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			Praise for Spent

			“A raw, searing self-portrait.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Bold, brash, brutal, and beautiful, Spent grips from the beginning and is in turns shocking, touching, devastating, and loving.”

			—Foreword Reviews

			“Antonia Crane is a gift. Her writing will change how you look at the world.”

			—Stephen Elliot, author of 
The Adderall Diaries and Happy Baby

			“Smart, courageous, quick, and seductive—like Marguerite Duras on Meth.”

			—Moby

			“Spent is an extraordinary memoir by an extraordinary writer. This is as much a story about the enduring love between a mother and a daughter as it is Antonia Crane’s unpretentious depiction of life as a sex worker. Brutally frank, and at times shocking, Crane is no sensationalist, choosing instead empowerment over victimhood, strength over self-pity, survival over self-destruction.”

			—James Brown, author of The Los Angeles Diaries

			“Being naked on the page can be a kind of performance, but Antonia Crane doesn’t settle for what’s showy. She digs deep into the mysteries of the human heart, then deeper still, with the kind of honesty I find inspiring. I’ve never seen her on stage, but if she’s half as gifted a stripper as she is a writer, I bet she sets the house on fire.”

			—Sy Safransky, author of The Mysterious Life of the Heart

			“Antonia Crane steps into the eye of her own hurricane to tell the raw, reckless story of her life as a stripper, sex worker, and addict. Crane’s elegance is in her gaze: her life inside others’ secrets, and her almost anthropological wonder divulge so many buried truths about desire, desperation, and longing. Ultimately, Crane’s own longing leads her back to her dying mother’s bedside, and to her worst challenge. Spent is a beautiful, heart-pounding memoir of daring adventure and self-discovery, of a woman living at the edge of her boundaries.”

			—Julie Greicius, The Rumpus

			“Antonia Crane is the X-rated Simone de Beauvoir of the S&M set, a worldly, wise, hysterical, seen-it-all, done-more-than-you-imagined-in-your-most-depraved-fantasies veteran of real-life sex-work, and she has survived—in style—to turn it all into the amazing, beautiful, wild-ass ride that is Spent. This book is so good it should charge by the hour and make you pay up front. I really loved it.”

			—Jerry Stahl, author of OG Dad and Happy Mutant Baby Pills

			“Antonia Crane puts you right inside the places where people put things inside other people’s places. It’s very intimate, what she does. And she writes funny. Plus, she doesn’t tell you how you should think about sex for money, when it seems like everybody wants to tell you how you should think about it. Sexy, honest, funny, subversive, counterintuitive, she’s also just a great old-fashioned storyteller. Spent will leave you spent, in the best sense of that word.”

			—David Henry Sterry, author of 
Chicken: Self-Portrait of a Young Man for Rent
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			for Marilyn Rose DeWitt, my mother, 
in honor of her strength and beauty

		

	
		
			“Never underestimate the fury of a small town girl.” 

			—Romy Suskin
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			The events in this book happened and the people exist. However, most names and identifying details have been changed to disguise and protect the individuals involved. Some identifying details have not been changed because the person’s identity may be relevant to the story. Businesses, specific locations and other identifying details have been altered to protect everyone involved and certain events may be presented outside of their chronology. Conversations have been excerpted from memory and events have been reconstructed in order to provide the most accurate account of the events or relationships that I have included. Some dialogue is verbatim. I believe memory is strange territory in which time and trauma can cloud accuracy. The events that occurred are constructed from my recollection. My hope is to honor the people and events in this book to the best of my ability while telling my deepest, most accurate emotional truth. 

		

	
		
			Part 1

			“How sexy she is.”

		

	
		
			1

			It was Christmas night, and Kara and I had a client at The Four Seasons in Beverly Hills—the type of place Britney Spears and Paris Hilton would smear foie gras on rice crackers and get shitfaced on Cristal, only they weren’t there. We were. A mirrored elevator dumped us off on the fourth floor, where we were getting paid to meet a pale guy with silver hair and get him off. Kara knocked on the door after checking my teeth for lipstick stains. A tall man with bloodshot eyes ushered us into the suite. His skin hung on him like meat before it’s tossed down the garbage disposal. “You’re so amazing. Such beautiful souls,” he said. “There’s so much love. So much love,” he said. He reached for us with forearms covered in red splotchy patches. What’s wrong with him? Eczema? I thought, and noticed the fruit bowl piled high with figs and pears. I hadn’t eaten. I hadn’t even brushed my teeth. I spit out my sugar-free gum, ripped open a fig and bit into the goo. 

