Alexandra Machinist









SAMANTHA


(RUBY)


“You’re so pretty it makes me want to go home and punch my wife in the mouth.”


Samantha smiles and asks if he wants a dance. He smells like a kid, like sweat and juice boxes, and has a stubby body with one hunched shoulder. He skims a big palm over the silver bristle of his hair and says, “I sure do.”


She leads the way to the leather sofas under the main stage, where the bass throbs through the low plexiglass ceiling. Next to her, Violet dances for a bearded guy who looks like a teacher, her dark brown skin shiny in the pink light, her lipstick tangerine. Samantha wishes she could trade places with her. Samantha’s client, settled into the sofa, leans forward to say, “I remember you, from before you got your fake tits. Flat as a popped tire.”


She shouldn’t be annoyed. He’s right, for one, and for another it’s not the worst thing she’s heard. She peels down her dress. “How do you like me now?”


“What I wouldn’t give.”


Samantha reaches for the tiny see-through hook of her V-string and lets the scrap of red fabric fall. She cups her breasts, which still feel alien even though she got them many months ago. They have the density of chewed bubble gum. “Want to come with me to the champagne room?”


“Maybe later.”


The song ends. He gives her a twenty.


He leaves, and Violet’s client does, too. Samantha hooks her V-string back into place. Violet wobbles on her heels as she steps into her dress. She grabs Samantha’s arm for balance and whispers, “Check out the new girl.”


The new girl has plopped bare-butt onto the sofa to wiggle her thong up over clunky shoes. Samantha can’t remember her name. Skinny thing; pale, doughy face. Violet sucks her teeth.


Samantha almost tells the new girl what should be obvious, but Morgan, a tan brunette with librarian glasses and breasts that are fake yet judiciously small, beats her to it. “Don’t sit on the seats,” Morgan says.


The girl glances up.


“You’ll get germs in your cookie.”


THE EARLY-MORNING LIGHT is smoky when Samantha pulls into the parking lot of her apartment complex and parks next to Mrs. Zace’s car, which the neighbor lets them use in exchange for picking up groceries. Nick says that Samantha wants the world to be like a Hallmark card, but what’s so bad about that? Mrs. Zace likes to play grandmother to Rosie, and occasionally babysat her before Nick lost his job. Mrs. Zace’s sedan looks gray in the mist, like it has been breathed on. Samantha’s sneakers make no sound on the asphalt. Her tight jeans feel cozier than pajamas. Her loose hair smells like cigars and the sour apple of sweat and body spray.


She is glad she wiped off her makeup at the club. Rosie is up, much too early for a Saturday morning, watching TV.


“Your daddy awake?” Samantha says.


Rosie sucks the ends of her blond hair. “No.”


Samantha joins her on the couch, which is new: a nice, sage chenille. Some dancers talk about moving to Chicago to make more money, but she can afford a better life in Fremont. The schools are good, and there’s a playground a block away. Fremont has a cute main street with antique stores, a used CD and DVD place, and a former theater converted into a cinema. The red velvet seats are itchy, but the ceiling is painted like the sky and Rosie loves when the lights go down and tiny stars appear above. Fremont is the right kind of city: not too big, but big enough that a nightlife centers around the club and a casino on the Des Plaines River. Fremont has a Costco and a Best Buy and tracts of unincorporated land interrupted by silos of farms that grow corn and soybeans.


Samantha melts into the couch. Her feet ache beneath the double layer of tube socks. The curtains are still drawn. “Come here, baby.”


Rosie doesn’t move. She is dappled by the shifting light of the television. A commercial becomes another commercial.


“What’re you watching?”


Rosie shrugs her slim shoulders, then leans into Samantha, curling up against her. “How come you’re always late?”


“Not always.”


“I was waiting for you.”


Samantha slopes a hand over Rosie’s hair, down to the spiky wet tips. “I’ll take you out for breakfast. Silver dollar pancakes with chocolate chips.” She feels the possibility of becoming a perfect stepmother, wholesome and lovable, ready to make any moment special.


“Okay.” Rosie’s voice is muffled against her side. “You smell bad.”


That sense of possibility crinkles up inside her like cellophane, like something that can’t return to its original shape even after it is smoothed out.


NICK IS AWAKE when they get back from breakfast, and thanks her when she hands him half the cash. “Let’s see a movie tonight,” he says.


Rosie lights up. “I want to choose.”


“I have to work,” Samantha says.


Rosie doesn’t like that. “We’ll go without you,” she threatens.


“You should. Go have fun.” Samantha reaches to tuck a lock of Rosie’s hair behind her ear, but she squirms away.


Later, after Samantha gets out of the shower and Rosie is playing in her bedroom, Nick says, “I wonder if those assholes you dance for can tell that you’re part boy.”


THERE IS STILL daylight when she pulls into the Lovely Lady’s parking lot. She can guess by some of the cars who is working tonight: Skye’s yellow Hummer, Morgan’s blue Taurus. There is a fancy black Caddy Samantha doesn’t recognize, whose black paint holds the sunset the way dark hair can, with hints of red.


She walks into the club through the backstage door and past a row of lockers. Hers bears her name on a simple strip of masking tape, but other girls have elaborately decorated theirs, like Paris, whose locker is lacquered inside and out with pictures of her daughter, also named Paris. Many lockers have photos of the dancers’ children. One of Rosie is taped to the inside of Samantha’s locker door. Even Sasha, who seems far from maternal, has a picture of a quiet-looking, dark-eyed girl whose name, Melody, is written below the photo against a musical staff, the d transformed into an eighth note. A few lockers have fake flowers poked into the air vents, which is not allowed because the flowers eventually fall onto the floor, and so many girls work here, several dozen, their schedules written over each other’s in arcane patterns, that things get messy fast. Dale, their manager, has said it a million times: “The Lovely Lady stays clean.” He is fussy but a good boss. He says his door is always open to them, and it is true. Anyone can walk into his office anytime.


