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			Chapter One

			 

			The cafes and bars around the Met were all bland. Tourist traps where the wait staff scoffed at a punk like me with my leather mini, ripped hose, and spiked hair. At the wine bar on 80th Street, they sat me in the back and kept looking over to make sure I wouldn’t run out on the tab—rightly so. I barely had enough to cover the glass of Malbec. It was with a bit of spite that I lingered out front smoking a cigarette well after I’d paid my check. Which is when I saw her. At first, I thought I was mistaken. The way she was walking, arm-in-arm with a dark-skinned older man wearing a porkpie hat, pointy wingtips, and shiny slacks beneath his overcoat. This Monika was completely foreign to me. And the way she was done up—pastel makeup, soft blond curls pushed away from her face with a headband—she looked unrecognizable. What caught my eye was the silver, floor-length ball gown that I’d seen buried in the back of her closet one day when I was going through her things. She was always insisting that I borrow something from her fabulous collection of clothes. 

			I stubbed out my cigarette and looked down at the gnarled pavement. Earlier, I’d asked her if she wanted to come to the museum so I could peruse the Ancients, but she’d said she was taking her book to a photographer who was doing Nan Goldin. On the way over here, I’d witnessed a homeless man drying his socks over a trashcan bonfire. 

			They were across the street, walking east on 5th. In the months I’d been living with her, Monika had often said she’d never be caught dead above 14th Street. But here she was, without a doubt the girl who’d taken me in, helping me do what I’d come to the city to do: make art. The man stopped for a minute to light a clove cigarette for her, which she held between her perfect, plump lips. Monika hated clove cigarettes; she said their stench made her sick to her stomach. After she exhaled, her companion grabbed her arm, almost too aggressively. Something about the way he touched her was off. 

			I had no choice but to follow them. Digging my hands in my pockets, I managed to cock my head so that my chin nestled into my ratty scarf while my eyes fixed on the target. The click of her stilettos echoed, my curiosity keeping pace. As she tilted her head, laughed, and turned around, I ducked into a storefront before she could notice me. A swarthy merchant tried to sell me a gold chain and an I Love New York tote bag, but I shoved him off, picking up speed as they hit Madison and started downtown. It was a short walk before they reached their destination, the Mark Hotel. The man in the porkpie hat nodded towards the concierge and led Monika by the arm into the elevator. I stood in the arched entrance, questioning everything I’d just witnessed and wanting to ignore the sickness brewing in my stomach.

			The concierge emerged from the revolving door and gave me a once-over. “Excuse me, Miss,” he said. “Are you lost? I’m most certain you don’t belong here.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Two

			 

			The night I met Monika at the New York opening for L’Architecture Gonflable, I could tell she was the type of girl who took you places. She shimmied through the exhibit, not once stopping to examine the odd, inflatable models of French housing. She had a fierce brow, long chin, and high cheekbones that suggested a life that had been lived hard and fast. Her hair, bleached so blond it looked white, was sprayed into a cone-shaped bun with shiny lacquer. Yellow eyes, hard as marbles, penetrated the crowd of art critics and downtown intelligentsia who always turned up at these things, where booze was served in plastic cups and avant-garde rifts filled the room. 

			This was exactly where I was supposed to be. 

			It was the winter of ’84. I would come into the city on Amtrak, spend the night at an after-hours club if I had to. Not that I knew anyone by name: he could always be found on Christopher Street with an aluminum tray of poppers; she was the fag hag who danced on the piers with the drag queens, blasting Afrika Bambaataa from boom boxes; he was the guy in the Pierre Cardin suit who still believed in disco. 

			Perched in Monika’s hand was a champagne flute; how she came by that, I didn’t know. She studied it for a moment, almost as if she didn’t know herself, and then raised it to her lips, which were plump and pink and freckled like the rest of her. 

			“What’s your take on ephemeral architecture?” I managed shyly, begrudgingly trusting my instincts to approach her. I swallowed. “Any good?” 

			She finished her sip and smiled. “You’re not supposed to ask that. This is an art show.” Then with a wink, “Love your boots.”

			“Thanks.”

			I swept my dark hair from my face and the studded bangle bracelets cascaded down my forearm.

			She said, “You look like somebody.”

			“Who?”

			“No one in particular, but like someone I should know.” 

			I bit my lip, a bit nervous, but keyed up, flattered. “I’m Jodi,” I said.

			“Monika.” 

			Truth was, I’d seen her around but didn’t want to admit it right away. It was much more fashionable to play our meeting off as a chance encounter. 

			I was learning the subtleties of social interaction that seemed so important to these people. Most of it was pretentious as hell, and I didn’t know why their silly rules and shenanigans bothered me so much, but what I did know was that I’d made the right choice to get back on the Amtrak tonight and walk through Lower East Side tenements to the show, where fabulous parties were held in burnt-out buildings.

			“It was my birthday earlier,” she continued. This sounded like a lie, like something a child says when she wants attention. This deception made me feel good about myself. I reached into my pocket for some lip gloss. 

			“I turned 27,” Monika continued. “Nearly a hag. You can’t be more than what, 20? 21?”

			“23.”