			I hugged him but it was an executive embrace. We barely touched. He said he was an attorney. Like Dad, I thought, wriggling out of the air hug to face him. He was a tower of white flesh, covered in tiny scabs. “We’re your Christmas presents,” I said.

			Before Mom died, her tanned skin stretched away from her bones after all the chemo and radiation. Her strong solid arms shrunk. Her legs, shapely from years of horseback riding, withered away. I wanted to hug her, but it hurt her too much. She’d been in bed for weeks and winced when I reached for her. I could lie beside her, but only if I didn’t move. She had a feeding tube in her stomach through a hole in her side. Around the hole were red sores and chafed skin. Sometimes the hole got infected. When that happened, we took trips to the hospital for intravenous antibiotics. The feeding tube was like an alien vacuum cleaner attachment: a thick rubber tube and a sac half-filled with thick, orange, liquid vitamin-syrup that flowed into her. When that sac was almost empty, it beeped like a garbage truck backing up. After the feeding tube, she never ate solids again. 

			When she was asleep her eyelashes fluttered. That’s how I knew she was alive. 

			When her cancer returned after a brief remission, I started stripping again. I never thought I’d go back, but I always did. This was the fifth time. Girls I knew binged on cupcakes and cocaine when holes were punched through their hearts as the people they loved died; others went shopping. I walked into strip clubs, casinos, and hotels, and offered my body to strangers for money. Not my whole body, just certain parts. It was a relief to be touched by cash—just a few hundred bucks could soothe me. Maybe I’d make my rent. Maybe I’d get killed. What was important was the feel of it. 

			I was pushing forty and was short on my rent with no prospects. My friend Kara contacted me on Facebook after Pleasures, the strip club where I’d been working, shut down. I remembered her from a party in San Francisco, years ago. She carried a guitar around a room lit up by twinkling red pepper lights strung up the wall and over bookshelves. 

			As a sex worker, I’d met hundreds of women over the years, and although I don’t remember their names, I remember certain songs they always danced to and the smell of cheap peach lotion on their skin. I remember drops of sweat on their spine as they stepped offstage and the way they hastily tied the bow on a pink lacy bra they had worn to death. I remember the way their ribcage moved as they gyrated on laps, a mole on her chin, freckles on her thighs. At that party, I remembered Kara’s vacant blue eyes and her soft voice answering “yeah” to any question I asked. I didn’t know if she was a sex worker back then, but her roommate was. Kara smoked nervously and had a chip on her right tooth, but grinned wide anyway. So when I met her at her loft downtown, she chain smoked while I stared at the chip on her right tooth and wondered why she wanted to help me. Her proud smile reminded me of Mom. I talked about my money worries.

			“I can help you,” she said. She suggested we put up an add on an escort site for massage. “I’m no massage therapist,” I said. She promised to show me the happy ending ropes. I figured no matter how much porn guys consumed, touch was something computer screens hadn’t yet replaced. So, we took cheesy pictures on her phone and uploaded them onto the site. 

			She texted her regular client Dennis and set up a meeting. He was first in a long line of clients in my hand job life with Kara—our shoulders touched in elevators after she chucked her cigarette into the grass. I smelled smoke on her fingers and chewed my gum fast in tense moments while walking through empty lobbies and hallways looking at numbers, counting in whispers. 

			My own body went through the motions of sex work while my mom’s body shriveled from bile duct cancer.

			In those feeding tube days, I dreamed of Mom’s voice on the answering machine, saying, “Would you just look at this spaghetti squash? Big as pumpkins and so early!” She spoke until my answering machine cut her off and I jerked awake.