Samantha spins her lock, feeling that jammy give around the right numbers, and remembers how Nick saw what her face did when he called her part boy. She couldn’t respond at first because of the tight pressure of what she wanted to say, the way words bunched up in her throat. Nick said he was sorry. He knew that what he had said wasn’t true. She was a girl. He knew that.


“Think about how hard this is for me,” he said.


“It’s just a job.”


“It makes me feel small.”


She did not care. She did not forgive him.


“Samantha, come here. I said I was sorry.” He brushed hair away from her wet face. “Beautiful girl. Like JFK Jr.’s wife.” Nick always said that, and Samantha used to be flattered until Carolyn Bessette Kennedy died earlier that summer in a plane crash, with her husband flying the plane in the dark. Samantha wished Nick would stop comparing her to a dead girl. Nick said, “How did I get so lucky?” When she remained stiff, he added, “Don’t be like this,” clearly wounded, close to anger, so she forgave him, because if she didn’t she would quickly be blamed. Although he had hurt her, she would be made to feel guilty for being hurt.


It is important that he apologized, she decides. They are not married but they almost are, and she is sure they will be one day. Marriage takes work, everyone knows that. Samantha opens the locker, stuffs in her purse, and grabs a red dress trimmed with feathers.


Violet sits before a mirror in the dressing room, blow-drying her thin braids, which have all been braided into two thick braids. The new girl is doing her own makeup, which she should know by now is a bad idea. She should pay Bella to do it.


Bella is counseling Rhiannon to get a real estate license. Rhiannon has pulled her dress down to her waist and rubs orangeish foundation into the curves of her meager cleavage to make it look bigger.


Violet meets Samantha’s eyes in the mirror. “Hey, Ruby.” Her accent is creamy, almost British. It’s not even fake. She was born in Trinidad.


“Hey,” says Samantha.


“Cut the string after you put the tampon in,” Morgan tells Desirée. “A string is the last thing they want to see.”


“Some do,” Gigi says around a forkful of homemade, gourmet-looking risotto.


“Shut up.”


“Once, I leaked right down my thigh. This guy asked to lick it off. Said he’d pay extra.”


The dressing room howls. Gigi laughs, her belly trembling, her light brown skin rippled with the stretch marks of someone who used to weigh more. She still loves to eat, just like anyone, she has said, but she is choosy. The food has got to be good.


Rhiannon leans back to study her breasts and says she wishes she could leave her panties on so she didn’t have to worry about tampon strings. Oh no, you do not, they tell her. Full nude means it’s against Illinois state law for men to touch them. No lap dances, no beard rash. Panties means pasties, too, or cut-up strips of clear Band-Aids taped around the nipple, because in those states, the law says no holes.


“Titties ain’t holes.”


“The fuck you think the milk comes out?”


Violet turns off the hair dryer. She unbraids the big braids, then finger-shakes the mass of little braids, curly now. Samantha changes into her red dress. The new girl roots through her makeup bag, clearly having paid no attention to anything anyone has said, which makes Samantha prickle with irritation so intense it surprises her. What could you do with someone so clueless, so helpless, someone who doesn’t even try to learn?


SAMANTHA DOESN’T SEE the new girl again until later, when she steps off Stage 3, the smallest stage, which is tucked into a corner on the second floor. Stage 3 is a desert on slow nights. No one likes Stage 3, or so they say. Samantha complains with the rest of them, but the truth is that she has scored big there before, so when she hears girls gripe about Stage 3, she wonders whether she knows something they don’t or if they are faking, too.


Jimmy offers Samantha a chivalrous hand. Bouncers have been instructed by Dale to do this so the girls don’t trip in their heels. She carefully descends the plexiglass staircase and makes her way to the main floor. Every hour on the hour there is a two-for-one special, and everyone knows they must be backstage in time to get the T-shirts. The new girl is still dancing. Samantha catches a glimpse of her below the main stage. She jumps a little in her heels, a swing to her hips. The guy on the sofa is lanky, with a pale, lantern-jaw face and a baseball cap marked with the letter Z. Samantha has danced for him before. No deep pockets there. She sees the new girl’s expression: familiar, smooth, glowing. It bothers Samantha. Its familiarity feels misleading, out of place, which makes her recognize the expression as frank pleasure.


The girl is late for the twofer, of course. She is last in line, hugging the XXL T-shirt emblazoned with the club’s name to her chest. Buy one dance, get the second free. Plus a T-shirt.


“Look at all of our Lovelies!” the deejay calls through the sound system, his voice extra deep, buzzing at the bottom of his range, and they file out onto the main stage and descend to spread across the club floor, coyly waving shirts. Samantha hates selling them, but the twofer is as good a means as any to finding a man who will pay two hundred dollars for an hour in champagne.


SKYE IS ON the main stage when Samantha gets lucky. The man Samantha is dancing for can see the main stage over her shoulder, and later she thinks that maybe his offer had something to do with the contrast between her and Skye, who has opulent hips, pebble eyes, and a lot of ink. Skye’s boob job had gone badly, her new breasts shaped as though molded by basket coffee filters. She has sex for money after hours. Most girls know this, but Dale doesn’t, or he would fire her. “I got a kid,” she said once, loudly, so they keep their mouths shut.


“You’re fun,” the man tells Samantha as the song comes to an end. He is gray-haired and middle-aged, maybe fifty, but fit, with a hard, superhero chest. He slips another twenty into her garter, and she rubber-bands it to the rest. “Keep going,” he says. “Sweet little ass. Altar-boy hips.”


Normally this wouldn’t bother her. She knows she has a boyish body, except for her new breasts, but his words recall how Nick knew exactly what would hurt her most.


The man says, “How much for champagne?”


“Two hundred,” she answers breezily.


“I hate champagne. Gives me gas.”


“I’ll drink it for you.”


“And what do we get to do there?”


