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FOR TWO DECADES I LOOKED MEN IN THE EYE AND

DENIED EVERYTHING. AND THEN FOR YEARS, IN PRIVATE,

I WRESTLED WITH MYSELF. THE TRUTH WON.
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IT IS MORE NAKED THAN I HAVE EVER ALLOWED MYSELF TO

BE SEEN. NEITHER MY FATHER NOR MY HUSBAND HAVE

BEEN PRIVY TO THESE EXPERIENCES; THEY HAVE BEEN A

BURDEN AND A BLESSING FOR ME TO CARRY ALONE.

Until now.
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Only some names and identifying features of individuals have been changed
in order to preserve their anonymity and protect their innocence. In addition, some
characters are composites, and one movie title has been changed.
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IT IS A SHOCKING TALE,
BUT IT IS ALSO ONE OF HOPE AND BEAUTY.

.............
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She was young, beautiful, and damned. Her name was Vanessa. And she was dead.

Vanessa was thin, tan, and graceful, with perfect boobs, a broad muscular back, and wire-straight blond hair cut in bangs that grazed her eyebrows. When she walked into the Crazy Horse Too for her first day of work, she instantly attracted customer and stripper alike. Some people are beautiful, others are sexy, but Vanessa was both. Add to this intelligence and a wicked sense of humor, and she was a goddess, at least to my seventeen-year-old mind. No man could resist emptying his wallet for her.

A born hustler with a love of the game, she taught me everything I needed to know about working guys. She had to: she was my only friend.

What was most striking about Vanessa were her eyes: big saucers of blue that sparkled with life. But beneath the surface was a deep reservoir of sadness. I knew that terrible things must have happened—and it made me feel close to her, because we had that in common.

I never asked Vanessa about her personal life, though. I knew better. But as Vanessa and I danced together, month after month, cracks began to appear in her perfect facade. She started to drink more heavily and would burst into fits of sobbing or curse out customers for no reason. On Christmas Eve, I decided to take Vanessa out to forget about her problems.

I took the night off work, picked up her friend Sharon, and we drank until Vanessa called and said she was ready. We drove to her house in Sharon’s Corvette. As we pulled up outside, we could hear Christmas music blaring from inside. Usually Vanessa listened to Guns N’ Roses.

Deck the halls with boughs of holly
Fa la la la la, la la la la
’Tis the season to be jolly
Fa la la la la, la la la la

“Great,” I thought. “Vanessa’s in a good mood tonight.”

As we stepped out of the car, Vanessa’s terrier, Frou Frou, ran toward us, barking. I knocked on the chipped yellow front door. There was no answer. The music was way too loud. We tried to push open the door, but it was locked. We went around to the back, with Frou Frou bounding after us, her barking loud and urgent. That door was locked too. Fortunately the kitchen window next to it was open a few inches. I reached around, turned the door handle from the inside, and pushed it open. As we climbed the stairs to Vanessa’s bedroom, the music became almost deafening. I couldn’t understand why she had it on so loud.

See the blazing Yule before us
Fa la la la la, la la la la
Strike the harp and join the chorus
Fa la la la la, la la la la

Light streamed out of Vanessa’s room, but there was no one there. Her clothes for the night were laid out on the bed, and I could hear water running in the bathroom. I followed the sound, and there she was: topless, with those perfect breasts, and her face made up like a goddess. She was always gorgeous, and her makeup accentuated her natural beauty without ever seeming too caked on.

Follow me in merry measure
Fa la la la la, la la la la

But everything was wrong. White foam dripped from her lower lip, covering her chin in lather. Her skin was discolored by heart-shaped bruises, which ran up her arms to her shoulders. I couldn’t see her neck, because there was a rope around it. She was hanging from the door of her shower.

While I tell of Yuletide treasure
Fa la la la la,la la la la

As Sharon screamed and ran out of the bathroom, I grabbed Vanessa around the hips and hoisted her up a few inches to take the pressure off her neck. I hoped that somehow we had arrived in time and could save her. As her head lifted off the rope, I heard one last puff of air escape from her lungs.

“Get a knife from the kitchen!” I yelled to Sharon. We needed to cut her down.

“What?” she screamed over the music.

“Get me a fucking knife!”

As I waited for Sharon, I noticed something strange: Vanessa’s feet. When I let go, they still touched the ground. There was no way she could have done this to herself. My father was a cop, and he always told me about suicides: girls rarely hang themselves. And when they do, they aren’t half-naked. And then there was that full face of makeup, just staring at me, mouth open, tongue out. Why would a girl ever want to be found like this? The Vanessa I know would have taken pills. In fact, she had pills.

Though the police deemed the matter a suicide, something wasn’t right. This had to be the work of a man. And I knew just who that man was. He was probably the most vile human being I had ever encountered.

They called him Preacher.