			In the beige penthouse suite, I got undressed except for my shoes, bra, and fishnets. Kara liked to be naked. Dennis wrapped his long scaly arms around us. “Such sweet energy,” he said. Grisly black hair covered his chest and sprouted from his ears. We walked over to the California King mattress where he lay on his back, a beached whale in soft sand with his belly up. The white sheets were expensive. “Are you married?” Kara asked. She had her methods with married men. She wanted to teach them to bring their wives to a massive orgasm. It was stuff she learned in a sex cult in Northern California. She crammed a rose quartz crystal in his left palm.

			“She passed away two years ago,” he said. He didn’t look sad. He closed his eyes, and the soft pillow caved with weight–memory foam. “You’re sooo amazing,” he said. His voiced reminded me of soft crying. I wondered if he missed his wife. I felt sorry for him and had an impulse to kiss his neck, scales or no scales.

			“Do you mind if I dim these lights?” I asked. I was a stripper first and foremost, so I made a big production out of taking off my clothes. The lighting had to be right. I unfastened my bra, twirled it, and tossed it onto the floor; then I joined Kara, who was on top of him already, with her legs straddling him. I sat behind her. 

			“You’re wearing too many clothes,” she said to me while facing him. Her palms were flat on his chest as she smeared him with coconut oil. That’s when I saw his feet. His big toes were rotting off at the tips, the skin like chewed jerky. His arches were flat as skis and the rotten skin spread to his calves. Red bruises traveled up his legs. He had scabs the size of fat ticks on both of his ankles. Jesus, I thought. Leprosy. 

			Kara kept the fantasy going. She talked dirty. “I feel like you’re inside me,” she said. Her hands were behind her back now, pointing to his junk. This was her signal for me to look at him more closely, which I did. “What’s your fantasy?” she asked him. I scooped my hand into the plastic tub of coconut oil and rubbed the grease into the deep wet creases of his stretch-marked, blubbery thighs. I moved my face to his crotch to get the skinny on his condition. 

			“I’m a kid in art class and my teacher calls me into her office,” he said. “She tells me to take my clothes off. She photographs me. Then she demands I play with myself but I hear girls giggling.” Kara giggled. I moved down to massage his calves, careful to avoid open sores and flaking skin. I saw that his cock had tiny red pustules on it. My slimy hand held it in a firm grip. “Will you suck it?” He asked with his eyes still closed, mouth open, still as death. 

			“You have some red spots and it looks like…well, genital warts,” I said. 

			“The doctor says it’s just age. Promise,” he said. “And I have a blood disease.”

			He thinks we’re stupid whores, I think, no longer feeling much sympathy for him: Blood Cancer, Gangrene, Diabetes, HIV. For the clients, it’s never just about the boner. They want to tell their secrets to a naked girl who isn’t invested in them. Secrets like a preference to be paddled or wanting to be told “Don’t move” while a thermometer slides into their asshole. Secrets like popping Vicodin when bosses and wives think they’re clean and sober, or being unhappily married and unable to leave because of guilt and children. I hold their secrets while they hold me and call me Tess, Candace, Chelsea, or Nicole. Anonymity is part of the allure for both of us. While our skins slide together, they want to feel desired, they want to get off, and, an hour later, they want me to leave with their money and secrets tucked in my purse. 

			With the money I imagined buying golf balls for my dad and a Target gift card for my brother, but I knew this money would go toward rent. “A promise isn’t enough,” Kara said, forehead to forehead with Dennis. She had a way of saying hard things so they landed like soft bunnies. Out of my mouth the same words would castrate a man. 

			“Do you have a condom?” he asked, stroking his cock. Only twenty minutes had passed, but it felt like hours. I massaged his balls, and my armpits began to sweat. 

			“No.” Kara stared at his closed eyes. She was into energy work and the shaman thing. She said I worked too hard and I don’t think she was wrong but it was a service job to me. He opened his eyes, ending his trance. “There’s more in it for both of you,” he said.

			“Double.” Kara gave me a nod. I sprung up and leapt to the bathroom, where there were billion thread count towels and downy robes hanging from the door, petite glass bottles of Evian, and guest soaps worth more than my car. 