“Talk.”


He makes a face. “Talk?”


“The bouncers keep an eye on us.”


“Do you like to gamble, Ruby?”


“Sure.”


“Come with me to the casino after closing. I’ll pay you the same you’d make in the champagne room. By the hour.”


She keeps the smile but her voice is serious: “I don’t do that. I don’t hook.”


“It’s just gambling, I swear. I want a pretty thing on my arm while I play. Maybe two. Ask your best girl to come. Same deal for her.” He leans back, opens his muscled arms wide as if to encompass the size of his innocence, then tries on a canny smile and pulls out his wallet to show a spread of cash. “I got it. I’ll give you extra to play with, too.”


“Look, I like you, and I wish I could.”


“I’m safe as houses.”


“I can tell,” she says, because it is always wise to confirm a man’s good opinion of himself. “But I can’t.”


“You’re smart. Gotta be safe, I respect that. Why not get a bouncer you trust to join in? I’ll pay him.”


Samantha glances across the room at Jimmy and calculates the potential haul from such a night. She thinks about calling in sick tomorrow to skip her Sunday double shift. Tonight she could slip into Rosie’s narrow bed and breathe the balm of Rosie’s breath. She will wake when Rosie wakes.


“No tricks,” the man says. “On my honor.”


“I can take a bouncer.”


“Yes.”


“And a friend.”


“Hell yes!”


THE CASINO IS furred with smoke. Slot machines flicker. Their symbols vanish and return, flippety-flippety, but roulette is Tony’s favorite, so that’s what Samantha and Violet play, with Violet cashing out every few rounds and slipping most of her winnings into her purse. “Such a grandma,” Tony says. Violet laughs like she is supposed to, her teeth very white. A few bottom teeth slant just enough to be cute. Her slender hand rests on Tony’s sleeve.


Jimmy rubs his chin. The roulette spins its white ball. Jimmy is large in a puffy way, and Samantha realizes his chubby body and ruddy cheeks have always made her assume his sweetness, but now he looks unhappy, even unfriendly. Samantha has a miniature fortress of chips. She slides him a stack, which makes the corner of his mouth lift. But he loses, and keeps losing.


Tony strokes Samantha’s hair and tucks a lock behind her ear, brushing the small pearl earring and fingering its diamond stud, then turns to bury his face against Violet’s neck. “My girls.”


Violet meets Samantha’s gaze. They don’t stiffen or pull away, although Samantha wants to. The money is too good. Tony’s hand slides to the small of Samantha’s back, and Violet and Samantha agree with their eyes to say nothing. A little touching is okay, so long as it is nowhere that matters. Anyway, they are safe. They have each other and Jimmy.


Before they left the club, Samantha caught Morgan’s attention and pointed out Tony, who waited at a distance by the exit. Some girls would have been jealous. Others would have believed Samantha and Violet were tricking themselves out. Bella would have said, “Bank it, bitch!” Morgan pushed her glasses up her nose and said, “What’re you telling me for?”


“It’s like, when you go for a hike you should say where you’re going, just in case.”


“He’ll expect more from you.”


“I’ll be fine. Jimmy and Violet are coming.”


Morgan’s shiny brown hair spilled over her shoulder as she bent to fuss with a stiletto strap. “Call me when you get home.”


“Place your bets,” the dealer says.


Samantha, glad for an excuse to lean away from Tony, sets a stack of chips on twelve.


“Lucky number?” Tony says.


“My birthday,” she says, but it is Rosie’s birthday.


She wins.


Violet squeezes Samantha’s arm and shakes it. “Cash out! Cash out!”


Samantha is wobbly, her blood carbonated. She places all her chips on the layout and is given a light blue chip spoked with white, plus a few pink chips and some green ones, some red. Thousands of dollars.


“Can you walk?” Violet teases. “Are you going to faint? Do I have to carry you to the cage?”


“I’ll carry you,” Tony offers, but Violet swats him. Jimmy follows the girls to the cashier’s cage, heavy-footed. He falters when Samantha gives him a pink chip. He rolls it over his knuckles, looking like he might give the chip back, then captures it in a fist. “Thanks.”


Later, in the ladies’ room, Violet flips her braids over one shoulder and leans into the mirror over the sink to reapply lipstick as Samantha wets a paper towel and runs it under her smudged eyes. Violet’s gaze doesn’t leave the mirror. “We look good together,” she says.


“Yeah,” Samantha says. “Nice haul, huh?”


Violet drops her lipstick into her purse and zips it shut. “We look like queens.”


TONY PEACEFULLY DRAINS his beer, then licks a thumb to count out cash for her, Violet, and Jimmy. When he is done he sighs, satisfied to see how slender his wallet has become.


Violet and Jimmy head out the door, which lets in the dawn. Orange light washes Tony’s face, illuminating an old scar, thin as thread, that cuts through his right eyebrow.


Samantha says, abruptly, “You’ve spent so much on us.”


Tony’s brown eyes go slow. He is looking at her, but also at something else inside of him. “I got nothing else to spend it on.”


SAMANTHA IS HONEST with Nick, and that is a mistake.


“This fucking job,” he says.


“But look.”


He swipes the cash away. It feathers the floor.


“Nothing happened,” she says. “I was safe the whole time. I had Violet. You’ve met her. Her real name is Catherine, remember? You like her. A bouncer came, too.”


“He wants what they all want.”


“You don’t know him.”


“And you do? How well?”


“Jesus, Nick.”


He touches her neck as if checking her pulse. It feels tender, surprising, like they are going to make up. “Quit,” he says.


“No.”