Fast away the old year passes
Fa la la la la, la la la la
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Me at 15.
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There comes a moment in every life when a choice must be made between right and wrong, between good and evil, between light and darkness. These decisions are made in an instant, but with repercussions that last a lifetime. My troubles began the day I chose the darkness—the day I chose Jack.

Men tend to be power-driven. They measure their lives by their accomplishments. Women are more relationship-driven. They tend to define episodes of their lives by the men they are with. That is, until they learn better. Jack was my learning lesson.

At age sixteen, I finally grew the breasts and pubic hair I had been praying for since sixth grade. It was as if they just appeared overnight. And suddenly I transformed from a homely wallflower to a full-bodied woman who turned heads. It was every father’s nightmare.

“Oh my God, you are your mother,” my father said to me one morning, shaking his head in disbelief. “You look just like your mother.”

As I became comfortable with my breasts, my closet changed too. The stonewashed jeans became tighter; the Flashdance shirts became see-through; the black-and-white-spotted cowboy boots gave way to high-heeled black go-go boots; the T-shirts now stopped at the midriff; and the boxer shorts were no longer something to sleep in. I wore them out of the house, rolled up my thighs as high as possible. I didn’t have any female friends who were intelligent, so there was no one to tell me that I looked like a hoochie mama. That is, a hoochie mama with braces.

When I walked down the Vegas strip, I loved watching men gasp and turn their heads, especially when they were walking arm-in-arm with their wives. I loved the attention. But whenever anyone tried to talk to me, I freaked out. I didn’t know how to interact. I couldn’t even look them in the eye. If somebody complimented me or asked a question, I had no idea how to respond. I would just say that I had to go to the bathroom and escape as soon as I could.

One of my favorite outfits was a tight red cut-off top, Daisy Duke jeans, and black boots with ridiculous chains wrapped around the bottom. I was trying to look like Bobbie Brown from Warrant’s “Cherry Pie” video. When I left the house like that to go to a Little Caesar concert, my dad didn’t even raise an eyebrow. I was always secretly jealous of my friends, who had to change in the car because their fathers didn’t want their baby girls leaving the house dressed like a slut. Since I was four, my father had been letting me run wild in the streets, but the freedom had come with a price: security.

My friend Jennifer was still in her sweatpants and sweatshirt when I jumped into her car. As she changed, I drove to the show, which was the finale to a weekend-long biker rally called the Laughlin River Run. We had to look hot: We were both in love with the lead singer of Little Caesar and wanted him to notice us.

He didn’t.

But the show blew my mind, almost as much as the audience did. We were surrounded by chrome, ink, and facial hair. Everyone we met opened their beer coolers to us, offered us rides on the back of their bikes, and unsuccessfully tried to talk us into smoking their foul crank.

Afterward, some bikers invited us to an after-party at The Rabbit Hole, the most respected tattoo parlor in north Las Vegas. There were Hell’s Angels, Satan’s Disciples, and Outlaws, not to mention the guys from Little Caesar. And for some reason, I wasn’t scared, though I probably should have been. I didn’t talk much, as usual. I just watched, and noticed how all these psychotic guys called their girlfriends “old ladies” and treated them like farm animals. I promised myself that I would never allow a man to take me for granted like that. Sadly, that promise didn’t last very long.

After the festivities, I came home and told my brother, “I want to get a tattoo.”

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“Absolutely,” I told him.

So the following Saturday, he drove me back to The Rabbit Hole with his girlfriend, Megan—a mousy, heavyset twenty-year-old brunette who for some reason looked up to me, even though I knew nothing about life or how to move through it. As soon as we walked in, I saw a big sign over the counter: MUST BE 18 OR OVER. I ignored it and pulled my lips taut over my teeth, so that my braces wouldn’t show.

A door behind the counter opened and out walked a slim, well-pierced, five-foot-ten-inch man with a ghostly pale complexion, spiky chestnut hair, and a Satanic-looking goatee. Sleeves of tattoos, mostly of Chinese characters and tribal patterns, ran up his arms and spiraled around his neck. He looked like trouble. I recognized him from the party because I’d met him and his girlfriend there.

“What do you want?” he asked me.

I looked up at the wall and saw two little overlapping red hearts. I bent forward over the counter, trying to show my breasts, hoping that if I worked it a little he wouldn’t question my age. “I want to get those hearts done,” I told him as coquettishly as I could manage with my lips curled over my teeth.

“Where?” he asked.

I needed to put it someplace where my father couldn’t see it. I’m not sure whether I was scared that he would react to it or, even worse, that he wouldn’t. “On my butt cheek?” I replied nervously.

“No problem,” he said. “Follow me.”

I was awestruck: I didn’t expect it to be that easy. My brother’s unoriginal girlfriend decided on the spot that she wanted to get the hearts too and followed us back.

“You are so cute,” the tattoo artist said as he pulled a single-tipped needle out of the autoclave. “How old are you?”