			I wiped my gooey hands on a monogrammed towel then took two types of condoms, one with lube and one without. The best one would be without, because it wouldn’t slip or slide off. Four hundred bucks, I thought. Almost half my rent. I unwrapped it slowly and slid it onto our man. I looked into Kara’s blank blue eyes and our tongues met in circles around the latex condom. I tasted the sour plastic of new tires, party balloons, and hospital gloves and wondered if his wife died of the same blood disease that he had, and if they had ever spent Christmas in this hotel.

		

	
		
			2

			Growing up, I liked dirt. My backyard was a wet and mossy redwood forest. In the summer, the fog hung like strips of cotton on the branches. When the sun melted the mist, the fog dripped from the tips. Heading North on the 101 toward Arcata or South toward Fortuna were thick layers of sequoias—shades of dark green giants swaying above brown-red trunks as far as one could see. The shadows they cast brought a quick and quiet night. There’s no silence like Humboldt. 

			The grassy hill where I played was green and lush. Like a lot of kids, I spent hours constructing forts out of old redwoods. I’d find a stump and use branches to form a shelter from which I watched the banana slugs leave slimy trails below. I would pick huckleberries and blackberries and dig into the soil to snatch slim carrots from the garden. I threw stones in the pond. At nine, I pretended I was an Indian princess hiding from cowboys. I didn’t want to hide too well because I wanted them to find me, put me on their horses, and ride away with me. Horsetails lined a creek that glistened with silver rocks. Rays of sun reached through the branches, but the trees cooled the creek’s bright glow, turning it orange and gentle and still. 

			Out front, I ran up the ivy-coated hill to a spongy moss-covered stump and pulled myself up. My pretend cowboys never showed up, so I roller skated down the hill in front of my house pretending to be Olivia Newton-John in Grease, after she got slutty. I’d roll too fast until I was scared of crashing, then collapse into spit-covered ivy. Soaked, I’d run into the forest and climb over the broken redwood fence and into another yard where I was chased by the neighbor’s mean goat, but it never stopped me from stealing their boat and paddling in their pond or from taking a ride on their rope swing. I played alone, and the trees stayed still and watched.

			I was surrounded by shadows, bark, and moss. The Pacific Ocean was violent and windy. In high school, on rare sunny days, I’d cut class and drive to Samoa Beach to sit on cold sand. Almost no one went near the ocean without a wetsuit—if I so much as stuck a toe in the water, I squealed. Seagulls flew overhead and pelicans built huge nests on top of electrical posts. The crab boats were docked. Samoa Beach smelled like dead fish and bird shit and home.

			The summer Mom died, I got pulled over by a cop for flipping an illegal U-turn to park at the beach and stare out at the ocean. While he spoke to me, I watched waves crash. I wished I could ignore him, but instead I fished my papers out from the glove box. 

			“You just crossed a double yellow,” the cop said. 

			“My mom is dying three houses down. I’m from here.” I pointed in the direction of her house. But now I can’t remember if that happened right before or right after she died, because that’s what death does to memory. Before and after was one day. She was carried off in a big van without her pink and green striped socks because I took those. Wind whipped my face. 

			The cop didn’t write me a ticket. 

			“Get your head together,” he said. 

			 When he was gone, I walked down to the water, sat on a wet log, and stared at the tide. I wanted to be somewhere else that day—somewhere with my mom, laughing while spreading chocolate frosting on a sheet cake for one of her women’s organization meetings. The ocean tide ripped moss and branches with a fast, cold thrust; it pounded as she drifted away. I wanted to sit with her in the sunshine, both of us reading books and munching on her M&M’s. I wanted her to be home when I returned with the truck. 

			On the wet log, in front of icy waves, I remembered things I was told: I was born on the darkest night in November with no moon. Mom wanted a girl so bad she was sure I’d be a boy. She only had boys’ names in mind: Anthony. Joel. 

			She was flummoxed when I was a girl. The name she gave me came from one of those seventies name books. Most of the names in our family lacked spice—Susan and Jen and Steve, with sounds that hung around the front teeth and barely troubled the tongue at all. But Mom wanted something that could be shortened, something with more syllables. So she picked Antonia, which means priceless treasure. Aunt Lou was appalled that my mother had chosen an Italian name. In pictures taken that day, Aunt Lou frowned like a troll, but Mom’s toothpaste-commercial smile canceled all that out. 