For a moment, his thumb stays light against her throat, then squeezes. She backs away. His hand hardens. Her head thumps against the bedroom wall. “Nick,” she tries to say, but can’t. She thinks of Rosie’s new bedsheets, crisp and bright, the print of her favorite princess, and Nick’s job, which is no job, which they pretend is a job. She swallows against his thumb and remembers how she knew him in high school, sort of, from afar, and how when prom was coming he dressed in a tux and passed out flyers. Years later he told her he had done it for the free rental, and had been ashamed. Why? she said. You were handsome. It made me shy, you looked so good. His eyes got shiny. There’s something I haven’t told you, he said. It was their fourth date. I have a daughter. Her name is Rose. She’s eight.


She can’t breathe. His grip hurts. That’s great, she told him.


It is?


I love children.


Yet even though he had told her his secret, she didn’t tell him hers, not then, and when she eventually did—that she had a chromosome that she shouldn’t, a rare genetic condition—he said, Why didn’t you tell me before? You could have told me.


I thought you wouldn’t like it, she said. He said that it didn’t matter.


His hand loosens. She sucks in air. “Okay,” she whispers.


He releases her, but she isn’t sure he heard her. His mouth is slack. His gaze is interior, as if he cannot see her, only a trick mirror that bends the light and shows himself distorted. “Okay,” she says again. “I’ll quit.”


He pulls back, horrified. He tells her he didn’t mean it. He takes it back, all of it. He tells her to work, if that is what she wants. She should do what she wants. He is so sorry. She tries to make him feel better for having hurt her.


DALE RARELY COMES to the dressing room, but the girls pay little attention to his surprise appearance. They are busy getting ready for what promises to be a lucrative Friday night. Gigi kisses Dale’s hollow cheek with a loud smack. Desirée yanks down her dress to flash him, and he smiles indulgently.


“Feeling better, Ruby?” Dale’s eyes are lime green, practically glow-in-the-dark. Scalp satin, face handsome, teeth a clutch of gravel. He was in the army. You can still see it in his shoulders. “I heard you were sick.” His voice is light and smooth and noble. Dale’s voice is on the club’s answering machine, inviting callers to leave a message, informing them of directions and hours.


“Yeah,” she says. “Just a bad cold.”


“Come talk with me.”


“Uh-oh!” Bella coos. “Ruby’s going to the principal’s office!”


Samantha follows him not to his office but, oddly, to the club’s unused lower level, which smells of sawdust. Raw wooden frames split the room into incomplete compartments. Dale unfolds a couple of metal chairs with fabric seats, the kind used in churches that can’t afford pews, and invites Samantha to sit.


“We missed you last Sunday,” he says.


“I’m sorry. I didn’t feel good.”


“How long have you been with us?”


“Two years.”


“So you know the rules.”


Three shifts minimum per week, and one must be either a weeknight or Sunday. Samantha doesn’t work during the week. She picks Rosie up from school, helps her with homework, and tucks her in at night.


“Of all the girls”—he smooths his suit—“you’re one of the smartest.”


She takes the cue. “Actually.”


“Yes?”


“I wasn’t sick.”


He tips his head, considering her. “Why did you lie?”


He is curious, not upset, and she wants to keep him that way. Dale is nice enough. Unlike many club owners, he doesn’t try to sleep with his dancers. Plus, he is reasonable. Gigi misses shifts all the time, and he overlooks it because her mother is dying. Samantha says, “My boyfriend wants me to quit.”


“Do you?”


“No. I said so. He got rough.” Samantha lets her eyes fill with tears. “I wasn’t sick. I was too embarrassed to come in looking like I did.” Yet Nick had left no marks. He had never done this before, and has been so gentle with her since that even if she told Dale exactly what had happened, it would have felt like a lie, too.


Dale says, “Do I need to worry about you?”


“No, it’s fine now.”


“You sure?”


“Yes. I’ll make the Sunday up.”


“Forget about that.”


It’s what she hoped. She hides her satisfaction behind a brave smile.


“We need you, sweetheart,” he says. “Especially on slow nights. You’re my star. When these VIP rooms are finished, when the walls are up and this room looks the way it should, this club will be a legend, a destination. Men will come from Chicago, from all over. Bankers, lawyers. Money. You want to be a part of that, don’t you?”


Samantha looks again at the blind studs of the unfinished VIP rooms. Uneasily, she realizes that each room will be a box, closed off, in the club’s basement. Anything could happen in one of them, and while an important reason she works at the Lady is that Dale enforces the rule that no one touches his dancers, rules can always change. Before she thinks better of it, she says, “Are you sure these rooms are a good idea?”


Offense flickers across his face. “I’ve been in this business a long time.”


“Oh, I’m in,” she says hastily. “It’s going to be a big moneymaker. I just meant that maybe it’ll cause conflict between the girls. They’ll fight to get into VIP.”


“They?”


“I mean we.”


For a moment, his mouth looks tight, like a little sealed envelope, like he might make her work that extra shift after all. Then he smiles and says she can go.


HER TALK WITH Dale has cost her time, but she waits her turn backstage to get her makeup done, because Bella is worth it.


Bella slaps the seat of a barstool. “Hop on up.” Bella is hot in a sporty way, her reddish hair cut shaggy and short, arms slender and tight with muscle. She is the only one of them who actually looks like a real dancer. She calls herself a dyke, and maybe that’s true, or maybe she says it to appeal to a certain kind of regular. “Sweet or smoky?”


“Smoky,” Samantha says.


Bella dabs foundation in a sticky vibrato over Samantha’s forehead, her cheekbones, a swipe down the nose. A plume of powder. “Close.”


Eyes shut, Samantha hears the click of a cosmetic brush tapped to rid excess shadow. The brush push-pats her eyelids, firm and soft.


“Open.”


Samantha sees the new girl watching them. Bella follows Samantha’s gaze, and the corner of her mouth lifts. Bella’s skin is dusted everywhere with freckles, even her lips. “Up.” Samantha looks at the ceiling. Liquid eyeliner slides on cool. “Close. Did you hear?”


“About what?”


“Cops found a girl by the side of the road. She’d been dead awhile. They ID’d her real easy, though, on account of her tits.”