			 She drew a pack of Kool 100’s from her purse. “Fag? Though we probably shouldn’t smoke around the art. Want to get out of here?”

			“Absolutely.” I couldn’t believe my luck. 

			“Just let me get my coat,” she said. As she walked towards the coat check, I took one last look at the city of little domed cubes. Blow-up houses, an engorged cathedral, so much might, so much mystery. I wondered if this girl, decked out in PVC pants, chain-link jewelry, and plastic high heels, was for real or just full of hot air. 

			She came back wearing a floor-length leather trench, carrying a bottle of Chardonnay. 

			“They always keep a couple extra in the coat check,” she said. “Come on, before someone sees.”

			Stepping outside, I could tell my luck was changing, a good thing considering that creep Vincent Frand. I couldn’t believe that had only been last night. It felt a lifetime away. Just this afternoon, back at my mother’s house, I’d wanted to crawl out of my skin; I’d started panicking that my art career would be over before it began. But just before sunset, I’d decided to come back to the city, because, I don’t know, I was feeling restless. 

			The February chill was overwhelming, but as Monika and I walked west on Delancey, crowds were lined up for a Fellini revival festival. We passed a row of tenements with people flowing in and out. The entire street hummed. Everyone seemed oblivious to the cold. By then, Monika had wrestled open the bottle of Chardonnay. We were just about to make a toast when a squad car pulled up, the cops inside sipping something from Styrofoam cups. They gave us a once-over, and for a minute I thought we were done for, then the light turned green and the squad car sped away.

			“What should we drink to?” I asked. “Your birthday?”

			“Oh God no.”

			“You never answered my question,” I said, pointing my finger at her, my purple glitter nail polish sparkling under the street lamp. “What did you think of the show?”

			“What did you think of it?” she replied.

			“Interesting… kind of smaller-scale than what I’d been picturing,” I began. “But incredible, really, what it says about structure.”

			“You’re smart,” she said. “I can tell. That’s a good thing, too, because this town is filled with idiots.”

			“That picture of Lynda Benglis all oiled up,” I said. “You know, the one where she’s wearing nothing but rhinestone-studded sunglasses?”

			“Umm,” she said. “Posing with a gigantic dildo.”

			“It’s pretty cool. Let’s drink to Lynda.” 

			We each had a long slug. Suddenly, she took off running down the block, stopping at the side of a building where narrow steps led to an abandoned alcove. She climbed up, hoisted herself onto the ledge, then dipped into her purse, taking out a can of spray paint. As I caught up to her, she was spraying something indecipherable on the blank wall in front of her. I could hear police sirens off in the distance. She laughed and tossed the can of Krylon into a pile of garbage.

			There was no one around to catch her; still, I was afraid she’d get in trouble. I began to have reservations about following this girl. Who knew what kinds of things she was into? But I was doing it again; walking that line between excitement and danger. “Sure you’re okay up there in those heels?”

			“Used to it!” 

			“Here, let me give you a hand,” I said.

			“It’s easier going up than coming down; that’s for sure.”

			Taking another gulp of wine, I had a feeling she was talking about something else.

			“Hey, you gonna help a girl or what?”

			“Sorry.” 

			She just kind of dangled there for a minute. “What’s the matter? You don’t dig on graffiti?”

			I couldn’t tell her that her tag was impossible to make out; I wouldn’t even call it graffiti. “It’s cool,” I said, helping her down. “I’m a sculptor. How about you? What do you do?”

			“Take pictures,” she said. “Look for pictures that haven’t been taken yet. Tagging is just a hobby. You know, one of my boyfriends ripped a tenement door off its hinges because it had a SAMO tag. I hear it’s worth thousands.”

			“Yeah it is.” 

			She smiled, “Come on, I know a speakeasy around the corner. This place is exclusive as hell. Want to go?”

			So I went. Owner of a Basquiat and woman about town, the girl had to know what was what. Yet there was something self-effacing about her—her quiet desperation. It made me wonder, what would make a girl like this be vulnerable? 

			 

			*

			 

			The silver doorway looked like any other tenement on the block, but inside the walls were laced with fancy paper, and a mahogany bar dominated a parlor packed full of rockers boozing and smoking it up. One of the hosts led Monika and me to a private table. We had cocktails immediately. 

			“I can’t believe we’ve never met before. Who do you know?” she asked. 

			“Alex Czh—Czekinsky, from the Laundromat.”

			Everyone called her the Alchemist. Six feet tall with a red buzz cut, Alex Czekinsky had this habit of taking young unknowns and turning them into solid gold hits in the galleries. She knew all kinds of people: Peggy Guggenheim and Mary Boone, Susanne Bartsch and the painter Alice Neel. She ate dinners followed by cheese plates and million-dollar acquisitions. 

			“Mmm,” cooed Monika, “You’re one of Alex’s.”

			“Not exactly. I don’t really know her. I’ve been trying to get a meeting.” I wanted to tell Monika about what happened with Vincent Frand. How many girls before me had he done this to? Something about the throatiness of her voice, the way her breasts fell suggestively into her knit top, told me she’d understand. But we’d only just met. 