			One week before Mom died, she had said, “Come look at photo albums with me. I’m the only one who knows who these people are.” We never got the chance, and I took the albums with me back to Los Angeles. She’d been right. Who were these hillbillies? The people between the sticky film pages were a gristly clan of Irish, French, and Algonquin country bumpkins with big hands and dirty feet. They carved smiley faces into their blackberry pies, collected coins, dug ditches, and kept bees. 

			I would never know who any of these people were. But there I was in a faded Polaroid, puckered, pink, and ugly—wrapped in a fuzzy blue blanket, not a boy.  
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			On the day he left, Dad said, “You’ll always be my little girl,” and I followed him onto the porch, watching. I was ten. I tasted rot on my tongue as he walked to his car and drove away. My mouth was dry from hanging open, and I couldn’t cry. I stood frozen on the porch facing the empty driveway for a long time while Mom wailed beside me. 

			She was standing at the front door of our house one minute, sturdy and tough, then collapsed at the knees like a flimsy doll as he drove away. Alan picked her up, carried her into the living room, and set her down on the fuzzy brown couch. She sat there wailing “Nooo…” and stayed like that for hours, getting skinnier every second. Drool spilled out of her mouth and soaked the couch.

			Dad took up residence in a fleabag hotel on Broadway for a while, before moving in with a curvy redhead. Then he bought a cabin a half hour away, in a town that had one church, one gas station, and one grocery store. It was decided I’d stay with Mom, and my brother would move in with him. When I visited on weekends, I swept the country store with a big wood broom in exchange for all the Twix bars and Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups I wanted. This was three years before I learned how to throw it all up from the girls in Jazzercize class. 

			Alan was my football-playing, pot-smoking big brother, and I missed him. He was girl crazy and constantly played air guitar to Mr. Bungle, Slayer, and Iron Maiden. He knew all the words and stomped around the house singing them loudly. I looked up to him even though he was always in trouble for selling pot and stealing Dad’s car. He took pills and grew pot in his closet. I didn’t even know exactly what that meant, only that it was a delicious secret from Mom and Dad. After the divorce, Dad bought him a sparkling brown truck, and he wasn’t around much after that. 

			My dad had left us right after his law office got robbed. “He rigged it to steal your inheritance,” Mom said. “Your father said he had a feeling something was wrong at the office, but your father wouldn’t know a feeling if it bit him in the face.” 

			I’ll never know the truth, but I know what I saw—Mom turned to jelly. 

			It took a while for Mom to get used to her new life. After months of denial, she grew comfortable with being angry, then, finally, sad. She drank more, which didn’t help, started smoking More menthols, and threw herself at her work and her women’s organizations. She yelled at me when I didn’t pay attention to her and sometimes dragged me to her meetings or on dates where I would be bored stiff. I’d sit and listen to the radio and memorize all the songs that played on Humboldt’s one rock station. 

			The changes seemed to affect Dad less. He seemed upbeat, even happy. I wasn’t sure I recognized him. He stopped smoking. He looked younger and more tan. Once, he picked me up to go see Alan play football in a town about an hour north of Humboldt. The redwoods swayed as we zipped along in Dad’s post-divorce blue and silver 280-ZX. He explained that I was going to be introduced to Jill, the new woman he was dating. On the side of the road, a redwood cracked and fell as we approached it. 

			I screamed. He sped up over eighty, and we raced below it, barely missing it.

			The giant tree collapsed onto the freeway, blocking the van behind us; its branches like wild fingers. My dad, the hero race car driver still wearing his suit and tie from a day in court.

			“I’m the best damn driver you’ve ever seen,” he said, then rolled down the window. “Hurricane winds, my ass.” When we reached Crescent City, a tiny suburban town on the northernmost tip of California, it was pitch black because the electricity was out. Windows were cracked in the Denny’s as we drove by. Pieces from roofs were blowing along on the sidewalk. More redwoods swayed in the wind and landed on rooftops. We arrived in front of a small blue house in the ravaged town. When the front door opened, a thin, pretty woman with soft brown eyes greeted us in a very high-pitched voice which could barely be heard with the crashing chimes outside. She looked like a fragile bird in the raging storm, and her three-year-old daughter held her hand in the dark. Alan’s football game was canceled, and he went home with the rest of his team on the bus, so it was just my dad’s pretty new girls and me. 