Samantha opens her eyes. Bella protests, so Samantha shuts them quickly, but not before she gets a glimpse of the new girl’s shocked face.


“What?” says the new girl. Her name is Jolene, Samantha remembers. “What do you mean, her tits?”


Bella’s hand keeps busy. “Implants, duh.”


“I don’t get it.”


“Implants have serial numbers. Police traced them. Better than dental records. Open.”


The first thing Samantha sees is Bella’s freckled smile. To Jolene, Bella says, “Guess that means that if you end up in a dumpster, you’ll be SOL.” Jolene’s breasts are nothing to write home about, but big enough, and real, with one slightly inverted nipple. Bella looks gleeful. “Who knows?” she says. “Maybe the killer is outside the club right now, waiting to get in. Maybe he’ll ask you for a dance.” She slicks gloss over Samantha’s mouth. “All done.”


Samantha tips her. “Where’d this happen?”


“In the woods by the highway, near Hodgkins.” A few towns south. “Anytime you need a touch-up, you know where to find me.”


When the girls gather behind the curtains for the opening number, during which they will be introduced one at a time, pageant-like, by the deejay, Samantha gets stuck next to Jolene despite careful maneuvering. Jolene has huge, frightened eyes, and starts to remind Samantha of one of those lemur-eyed troll dolls, so Samantha says, “Bella’s messing with you.” She adds, “Bella made that up,” though she is not totally sure.


Jolene blinks rapidly. “Why?”


“You never pay to get your makeup done.”


“I can do my own makeup.”


“You do a crappy job, and it shows.”


“I’m not like you,” Jolene mumbles. “I don’t make a lot of money.”


“You don’t know what I make.”


“It’s more.”


“So what. Get your makeup done. It’s an investment,” she adds, using the word she used with Nick when she booked the boob job.


Desirée scoots by, grabbing Samantha’s ass (“Hello, gorgeous!”) along the way.


“You think it’d help?” Jolene asks.


“I think you need all the help you can get.”


The deejay’s voice booms. Violet tells all the girls to shut up, and the noise backstage briefly dips, then goes right back up. Rhiannon, ahead of Samantha, turns to the mirror along the stairway, hikes her dress, and spreads herself. “Toilet paper.” She sighs, picking it off.


Jolene looks defeated. “What I mean is,” Samantha says, “you’ll get more dances with better makeup, and Bella will like you. It’s win-win.”


“What does it matter if Bella likes me?”


“You need everyone to like you.”


Broken bits of stage lights whirl through the slightly parted curtains and scatter.


“So it’s not true?” Jolene says. “She said that to scare me?”


“Trust me,” says Samantha. “Just a stripper ghost story.”


Still, Samantha thinks about it throughout the night. It comes to mind when she finds the hunched man from last week, who is starting to be a regular and can be counted on to buy five dances in one go. She thinks about the guy who took her to the casino and has not been back to the club since. Bella’s story creeps in when a college couple pays double the cost per dance, though then the thought comes because the boyfriend and girlfriend look so happy and dopey that she decides, Not them. Never in a million years. As the night ages and her feet turn into bags of blood, the story drones in and out of her head.


She doesn’t ask around about it, in case it turns out to be true.


“MY MONEY!” JOLENE is naked except for her heels and stands in front of her open locker, body tight, fingers tucked into fists. Then her hands go wild, beating around inside her locker, searching for what everyone in the quiet room knows is no longer there. “Someone stole my money!”


The locker to the right of hers is shut; Angel doesn’t work today. To the left is Sasha, who, half dressed, plants hands on hips and says, “It wasn’t me. Go ahead. Search me.” Sasha—dry marigold hair, messy teeth—probably takes home a couple hundred on a Friday night if she is lucky. She stands defiantly, wearing track pants and a leopard-print bra, and has a temporary butterfly tattoo on her belly. It looks freshly applied; it shines in the light.


“I bet she shoved the money up inside her,” Violet says.


“No one’s searching that,” Rhiannon says.


“Nasty.”


“Joley can do it.”


“Jolene.”


“Whatever,” says Desirée. “Let’s take a look.”


“Ha-ha,” Sasha says, but she is nervous now. Jolene weeps.


“I’ll do it,” Skye says.


“You wouldn’t!”


“Who’s gonna hold her down?”


Dale arrives. Someone must have gone to get him. The tension drains from the air, and Jolene’s hitched gasps are sharp in the sudden quiet.


Dale calls a meeting. Lockers slam. The girls tug on jeans and head out to dump themselves into the leather chairs surrounding the main stage and listen, sullen, to Dale’s lecture about looking out for each other. “You might not all be friends,” he says, “but you’re sisters.”


Jolene is a mess of tissues and snot. Her shirt is inside out.


Dale holds out a glass bowl. “Each and every one of you. We take care of our own.”


Sasha drops a twenty into the bowl for Jolene. They all do. When it’s Samantha’s turn, she wants to put in more but doesn’t.


A DOZEN ROSES stand on the kitchen table. Red, just opened. The same bouquet Samantha’s father would give for her birthdays. He gave her one on the day her mother drove her home from the doctor’s office with the diagnosis.


The refrigerator hums in the dark apartment. She reaches for the note. It says that Nick dropped off his résumés earlier today. It says that he loves her.


THERE’S A BACHELOR party, which is great for the club but not necessarily for the girls. Many dances will be bought, but no one dancer will hold anyone’s attention for long enough to make real cash. A man hails Violet as she passes (“Gimme some of that chocolate”), and when the party reserves the champagne room without naming any girl in particular, it’s a free-for-all.


Samantha keeps her distance. The sudden rush of girls into champagne means less competition on the floor. She makes a hundred off some Irish tourists who hired a limo to drive them in from Chicago, then notices Jolene sitting with a customer. Jolene’s makeup is impeccable. She is sipping a drink.