			“I’m beginning to think I’ll never get anywhere,” I said. 

			“Not with that attitude. Attitude is everything. I was out the other night, and this fantastic Spanish woman was dining with a bunch of suits. She wasn’t beautiful by any means, but she had this energy, this charisma, that kept all the men doting on her, vying for her attention. They were on their third bottle of champagne when she decided to take her shoes off. Can you imagine? Barefoot in Beretta. If it had been anyone else, the hostess would’ve come over and made a fool of her, but no one said a word, not even when she started pouring champagne into her shoes and passing them around the table. Everyone just acted like it was the most normal thing in the world to drink Veuve from alligator pumps.”

			“Motherfucker! I totally forgot about my train,” I said. “The last one’s at 1:30.”

			Monika smirked and sipped her cherry-colored cocktail. “You’ll never make that.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Three

			 

			I’m nine years old the first time I encounter pornography. I’ve seen and experienced inklings of desire before, but never as blatantly as this, as Playboy Magazine. The little girl in me likes the image of a rabbit wearing a tuxedo bowtie. I know there’s more waiting, and I wander to the inside pages. I can feel that what I see will leave an imprint. 

			I open to the center picture and close the magazine right away. I re-open it and unfold the center page, and up pops a glossy spread of a brunette taking a bath. My mom is the only other woman I’ve seen naked; she’s a china doll, perfect and fragile. The woman in the magazine is sun-kissed and freckled, doe-eyed with pigtails, taking a bath. Her bare breasts, accented with the sheen and sparkle of soap bubbles, mesmerize me. Beyond kissing and childlike strokes, her glistening, hard nipples signal possibilities. A tingling sensation courses through my thighs and finds a center between my legs. I don’t understand this feeling, but I like it. 

			 I’m falling into this woman. One of her legs is cocked on the outer rim of the tub. She’s smiling, lips poised to blow a kiss at the person taking her picture. I imagine the photographer as a man, a handsome one. She’s having such a good time in the bath. I want so much to know what that feels like, what she’s feeling in the soapy, warm water. There’s so much she could teach me. I stick a thumb in my mouth. I haven’t done this in years. My father hates thumb sucking and used to punish me for it. 

			I stare at the picture. I want what she has. Her buoyant breasts and smooth calves are where it all begins. Her beauty seems unreachable, like the perfect, pretty girls who have everything, like Isla. But maybe, if I work hard enough at it, I can be like the picture. The pulse between my legs intensifies. It’s building to something—a hiccup, a release, I don’t know what, exactly, but I like it. And just when I feel myself expanding, the door opens. 

			“Jodi!” The feeling is like having my heart broken and being lifted up at the same time. My father is standing there with a mean look on his face. “What are you doing in here?”

			A warm gush, then the flow down my leg. The pungent smell of piss gives me away. The magazine still flapping in hand, I slink down to the puddle settling into the carpet. 

			“What’s wrong with you?” he says, snatching the Playboy. He roughly folds the picture of the nude woman back into the magazine. “Little girls don’t look at those things. You better stay out of my stuff and out of trouble. I don’t want to have to worry about you yet.”

			My shorts are wet in the crotch area. I don’t dare speak.

			He shakes his head. “What would your mother say?”

			I know she hates it when I wet the bed. But this is different; both Dad and I know it. I want to cry. “Are you going to tell?”

			“Go get yourself cleaned up,” he says. “I’ll take care of the closet.”

			“Are you going to tell Mom?”

			He takes a long, deep breath like he’s really thinking about it. Then he says, “We’re going to forget all this. It will be like it never happened.”

			He smiles awkwardly, like he wants to hug me but has decided against it. We’ve entered into some kind of pact, and for the moment I’m relieved. But then comes the creeping sensation that he can expose me at any time. 

			When I was five, Dad gave me a porcelain brush and mirror set. The gift made me feel special, adored. Later, I found out that Mom had bought it for him to give to me.

			All I wanted to know: “Daddy, am I pretty?”

			“You, baby girl, are so smart.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Four

			 

			Vincent Frand was more wheeler than dealer, which is why so many artists wanted him to represent them. He was a man who dyed his hair, eyebrows, and mustache deep black and had thick, wet lips that never stopped moving. 

			When he grabbed my hand on a random street in lower Manhattan, he pumped it violently and introduced himself. I should’ve known right then, but instead, I searched my purse for a pack of matches. “We’re going to Mudd Club,” he announced.

			Until tonight, I’d only seen pictures of Mudd Club in the paper. The vinyl booths were just like they’d looked in the photos. The party was packed, even though it was still early. I figured this was some private get-together for the brand of liquor the sequined-dressed cocktail waitresses were pouring into an ice sculpture at one of the bars.

			“Stay close, baby,” he said. “Can’t hear a word you’re saying.”

			People were pressed up against the velvet rope that blocked off the seating area, and there wasn’t an inch of space on either side of the crowd. 

			The next minutes were a swirl of introductions and the rub of unfamiliar bodies mashed up against your skin. Champagne bottles were popped; glasses clinked. There was a constant influx of people, and they all seemed to know Vincent Frand. I held onto him for dear life, not daring to correct him when he introduced me as Jamie. I was the girl who nothing happened to. But I wasn’t going to be stuck in the suburbs with no imagination, like my mother.