			One restaurant was open. Dad, Jill, her three-year-old daughter, and I sat in a booth, and I worried about the windows exploding from the pressure outside. I squeezed in next to him and shook. “Dad, did you rob your own office?” I asked.

			Wind whipped through the restaurant and whistled. Jill’s eyes avoided mine while she sat up straight and cleared her throat. “What did you just ask me?” Dad asked. My insides felt stuck together with gum while his new girlfriend and her baby voice slowly peeled us apart for good.
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			I must have been about ten when my mom called me sexy because I was in uniform. My navy blue pants were so tight I couldn’t bend over without sucking in my breath. My shirt was white and stiff with a floppy eyelet collar and plastic white buttons. I didn’t need a training bra yet. Under my shirt was a soft white tank top with dark blue roses on it. My mom grabbed my waist with her hands and squeezed tight and stretched her fingers around until her thumbs and middle fingers met. I figured she was playing the baby fat game where she pinched my sides and cackled like a scarlet macaw. “God! You’re so sexy,” she said. I was embarrassed but not sure why. “Look!” she called out to my big brother. “How sexy she is.” 

			“Mom, don’t,” I said. Alan sprinted downstairs with his Walkman on. 

			Whatever sexy was, it must have been the worst thing in the world, like being boiled alive with my nerves still intact, or the best thing ever, like winning a game of kick-the-can. I wanted to swat her hands away so I could breathe, but I held my breath so I could glow in her grasp. She saw me as sexy, and that meant I existed. It meant I existed even after Dad left. It meant I could breathe again.

			“Alan said I’m fat,” I said, wriggling away from her.

			“You’re not fat, honey, you’re chunky. It’s sexy.” I didn’t want to be chunky. I wanted to look like Christie Brinkley, have a twenty-five inch waist, and marry David Bowie. I was haunted by fat, always pinching the blubber on my hips. I hated mirrors. I compared my thighs to the skinny girls in Jazzercise whose bodies were sharp points of perfection. I was tall with oddly long, flat feet. I was the opposite of them: loud and thick and wore all blue instead of pink. With my dad’s muscular thighs, I was too fat for ballet. I willed myself to be skinny, but the only diet I saw work was divorce. After Mom’s friends got divorced, they got thin. I didn’t want to wait that long. 

			I begged my mom to let me watch Family, a show about a troubled teenager, which came on at 10:00 p.m., past bedtime. I hadn’t noticed it happening, what with the divorce and the new circumstances, but Kristy McNichol was my idol, and I’d become obsessed with her. Kristy played the teenage star, and I loved her feathered hair and the chocolate chip mole on her lip. And I increasingly loved her tight bell-bottomed jeans and the blue satin jacket that unzipped to show a tight baseball T-shirt. Kristy played Buddy, a tomboy whose legs dangled from the swing set on the front lawn; a lip glossed, tough girl with mental problems and a gap in her teeth. I thought about her in Little Darlings when I masturbated on my pillow. I read rumors in the tabloids that she was a bipolar lesbian, and it took a couple of consultations with a dictionary to figure out what that meant. This made her seem hotter to me. She was the most beautiful woman on earth and had the best body on television, hands down. It didn’t occur to me to question my own sexuality; what I felt for Kristy felt right, and it didn’t interfere with my interest in boys. It wasn’t in the least confusing. I preferred being with my girlfriends. I took baths with them in Mom’s Avon scented bubble bath and slept in their beds with them, praised their soft skin, played with their hair, and borrowed their clothes. I didn’t think about the term “bisexual” or apply it to myself—at least not yet. Sexuality felt like a space I stepped into and out of like a mud puddle. I wanted to be chased by boys in the worst way and my body ached when they ignored me. But when they chased me I got scared and quiet, my face flushed, and my body heated up. I wanted to be chased by boys, but I wanted to kiss girls. I admired their strength and soft pillow-like beauty. I wanted to keep their secrets and sleep next to them. I glided between sexes and needed them both. I didn’t hate one and run to the other in refuge. I loved both and rejected both—two forces tugged inside me, and I didn’t yet know enough to be ashamed. 