The emotion Samantha feels thicken in her chest is close to pity but feels more personal, as though in being embarrassed for Jolene she experiences the aftermath of some shame from her own past, an unnameable moment that fills her with regret and the desire to revise. She decides to swing by the table to slink an arm around Jolene. “Can I steal her?” She nuzzles Jolene, and the man’s mouth parts in childlike wonder. Men love the lesbian act. They love to think all the dancers are getting each other off backstage. Samantha says, “I’ll bring her back when I’m done with her.”


She tugs Jolene along by the wrist. Jolene stumbles (“You’re going too fast”), but Samantha drags (“You’re wearing the wrong shoes”) until they are backstage in the empty dressing room.


“What were you doing?” Samantha demands.


“Having a drink,” Jolene says. “I can have a drink.”


“Did he pay you to sit with him?”


“He bought the drinks.”


“Guess how much I make a night.”


“You brought me back here to make me feel bad about myself.”


“A thousand,” Samantha says. “At least.”


Jolene’s mouth crumples.


“Don’t you want that?” Samantha says.


“That’s not fair. It’s easy for you. Everyone wants you.”


Gently, Samantha says, “Everyone feels out of place at first.”


“Not you.”


“Yes, me.”


Jolene’s shoulders soften. She bites at a hangnail and stares at her feet. “What’s wrong with my shoes?”


“You went to a regular shoe store and bought the highest heels.”


“So?”


“Look.” Samantha’s platform shoes are clear Lucite and elevate her several inches without torquing her feet. The heel is mostly an illusion. Cinderella stripper slippers. “You probably sat down because your feet hurt.”


“I didn’t have anything better to do.” Jolene’s light hair hangs in her face. “No one wants a dance.”


“You need regulars. What about that guy in the baseball cap? With the letter Z. I saw him earlier, by the deejay booth. You dance for him sometimes.”


“That’s Zack. He’s my boyfriend.”


“Oh.”


“I mean, he was. He dumped me.”


“Sorry,” Samantha says, though she wants to roll her eyes. Dating a patron is, without exception, a bad idea.


Jolene shrugs. “He just wanted to tag a stripper.”


“You deserve better.”


“Yeah.” But Jolene is looking at the door.


“The club is packed,” Samantha says. “You could make big money tonight. I’ll tell you how.”


An expression slips over Jolene’s face, almost iridescent, a little fish of supple happiness, so fleeting and lovely that Samantha pretends she does not see it. She gets right down to strategy. When she is done giving advice, her throat is dry, and she finds that she is nervous. It is because of Jolene’s silence. It is because of her adoring face. She is not bad, Samantha thinks, when she looks like this. Then Samantha wishes, suddenly, that she hadn’t said anything. She feels possessive—or rather, possessed by possession, curled into its damp warmth, held by the way she wants to hold on to Jolene’s transient beauty, the buttery skin and sloppy mouth, silver-fair eyelashes, devoted smile, all something that seems to belong only to Samantha for the very reason that it will be shared with everyone else.


“I bet you’re a good mom,” Jolene says.


“I can’t have kids.”


THE BOUNCERS CLEAR the parking lot of all clients at closing. The girls aren’t allowed to leave the building until the bouncers give the okay. This is a new rule. There is a rickety cheer in the girls’ voices as they call goodbye, walking out to their cars, that makes Samantha think that they have heard Bella’s story, too. The lot lamps cast a medicinal light and make the wet blacktop gleam like metal. The big bouncers try to look bigger. Keys jingle, car doors open and close. Jolene bops along to her car and gives a booty wiggle of triumph before she gets in.


Samantha’s window is down, the air washed and smelling of earthworms. She hadn’t meant to tell Jolene that she couldn’t have children. It’s not even strictly true. Someone else’s baby could grow inside her. She could get a donor egg. She used to set money aside each month. Then Nick said, Isn’t Rose enough? Samantha said yes, and meant it.


Samantha thinks about calling her parents, who live in Florida now, when she gets home. She thinks about how her pediatrician called it a syndrome. She had been just a nervous kid, only fifteen, and had heard “sin dome,” and was afraid to ask what that meant. The doctor kept talking. He was kind, but his kindness was worn out, the way fabric gets thin at the elbows and knees. Karyotype, dysgenesis. Time has chiseled the words, clarifying their slur, revealing how acutely she had listened to what she had not really understood at the time. Her mother interrupted. They had thought she was a late bloomer. No, not quite, the doctor said. A never bloomer. Or a maybe bloomer. Things could be done. Hormones could be taken. A beautiful young woman. A misplaced chromosome, XY instead of XX, but she was in all outward respects female, organs normal, fully functional. But not the ovaries, her mother said. The doctor’s smile was win some, lose some. Well, he said, in many ways she is fortunate. True, instead of ovaries she has streaks of gonadal tissue. Yet when you consider the symptoms of most intersex disorders, this is, ah, I won’t say minor. Preferable.


She sat with her mother in the car for a long time after. A storm was muscling in. Clots of navy clouds were edged by yellow sky. It was tornado season. If the sirens went off, they would have to go back inside the clinic and shelter in the basement. XY is for boys, Samantha said.


You are a girl, her mother said.


But not really.


You are my girl.


Samantha is sick of watching bouncers pace the club’s perimeter. She starts the car. She feels tired, but it is a tired inside. She won’t call her mother. Telling people you miss them just makes you miss them more.


JOLENE’S EYES BRIGHTEN when Samantha enters the dressing room the next day. Violet has her feet up on the beauty bar, calmly painting her toenails, but the other girls are visibly annoyed with Jolene.


Jolene bounces up to Samantha. “Guess what!”


“Um, what?”


“I changed my name.”


They all have stage names. To tell another stripper your real one is kind of a big deal. Samantha knows a few: Violet is Catherine, Morgan is Rachel, Paris is Paris. Name switching isn’t common but happens. Dante, a college student, became Titania, then Althea, then Molly, and then she quit.