			“I’ve only just met her,” he shouted to someone called Steg, a tall, tattoo-covered guy with a silver ponytail down his back. “Found her right across the street. You know how I’m always losing lighters?”

			“I lit his cigarette.” I said it like I’d accomplished nuclear fission.

			Vincent Frand laughed. “Isn’t she adorable? Adorable is the word of the day.”

			When I smiled, two little-girl dimples popped out on either cheek. I was surprised “adorable” even fit into Vincent Frand’s vocabulary. But they poked through, without my consent, my dimples—and my face took a wrinkled, chubby, clownish (though also, so it seemed, adorable) shape. I held my jacket close to my body. It was vintage, something from my mother’s closet: a cropped ski-coat made of purple rabbit fur.

			A sudden waft of smoke caught my attention and I turned my head. A man and woman, both so beautiful they had to be models, were passing a joint between them. They were staring at a poster someone had ripped down and propped up in one of the club’s corners. It was an advertisement for men’s dress shirts.

			“He was the hottest in the business,” the angular woman said, pointing to the man in the ad, a statuesque Adonis flanked by a model and a Great Dane. “Everyone wanted him. His face was his trademark!”

			“And now…” began the man. He and the woman looked at each other. “I can’t get his face out of my head.”

			“It haunts me too.”

			 “He looks so old,” said the man. “Enough to make me go straight again.”

			Suddenly, the woman had a thought. She turned to the man and said, “Do you think the makeup artists soak the brushes in alcohol? I mean, every time?”

			 The smoke made me cough and then the man and woman noticed me, turned their backs, and began talking again. But by then, I’d realized that I’d lost Vincent Frand.

			“Jamie!” It was Steg, the tattooed guy with the silver ponytail. “Over here.” 

			When I smiled, at least I could feel good about a set of even, white teeth. But were fine teeth enough to get me —“Jamie”—whoever this made-up girl from Connecticut was—to Vincent Frand? He’d had me by the arm, and then I’d lost him. But a jolt of adrenaline hit when I played the fantasy out: Vincent Frand would make me a star. Music was pumping; I felt very sexy.

			“Over here!” I called to Steg. 

			All of a sudden, Steg was in front of me. He handed me a long shot glass filled with blue liquor.

			“Here, baby doll. Drink this.”

			“What is it?”

			“Curaçao. You’ll love it.”

			I downed it and then said, “Where’s Vincent?”

			“I’ll take you to him. Don’t worry.”

			“Did he tell you I’m a sculptor?”

			Steg didn’t seem to hear me. If he did, he pretended like he didn’t. 

			“Wait!” I yelled, and stopped us short. “Are my teeth all blue from the drink?”

			This seemed to crack Steg up. He bellied over in laughter and started singing, “Feeling blue over you, my one and true…” 

			“Where’s Vincent?”

			“Don’t worry, Jamie,” he said. “Vincent’s got a table for you and a nice bottle on ice that’s being cracked this second.”

			“It’s Jodi.”

			“What?”

			“Never mind.”

			Steg led me around a corner, and there he was, Vincent Frand with his dark hair, dark suit, and thick lips pursed in the biggest smile, all for me.

			“Safe and sound,” said Steg, who disappeared as quickly as he dropped me off. And then it was just Vincent Frand and me. I reached into my purse and, next to the matches, felt for what had really brought me here. When my fingers reached it—the leather box containing twenty-five slides of my best pieces—my entire body tingled. 

			“Are you enjoying yourself?” Vincent Frand said to me. He generously tipped the waiter. Then, “Leave it; I’ll pour the glasses myself.”

			I slid into the booth. Immediately, his arm fell around my waist. 

			“Did you say you work in plaster?”

			“I do.” Breathing a sigh of relief that he remembered something about me, I settled into his arm. 

			“Nobody’s using plaster,” he said matter-of-factly. “These days, shape is abstraction, not formula.” 

			I loved this part. This was when I got to defend my whole artistic sensibility and sound original. I felt for the slide box in my purse. It was a real professional job, and I was proud of it. Cost a fortune to make: I had to pay a photographer $500 to shoot each piece individually and another $130 to have the slides made. Then there was the slide box itself, which a Swiss antique dealer at a flea market had let me have for $85. I was about to pull it out when a girl walked right up to Vincent Frand and kissed him on the mouth. The girl looked like expensive blow, wearing the type of dress that only the thinnest girls can wear: a powder-blue, flimsy number trimmed with curly white feathers that made her look like an ostrich. Pinched between her index and middle fingers was the longest cigarette I’d ever seen. She sipped a tall glass of champagne.

			“Here you are,” she said to him. “I’ve been looking for you all night.”

			“Not now,” he said to the girl, annoyed. “Can’t you see I’m in a meeting?”

			“But baby…” she went on. Vincent Frand shook his head at me and shrugged. I looked at him and then the girl and didn’t know what to feel.

			“Here’s fifty for a cab, and another two-hundred to spend on drinks with the girls before you take the cab. I’ll catch you later.”