			It was during a commercial break of Family that I first stuck my finger down my throat. I’d read about bulimia in Seventeen. Bulimia was the ticket to losing weight, at least according to the girls in Jazzercize class. My blonde, small-boned Mormon cheerleader friends did it, and their moms all looked like Loni Anderson on WKRP in Cincinnati. I polished off a gallon of Rocky Road ice cream and worked my way through a bag of Zingers then I ran bathwater extra loud and puked until my knuckles had red cuts and blisters from my teeth. Loni Anderson’s wide bleached smile mocked me from the television after I washed the slime from my mouth. I thought about kissing Kristy. I wondered if she was born with a perfect body or if she too stuck her finger down her throat five times a day. 

			I liked having a secret, even then. It’s something that hasn’t changed. Other peoples’, as well as my own. One effective way to keep my secrets was to tell on other girls. I called Janine Elm’s parents and told them she was bulimic because it took the focus off of me. “You did the right thing, honey. She could die,” Mom said, and made me a roast beef sandwich, which I later threw up.

			Kristy McNichol was sexy, but Madonna was the sexiest, prancing around in fishnets with messy, blonde hair and eyeliner. I wanted her to guide me, so I memorized all of her songs. 

			By fourteen, my boyfriend was a varsity football player who looked exactly like Sylvester Stallone and I was a cheerleader with pizza-puke breath. I was a couple years younger than Jeff and was desperately in love with him. I even made a heart-shaped wooden sign that said so and screwed it to a telephone pole near his house on Valentine’s Day. He broke up with me shortly after. I barfed my way through high school, chasing an impossible standard of beauty. I embraced and fought the cravings inside my body—stuffing it down, then throwing it up. 

			Both men and boys began paying attention to me, and I began to pay attention to what worked, to what kept them interested. I became an outrageous flirt, destined for laps across America. I was an inevitable stripper—barfing, teasing, aching to be seen. 

		

	
		
			5

			While I binged and purged, Mom stopped eating and joined a volleyball team. She’d become skinny like a model. I could tell by the way she smiled at herself in the full-length mirror and swerved when she walked that she liked her legs. Her brown polyester skirt floated inches above her knees. According to her, everyone said she had terrific legs, and it was true. She never worked out at a gym or walked farther than down the driveway to the car and from the car to her office, so when she joined a volleyball team I was surprised. I’d never seen her wear white socks, just Hanes control top pantyhose that made her shapely legs shimmer and glide. 

			The volleyball team was where she met Chris, a hunky postman she hastily moved into our house after they had been dating for a few months. He had a Tom Selleck moustache and wore little, blue terrycloth shorts. He spent a lot of time in the garage building stuff: bookshelves, cabinets, and canoes. He woke up at 5:00 a.m. to deliver mail then came home and napped from about 3:00 p.m. until 5:00 p.m. 

			You didn’t want to wake him up. 

			In our house, there was a bar downstairs with stools where Mom and Chris gulped yellow booze with three ice cubes from rocks glasses. Mom liked to swish hers around in a circle, making the cubes clack against her glass. 

			The sound reminded me of galloping horses. Mom loved to tell stories about being a little girl when she got drunk. “My brother got everything,” she growled. “He could go out and do whatever he wanted. I had to get perfect grades and do all the housework. Do his homework. The happiest day of my life was going to ride Kathy’s horse. I wanted to stay there and brush the horse and ride her horse, Bo, forever. I didn’t care when he kicked my teeth out. I wanted a horse more than anything in the world.” I wanted to give her a horse—anything she wanted. I hoped Chris would. 
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“Antonia Crane’s writing is bold and beautiful and glimmering with light.”
—Cheryl Strayed, author of Wild and Tiny Beautiful Things
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“The sex worker memoir I've been dying to read for years. A startlingly brave,
alluring, moving, and empowering journey of a woman who dares the world to
break it’s own heart” —TJill Soloway, creator of Transparent and I Love Dick
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