“I bet you already know what it is,” Jolene tells Samantha.


“I really don’t.”


“Think.”


“Spit it out, Joey,” says Bella.


“See?” Jolene says. “That’s my problem, right there. I went with Jolene because it’s kinda Dixie, kinda cute.”


“Kinda Dolly Parton,” says Gigi.


“Dolly does have big starter buttons,” says Bella. “I bet she at least thought about becoming a stripper.”


“But everyone gets my name wrong,” Jolene says.


Violet selects another nail polish and rattles it.


“My new name is much better.”


“We can’t wait to hear it,” says Bella.


Jolene says, “Green.”


“Hoo-boy,” says Gigi.


“Yeah, that ain’t gonna work.”


“That’s your name?”


“That’s not my name,” Jolene says. “It’s a hint.”


“I think you should just tell us,” Samantha says.


“Lady Jade.” Jolene makes a flourish. “I am Lady Jade.”


“Okay,” says Samantha. “That’s nice.” But Jolene is holding a breath that has alchemized into an explosive agent. She blurts, “Because we’re a team.”


Samantha meets Violet’s hooded eyes in the mirror. “I don’t know what you mean.”


“You and me,” Jolene says. “Red and Green. Ruby and Jade.”


“Oh.”


“I could’ve picked Diamond, but”—she shrugs self-consciously—“I’m not, like, that special. Ruby’s the best, of course. The prettiest.”


“Lady Jade’s a great name,” Samantha says. “Royal.”


The girl hugs Samantha tight. “I knew you’d love it.” Her skin smells nutty, her hair like a sugary latex glove. “I gotta pee! See you on the floor, sister,” she calls as she heads for the toilet. The door bangs behind her.


“Well,” Violet says to Samantha. “Aren’t you sweet.”


IT’S MIDWEEK. THE evening is lavender and layered with dryer-sheet clouds when Nick pulls into a Portillo’s drive-thru and they discover that Rosie has fallen asleep in the back. Nick reaches behind the seat to set Rosie’s meal beside her, then passes the rest to Samantha. The odor of hot dogs and fries rises from her warm lap.


He drives steadily, clicking every turn signal. The model homes of a new subdivision float along the passenger side. The houses’ lit windows show their perfect contents. Nick doesn’t take his gaze off the road, but Samantha senses the car drift toward the homes, and she wonders if he, too, imagines the three of them as a family framed in one of those golden windows. She bets those houses have huge backyards. Kids need grass, they need trees. Samantha has a nice home, but she is sure that one day they will have an even nicer one. Nick wants that, too, and although he had hurt her, wasn’t it because he was committed to her? Wasn’t jealousy a form of love? He knows her inside and out. Samantha has never told anyone except Nick about her syndrome. She is grateful to him for loving her anyway.


An oncoming truck approaches in the opposite lane, one headlight dark. Nick squints and straightens out.


Later, when Rosie is in bed and they are watching TV, he lifts Samantha’s large feet onto his knees and massages the soles, one for much longer than the other. She thinks that he is remembering the truck’s headlights, one on, one off, and the phototropic glide of their car toward the homes. He switches back to her other foot a little too quickly, like he knows what she is thinking, like she has caught him doing something wrong.


THIS NIGHT WANTS to bend into itself. Some Saturday nights do. Men buy because others are buying, then buy because they have already bought, then hide from what they are doing by doing it again. The club has no windows; there are no clocks. She is used to not knowing what time it is. She dances for a man with four kids. He shows her a photo from his wallet and is deeply pleased when she compliments the family portrait, the fluffy-headed children, his wife’s studied smile.


Then the hunched man, Ron, who had been in construction, whose back was broken on the job, buys a bottle of champagne, and the waitress jots down when his time in this room will end. Though he pays Samantha immediately in two starchy hundreds, plus extra per dance, and doesn’t care that she fake-drinks the champagne, which he has poured into flutes with strawberries at the bottom, he is difficult company. He shifts from skepticism that, in fact, no touching is the rule and the bouncers will enforce it, to cheated belief, to seeking compensation by talking dirty. Does she know what he would like to do? He knows she wants to hear.


It’s gross but also boring. There is nothing original about what men want to do to women. Listening to Ron makes her appreciate Nick more. He is a good man. He is the kind of man who keeps other men in line.


When the hour is up, the waitress pulls the champagne bottle from its slushy bucket and tells Ron he must buy another if he wants to keep the room. He reaches for his wallet. Samantha is relieved when Gigi interrupts, stepping into champagne even though she is not supposed to. “Your chia pet’s got a problem,” she tells Samantha.


“What kind of problem?”


“The kind that gets you fired.”


Ron is not smiling. He taps his watch. Samantha ignores him, grateful for the excuse to leave, and follows Gigi backstage. A cold creek of worry runs through her. What did “you” mean? Jolene? Or her, Samantha?


Then she sees Jolene floppy in Bella’s makeup chair, tears leaking from shut eyes, and forgets to worry about herself. “Hey,” Samantha says. “Honey. It’s me. What’s wrong? Come on, don’t cry.”


The girl opens her eyes. They are deep blue, the kind of blue that crayons get named after. “I am so happy.”


Gigi blows out a breath. “Lollipops.”


“I kept her back here soon as I realized,” Bella says. “She’s as high as a kite.”


“Dale’s gonna lose it. He’s gonna put her out on her ass.”


Samantha shakes her. “What’d you take?”


“Must be X,” Gigi says. “She keeps saying she loves everyone.”


“I do.” Jolene shivers. “I love you.”


Gigi rolls her eyes, one false eyelash askew. “We can’t hide her here forever. The twofer’s coming up. People will notice she’s missing.”


“We say she’s sick,” Samantha says.


“You say you did not find her with me,” Bella says.


“This won’t work,” Gigi says. “She does not look sick. She looks ready to fuck the chair.”


“There she is. I thought you’d want to know.”