			The girl took the money and extinguished her cigarette in the ashtray on our table. My presence didn’t seem to faze her in the least. “Okay,” she agreed. “I’ll be seeing you.” She waved a finger in his face and kissed him again, this time missing his mouth and hitting his chin.

			“Take your jacket off.” Vincent Frand’s attention was back on me. He unzipped my rabbit fur, revealing a plain black spaghetti-strapped dress. “I’m sorry for the interruption. What were we talking about?”

			I took a sip of champagne and tried to hold my chin like the Ostrich Girl. She was the type of girl who could look fabulous while getting blown off, so I figured I should learn something from her. “We were talking about how I work in plaster.” Then someone bumped me and I spilled champagne down the front of my dress. 

			“Beasts in here,” said Vincent Frand, dabbing my chest with a napkin. “That’s putting it mildly. The whole downtown art scene is a miraculous disaster. But you.” He paused to take a drink. “You,” he began again emphatically, “you just have to be a part of it. Don’t you?”

			“The whole star bit—I’m not playing into that.”

			“Oh no?”

			I was a little nervous, knowing how important this moment could be. I pursed my lips, then spat out, “It’s about making—objects—that make people feel.”

			“And you’re unsigned? Looking for a dealer?”

			“Yes.”

			“You know all about me, I assume.”

			“I do.”

			“Well,” he said. “Always on the lookout for new talent. That’s what I’m all about. Maybe why I met you tonight. You think we’d be a good fit, you working in plaster and all? Everyone I’m seeing, fuck, everyone I’m selling these days is very modern.”

			“But that’s what sets me apart,” I began. “Besides, figurative isn’t dead.”

			He laughed. “No, it just won’t die.” 

			His hand was starting to move beneath my skirt. I couldn’t tell if what I was experiencing was fear or excitement. 

			“My slides,” I said. “I’ve got slides I could show you.”

			“I’m just thinking how I would position you.”

			When I looked at the ceiling, I could see the lights that lit up the dance floor below. They were connected through a complex series of rigs. On the floor, people writhed, arms and legs wrapping around each other. It was like everyone was in on this pact to explore an infinite exchange of desires, and so was I. 

			“Let’s go somewhere; I know a private room,” said Vincent Frand, rising and taking me by the hand. In his other hand, he grabbed the ice bucket with our bottle. “And baby, give me those slides. When I say I’m in a meeting, it means I’m gonna make something of it.”

			I was beginning to see how things happened. I passed the box from my hand to his, and watched his face for an expression. Of course he didn’t open the slides right away, but I thought the box would impress him, which it did because he smirked, “Lovely box.”

			The “private room” turned out to be a john with a toilet, sink and mirror, a small divan, and a folding table that must’ve been some kind of spare used in club emergencies. Covered with a thick white tablecloth, it gave the impression of a doctor’s examination table. But then I remembered this photo of Bettie Page, heeled legs up on a folding table covered with a white tablecloth. In the photo, a crowd of men in suits with cameras are jockeying to take her picture. With her head flung back, she looks like she’s having the best time on earth. 

			Vincent Frand had put the ice bucket on the floor, and after swigging from the bottle he hoisted me up onto the table and started kissing my neck. 

			It felt wonderful to be kissed like that by a charming, powerful, attractive, and important man. As he kissed me deeper, the feeling grew more intoxicating. When it came to men, I had limited experience. No man had ever made me climax or ever filled me with any great passion. I hoped to God I wasn’t one of those girls who couldn’t come from the touch of a man. 

			Before I knew it, Vincent Frand’s pants were around his ankles and he was going at me pretty hard, but sometimes, all of a sudden, he’d slow down to touch my face and say, “Baby, you all right?”

			This was going to be my chance to feel something, I could tell. I let myself fall all the way back on the table and pulled the neck of my dress down, exposing my small breasts. I hoped Vincent Frand would mouth them, which he did, one by one, slowly then ferociously. I began to concentrate very hard on my slide box inside the pocket of Vincent Frand’s dress shirt. I could feel it pressing up against me when he brought his body down on top of mine. I fantasized about him opening the box and examining my slides, one by one. I knew he would love them; what my work would say about form. Form requires solidity… and then I let out a groan and the throbbing inside me released. 

			This was an unexpected twist: a hot dealer in the palm of my hands—and my very first orgasm from sex with a man.

			“Oh yeah, baby, come on my dick.”

			 The lewdness of his response snapped me back to reality. After coming, I immediately wanted him out. I couldn’t stand him inside me a second longer. I wasn’t stupid; I knew Vincent Frand was crude and a sleaze for paying off his girlfriend to screw some other girl in his private room. But he could be all those things as long as he was my dealer, too. That may have been calculated of me, but that’s how bad I wanted to make it, and this right here was my ticket. I could’ve just lit his cigarette and that would’ve been it, but something had made Vincent Frand take me for a ride this evening, and I had to go along. I wondered who that girl was with the strange man on top of her. Was that really me, or was it that naughty little girl? She could be very suggestive.

			“That was fucking amazing,” he said. “I’ll call you.”

			“My number,” I was particularly proud of this, “is in the slide box.” I’d made two miniature business cards with my name and contact info. The paper was a thick, hand-cut stock, and I’d used a calligraphy pen to make each letter precise yet artistic.

			I lay on the table, trying to act nonchalant about the fact that we’d just had sex and that I’d had an actual orgasm from intercourse. I didn’t want my inexperience to show as he preened himself one last time in the mirror before blowing me a kiss goodbye. 

			Only after he exited the room did I get up from the table and attempt to make myself feel respectable. The whole thing was so exciting I couldn’t believe it. Then I glanced down and saw my slide box floating in the ice bucket. The leather case had opened and some of the slides were drifting in a pool of melted ice, spilt booze and several cigarette butts.

			There was no salvaging the box; most of the slides were damaged. I collected them anyway. All of a sudden, I vomited in a small puddle next to my feet. I wiped my mouth and held my face in a napkin until I could catch my breath. 

			Then came the frightening thought that I couldn’t stay in the john forever. Eventually, I’d have to brave the labyrinth of Mudd Club without seeing that creep Vincent Frand, Steg with the gross ponytail, and Ostrich Girl, who thought she was so much better than me. Screw them all. And screw the universe for giving me five lousy seconds of sexual ecstasy—for which I’d been waiting years—to be followed by a grotesque insult to my entire body of work, my entire existence.

			I wrapped my arms across my chest. I was a stupid, stupid slut. If he wasn’t interested in seeing my slides, he could’ve just said so. I could take it, even if I did fuck him to make him like me. I figured if I were going to be that type of girl, I’d have to get better at doing that kind of thing. Much better, in fact. I wasn’t sure I wanted to make it like that. Something like that could follow a girl, and not in a good way. I punched the wall.

			“Okay in there?”

			So much for a stealthy escape. I wrapped what was left of my slides in a cheap towel and shoved them into my purse. 

			It wasn’t midnight yet. I could still catch a train back to Danbury. I had to get my rabbit fur; it was freezing, but I couldn’t risk running into Frand and his cohorts. I was so pissed that I’d probably kick him between the legs. 

			That was bull, I was humiliated and just wanted to get out of there without being noticed. 

			On the ride back home, sans my mother’s coat, I tried to tell myself there would be other chances. Suddenly, I remembered that they all thought my name was Jamie. That was something positive. Another good thing: I’d had anonymous, orgasmic sex with a stranger. But I couldn’t think about sex. Things I didn’t know I was capable of doing had occurred. I couldn’t believe that was me fucking Vincent Frand on a table in a private john in Mudd Club. I’d been using him just as much as he’d been using me, or trying to.

			The train paused between stations and the conductor announced the stop. I shivered a bit when the doors opened. 

			A final thought came to me: Tonight I learned what I was willing to do to get what I wanted. This was terrifying and exhilarating and I didn’t know what to make of it. It wasn’t the first time I’d felt this kind of power and submission at the same time. I just wasn’t sure I was ready to get into all that again. Bad little girl: so desperate to be seen, she did horrible things. When she surfaced, there was nothing I could do to stop her. I didn’t want to deal with her right now. In fact, that was the last thing I wanted to do. 

			I was unnerved and a little off-balance. This was the night before I met Monika.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Five

			 

			“Sleep well?” 

			Monika was standing over me, fresh-from-shower hair dripping all over my face.

			“Hey,” I said, not quite bothering to sit up. 

			She was naked. In contrast to her angular face, her figure was generous, not chubby, with soft, feminine flesh around the hips and thighs. I could tell she was muscular from the way she skimmed the water from her body.

			“Phone’s over there if you want to call your mom. You kept calling out for her in your sleep.”

			I groaned. “How embarrassing.”

			I rose from a platform bed in the middle of a gigantic loft. I wasn’t used to such high ceilings. As I yawned, I noted how the absence of furniture added to her presence in the place. 

			“Is all of this yours?”

			“Impressed?”

			“It’s amazing.” I looked towards the window, waiting for the river to empty out, but like Monika’s view, it seemed to go on forever. “Beats the hell out of living with your mom in the sticks.”

			“I’ll say.”

			“I’m assuming you want a shower after last night,” she said, tying the sash to a satin kimono. “I left you a towel.”

			“I feel like I’m in a hotel.”

			“We are next door to the Olympic,” she said. “Ten bucks a night. Sometimes I pop in just for a change of pace. Of course, if I don’t find a roommate soon, I’ll be forced to check in for good. Solitude is not good for my soul.”

			The shower had washed away the lacquered stiffness of her hair, and her cropped, tussled cut made her look a little like Deborah Kerr in From Here to Eternity—except for the sides, which were shaved. Illuminated in the kitchen alcove, she appeared to me like one of Giacometti’s miniatures, a halo of light crowning her head. Later, I learned that she’d had the alcove specially built so she might appear like that to morning guests. She believed people had their own exposures in which they appeared their best. She called herself a student of light. 

			But we’d only just met, and I didn’t know that about her yet. 