It is Violet, with Dale right behind her. She meets Samantha’s flung-up gaze, and there is something about Violet’s expression that makes Samantha wonder what her own shows. Betrayal? How had Samantha come to feel so protective of a girl she didn’t even like?


Dale’s dress shoes clap the concrete floor as he approaches the chair, the girl’s prone form, her billowing chest, open mouth, open eyes, tear-streaked cheeks.


“She didn’t take any drugs,” Samantha says.


Gigi gives her a cynical look.


“I mean, it’s not her fault,” Samantha says. “Someone must’ve put it in her drink.”


Dale’s gaze doesn’t leave the chair.


“She’s new,” says Samantha.


“Not that new,” says Violet.


“Trusting,” says Samantha.


In the uneasy silence, Gigi turns to a mirror and tries to nudge the loose eyelash back into place, then catches Dale watching her. “Lady Jade’s got pennies for brains,” she says.


A hot hand slips into Samantha’s. “I want to go home,” Lady Jade says.


“I’ll drive her home,” Samantha says, though she doesn’t know where Lady Jade lives.


“Come with me, Ruby,” Dale says.


In his office, high up on the third floor, with an interior window overlooking the club, he pulls a manila folder from a wooden filing cabinet and sits at his desk with its blotter and an old-fashioned green library lamp that makes his hands look out of proportion to the rest of him. The club music is muted here. A large fish tank burbles, fish sliding behind the glass. He consults the file, writes a few lines on a pad of paper, and rips the paper from the pad. “Her address.”


Samantha takes it. She knows more or less how to get there. “Are you going to fire her?”


“No drugs at my club.”


“She didn’t mean to take it.”


“Maybe she didn’t, maybe she did.”


“Please.”


Dale smiles. “Lady Jade’s lucky to have you as a friend,” he says, a polite way of telling Samantha not to push it, and lifts the phone from its cradle.


She calls Nick and imagines him turning over in bed, burying his face into the pillow, and Rosie, who sleeps like the dead, sleeping on. She hears her voice echoing from the answering machine as she explains the situation, sort of (“another dancer has a stomach bug, poor thing”). Dale’s smile becomes one of amused confederacy.


A bouncer is summoned to carry Lady Jade. Samantha goes backstage and is changing in front of her locker when she hears, “Ruby.” She turns. Violet has a bar receipt in her hand. “That man in champagne was looking for you.”


On the back of the receipt, in delicate script, Ron says he understands why she never came back. He always runs his mouth. He says things he shouldn’t. He just hasn’t been the same since his accident. He has left his number.


Samantha folds the note. She looks at Violet, who doesn’t look sorry she betrayed another dancer. Samantha says it calmly: “Fuck off.”


THE LOT IS armored with cars. The club will be open for another few hours. The packed lot reminds Samantha of what leaving early will cost her. Four hundred? Five?


Jimmy carries the girl, who, while not exactly unconscious, is definitely not all there. Dale had the lock on the girl’s locker cut off, and Samantha has Lady Jade’s—not Jolene’s—earnings from the night, bifolded and rubber-banded, and keys. Although Samantha wiped off her makeup and changed into jeans and a T-shirt, Lady Jade still wears her slithery dress, which spills like mercury down Jimmy’s pants.


After Samantha’s in and the bouncer has strapped the slumped girl into the passenger seat, he pats the hood of the car, solidly, twice, instead of saying goodbye.


IT’S NOT CLEAR when Samantha notices the car behind them.


It’s late, but there are other cars on the road, at least at first. Since nothing comes from the passenger seat but murky breathing and isolated words dropped like laundry no one is going to pick up, Samantha chews gum to keep herself company. She snaps and pops. She fiddles with her pearl earrings.


Maybe it’s after she gets off the interstate. Maybe that is when she notices. This road is nothing special. Strip malls, mostly, strange only because everything is so empty, and that’s not actually strange—it is expected at this time of night.


And there is that car, that same dark car. It has been behind them all the way from the club.


The tank is three-quarters full. Samantha stops at a gas station anyway and takes longer than she needs to pay. She asks the man behind the counter for directions, though she is not worried about how to get where she is going. The attendant spits a long brown stream of tobacco juice into a paper cup and gives an endearingly detailed answer.


For a while, after Samantha drives off again, she is relieved. She takes a turn. Then she hears, “The lights.”


Jolene/Lady Jade is right. A set of headlights is following them. Samantha switches on the radio, keeping only one hand on the wheel. “It’s nothing.” There is always a car behind another car. This is a road. That is a car. This is what cars on roads do.


“I’m sleepy.”


“Go to sleep.”


“You—”


“Yes?” Samantha turns off the radio to hear better, yet there is nothing to hear.


The road is darker now, headlights brighter. Open land pours around them: prairie, probably. Or—a low crossbuck fence zips past—horse farms. Maybe the land has been bulldozed for building. It is too dark to tell.


A spongy anxiety makes Samantha say, although she has just said the opposite, “Hey, wake up.”


She doesn’t wake up.


They are not far from their destination. All Samantha has to do is drive, and it will not surprise her if the car behind her takes the next turn she doesn’t, and the rear windshield goes black, and her fear is wiped away.


She imagines the sleeping woman beside her as a child. Blond braids, the part in her hair as white as the spine of a feather.


Light slices into the car. Samantha’s heart goes fast. She reaches for the girl’s hand. Samantha wants to say her name, but isn’t sure what to call her. She is still holding her hand when the car behind hurtles into them, running them off the road.


SAMANTHA OPENS HER eyes in the jolting dark. Her head hurts. It feels broken. Her body is jammed into itself, her cheek pressed against rough, wiry carpet. The constant hum of the carpet makes no sense until she realizes that she is in the trunk of a car.


The motor accelerates. The car hits a hard bump. Her head rings with pain, the pain pushing her far away from here, until she forgets where here is, and then is nowhere at all.
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