			On the surface, she came off hard, but I sensed something fragile in her despite the bravado. Even if she knew she needed mending, she didn’t let on—and if she did, she wasn’t going to make it easy for you to fix her. It was obvious what needed fixing in my life. I needed to get out of my mother’s house, but I also wanted a friend again. 

			“Is that your darkroom?”

			Her work was all around us. Blow-ups and miniatures, double exposures and negative strips, all of the same image: a little black girl spinning a pinwheel. 

			She showed me some portraits in her look book—mainly close, cropped, head-on shots that were designed to confront the viewer. I noticed that all of Monika’s photographs read like prayers for girls with longings. 

			“I don’t juggle plates; my trick is, I reduce life to film. Like this, click!” 

			As my image materialized onto the Polaroid, I felt embarrassed to have been shot fresh out of bed. “I look like hell,” I said, rubbing black from the rings under my eyes; picking fuchsia crumbs of lipstick from the creases of my lips. 

			“Check out those dimples!” she said.

			I got the feeling that I was being swept out to sea by a powerful tide and immediately, I liked it. 

			 

			*

			 

			An hour turned into a day, another night, another morning. I worried about my mother alone in her condo; then that feeling of worry turned to nausea. Another shower in Monika’s gorgeous stainless-steel shower, where the water pressure was heavy enough to wash away the feelings of disgust, fear, and guilt I felt for Mom. These days were precious gifts; time meant nothing. I had no past and didn’t look further than the next hour. Another meal at a fabulous restaurant. Another night of vodka and opium-laced reefer. You could tell Monika was one of those people who couldn’t stand to be alone. As soon as we exited the loft, she would clutch my arm so tightly I couldn’t even consider letting go. And when we arrived at our destination, she made a big show of introducing me to everyone as her best friend. She paid for everything like money was nothing. I felt elated, like I was existing in some kind of primitive painting, early Matisse with a looseness of brush stroke. A place where people relied on simple, reciprocal signs for the basic, boiled-down expression. I noted the following: whereas some may be referred to as flakes, Monika was a dreamer. 

			I told her what had happened with Vincent Frand. She seemed to think it wasn’t all that big of a deal. “You need to work with Alex Czekinsky. She won’t fuck you over.” Monika paused to wink at me. “At least not literally.”

			“Guess I had that coming.”

			“No, seriously,” she said. “You must work with her. Your dealer should be a woman. I know some people who know her. I could get you a meeting.”

			“Wow! That would be fantastic. Could you really do that?”

			“Of course. But first can we get breakfast? I’m starving and I know this place that has amazing Eggs Florentine.”

			The Lower East Side, as always, looked like it had been hit by a bomb. But among the tenements and dilapidated buildings, every block or two there’d be a boutique that sold outrageously expensive Danish boots. 

			I didn’t know what to do with the fact that Monika reminded me so deeply of Isla. The little girl in me sensed that right away. But I saw Monika as a way out of that life with my mother, where I was inescapably tied to my past with Isla—what we’d done together, and what I’d done to her. 

			Isla had been the one in charge. Though it was true, I’d gotten sadistic glee out of watching that little boy beg. Isla and I both had, and this had bonded us in a way people shouldn’t be bonded. 

			I had to wonder if we were flesh and bone girls, or simply afterimages: two teenagers alone in a suburban bedroom one hazy afternoon. It was the last time I saw her alive.

			 

			*

			 

			“When I first moved in here, all I had was a fish tank,” Monika said. Something about the careless tilt of her head told me that this was true. And dear lord, I wanted so badly to believe in that kind of spontaneity. 

			It was her apartment, her bed, which she’d get out of in the middle of the night to wash her face to “contemplate my place in the world. Besides,” she said, opening one of her bottles filled with creamy, pastel-colored cleanser. “You know what they say about cleanliness…” When she was done washing up, she perched on the bathroom vanity, fingering a cascading tower of miniature soaps wrapped in parchment that appeared too precious for use. 

			“Where’d you get all this stuff?” 

			“Sweden, Geneva, Capri—this is the way Mum says she cares. Today I got a caviar facial and a bottle of beluga ass cream from somewhere in the Greek islands. You know,” she continued, “I went home about a year ago. The rapid growth of ivy had covered the entire façade. The house looked ancient, and I couldn’t remember if it had always been like that or it was me. I nearly had a breakdown.”

			“Where’s home?”

			“Gone now,” she replied wistfully. “When I first moved in here, I started growing ferns in old pickle jars. I spread cheesecloth on the floors, cut it into strips and hung them as curtains. You should move in with me.”

			“Really?” 

			“Why not?”

			Outside on the street, a parade of worshippers chanting “Hare Krishna” shook tambourines and sang about love and devotion. 

			“Do you believe in idols?” I asked her.

			“Always.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Six

			 

			In the den, not a single light was on and I could smell peppermint schnapps. Peggy Lee was crooning from the Hi-Fi. An afghan covered my mother’s slight frame and I realized, all of a sudden, that Mom was older now. I turned on the desk lamp, waking the cat in the nook of her arm. 

			The cat mewed. I hated the fact that my mother had become a cat person.

			My mother sat straight up with a jolt and shrieked.

			“It’s me.”

			“Who’s there?”

			“It’s okay, Mom.”

			“Oh, Jodi. You startled me. I didn’t think you were ever coming home. How long have you been gone?”

			“Couple days.”

			“And already you forget about your mother.”

			“Mom, please. I called and left two messages.”

			Her cat was obese. It tried to jump from her arms, but was too slow and my mother was quick to grab its neck and force it down into her lap where she could stroke it.

			“You want to be That Girl,” she said, referring to the Marlo Thomas show we watched together. “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be, you know, that kind of life.” 

			“Mom, please. I’m not in the mood.”

			“How’d you get home from the station? The roads are terrible. Let me fix you something to eat.”

			“I’m fine. What are you doing sitting in the dark like this? It’s not even five.”

			She waved me off. “Never mind. What’s the difference?”

			That nausea returned, traveling up my stomach into the bulb of my throat. I worried for her. I was terribly angry that she made me worry for her, and even more afraid of becoming her. “What’s with you?”

			“Oh, I’m just being dramatic.”

			We laughed about it and my stomach settled. She began humming along to “Mr. Wonderful” and I joined in. There was something soothing about the way she hummed, something that made me forget my disgust, and anger, and fear for her. 

			I untied my boots and joined her on the couch under the afghan. The night was extra bitter, and even though she was annoying and could be stifling as hell, I was still a daughter trying to get warm.

			“Why are you home, anyway?” 

			Mom was the director of the Danbury Historical Society. The notion that Danbury had anything historical to contribute was laughable. Still, the town had money for that kind of thing, and the money made it important. Her executive position was impressive. She was the only woman in the condo who worked, though it was out of necessity. 

			“I’m not driving on these roads with black ice. It’s hazardous out there. I hope you called Charlie from the station. Don’t take those other cabs. They’re gypsies who drive them. You want a drink? I want one. We should have some vodka.”

			As she got up from the couch, her oversize glasses slid to the tip of her nose. Her mahogany hair fell in spirals to her shoulders. I could tell from her scalp that she’d missed a couple touch-up appointments. 

			“I was thinking we’d escape to Los Angeles for a little sun. What do you say? My treat.”

			 “Calm down. I can’t just go run off to L.A. on a whim.”

			“It’s not a whim. We’ve never been to L.A. together.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Come on.”

			“When you’re a forty-something divorcée, I’ll take advice from you. I know I’m not crazy; women still give me looks at the market. They talk.”

			“No one’s talking about you.” I hoped she hadn’t noticed that I’d lost her ski-coat. It was a good sign that she hadn’t said anything about it yet. “L.A. is so tacky,” I began. “I don’t know how you don’t see it.”

			“Golden sunsets, bellinis, and bungalows; that’s the life I’m talking about.”

			“You mean beaches crowded with women who wear pearl necklaces devoid of irony.”

			Mom chipped away at a block of ice for the drinks. “This coming from you, Ms. Vassar College.”

			“I’m a scholarship girl, remember?” 

			“Of course I remember. You act like I don’t want you to make it, but I do. As long as you don’t forget about your mother, that is.” 

			“There’s something I need to talk to you about…” I wasn’t exactly looking forward to telling her I was going to move in with Monika.

			“I,” she went on, wagging her finger at me, “I support my daughter. Whatever it takes. I’m your biggest fan.”

			“Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to upset you.” I felt lousy about losing her ski-coat. She still looked great in it and it had been really nice of her to lend it to me. I couldn’t risk disappointing her. She’d never understand about Vincent Frand, and besides, I didn’t want her to.

			Leave it to her to say something nice right then. “You just don’t see it, do you? What’s wrong that you can’t see how beautiful you are? Even with that black hair and crazy cut.”

			“Mom, stop.”

			“And your makeup. You want to use colors that enhance your natural features, not cover them up.”

			Mom could’ve been a beauty queen if she hadn’t been a hippie. She’d always been tall and thin with lustrous Rita Hayworth hair, and as a teen she had modeled at our local department store. I was too plain to be one of the beautiful people. Not that there was anything wrong with me; my nose was straight and my ears small, eyes brown and medium sized, though I did have naturally long lashes. My hair was thin, which made it easy to dye and cut in layers with a razor. This created the illusion of a fuller style and allowed me to have an edge, which is what girls who aren’t beautiful strive for. She would never admit it, but Mom was disappointed that my face was so ordinary. You could tell by the little things: the way she left her jar of cold cream on my pillow or how she would hand off her tube of lipstick to me before we entered the grocery store. “You never know,” she’d say, “you could meet Mr. Right.”

			“You’re beautiful,” I said, sipping my drink. “I’m average.”

			“I was and you are. But can’t you do something about your hair color? It’s not natural with your pale skin tone. And if you’re going to wear nail polish, you shouldn’t let it chip; that just looks sloppy. No matter what, a young girl has to take care of herself. Now’s the time. You don’t realize it until one day you look into the mirror and say, ‘I used to have a neck. What the hell happened?’” She sighed, draining her cocktail. I had a long way to go on mine. “I should’ve been a dancer. Your father and I used to go dancing. He couldn’t keep the beat. But I would get up there and…”
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