“Eighteen,” I lied.

His name was Jack and he was twenty-five. He hit on me throughout the whole affair. I was so shy, and nervous about being tattooed, that I hardly responded.

“Do you want to hang out?” he asked when he was through. “There’s a cool lounge upstairs, and we can listen to some music.”

“No, that’s okay,” I said. “I have to go home. But it was nice meeting you.”

“Well, how about you give me your phone number, so we can hang out sometime?” he persisted.

I declined again. I thought of myself as a sweet, innocent, traditional girl back then. In many ways, I still think of myself that way. And a sweet girl such as myself would never hang out alone with a beautiful tattooed boy she had just met. But she wanted to. In fact, she wanted to so badly that she decided to get another tattoo.

I convinced myself that the hearts weren’t enough. They were too ordinary. They conveyed nothing other than the whim of a teeny-bopper who pointed to the first girly image she saw on a tattoo-shop wall. But if the hearts had a crack through them, that would be cool. And if the word “heartbreaker” were inked over the broken hearts, that would be even cooler. And if that rock-and-roll-looking boy from the tattoo shop invited me upstairs again afterward, that would be the coolest. This time I wouldn’t be caught by surprise. This time I would say yes.

Two weeks later, I returned to his shop—alone. When I walked through the glass door, his face lit up. I could tell that he had thought about me, but hadn’t expected to see me again. This allowed me to rationalize that he didn’t hit on every single girl who came in for a tattoo. Just some of them. This time, the experience of getting a tattoo wasn’t like the last one, or any one I’ve had since. Every time he bent over me to apply the transfer or the ink, he’d stroke my leg or brush against my inner thigh. If he had done it the first time I was there, I would have thought he was a creep. But this time, all I could think was, “Right on!”
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After he finished, he invited me upstairs for a drink again. My plan was to say yes right away, but I hesitated. I was scared. After all, he had no idea I was only sixteen. When he finally coaxed me upstairs, we sat on the couch and talked about our lives. His was so different from mine—so dangerous, so free, and so sad.

Suddenly, out of the blue, he said, “You have beautiful boobs.”

They were still growing in, and I was really proud of them.

“Why don’t you show them to me?” he asked.

And like an idiot, I did. I didn’t even hesitate. I put my hands under my yellow top, which stopped just below my breasts anyway, and lifted it up as I arched my back like some college girl in a spring break video.

His jaw dropped open. For the first time all night, he didn’t know what to say. That lasted about three seconds.

“Is there anything wrong with you?” he stammered.

We’d broken the barrier: there was now officially a romantic spark between us.

On his left forearm was a row of Chinese ideograms. “Look,” he said, gesturing to one of the characters and then looking at me with his soft, brown eyes. “It looks like a ‘J.’ I’m going to start telling everyone this is your name.”

It’s easy to see now that he used that line on every woman, but I fell for it and thought it was so romantic. He was working me, and it worked.

“What about your girlfriend?” I asked.

“It’s taken care of,” he said.

There it was: a big neon warning sign flashing right in my eyes. But I was already infatuated and oblivious. Most of the guys I had gone out with before were immature high-school brats. Jack was the exact opposite. He was strong, powerful, successful, and in control. I was searching so desperately for someone to take care of me. I wanted to feel safe and that afternoon I felt safe.

But what really got me is a trait that every girl falls for: he was emotionally closed off. And I thought I could fix him. I thought that I could break through the tough facade and find the real Jack, the sensitive man-child hiding behind all those tattoos. Precisely because he never opened up about anything emotional or sensitive, I thought he was the most emotional and sensitive man in the world. And I thought that I—and only I—could break through the walls he put up and turn him into the bad-boy lover man I’d always dreamed of. How ridiculous.

Now I know that if you’re dating somebody to improve him, you’re not really in a love relationship. You’re just being a nurse. The simple truth, and the hardest thing most women ever learn, is that what you see is what you get.

As for Jack, it was no secret why he loved me. He wanted me in the shop all the time, and I willingly obliged, driving forty-five minutes from Mount Charleston every day to see him. He liked showing me off to his friends, who were all even older than he was, and I enjoyed that he enjoyed it. I was the new girl on the block. And I was slowly becoming completely dependent on him. However, I never spent the night there—I had a midnight curfew.

After a few weeks of dating, Jack told me that he was having a party on a boat he had rented. He said it would be good times. There would be lots of alcohol, cool girls to meet, and he would even pick me up in Mount Charleston and drive me there. I told him I could go, as long as I was home by curfew.

If I could look back on my life and change one thing, it would be saying yes to that boat trip. It was the worst mistake I have ever made—and not just because I missed my curfew. If only it had been that painless.
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It was an old wooden houseboat with a large cabin and the words “The Ark” stenciled on the back. Every kind of biker tattoo artist in Las Vegas and his old lady were on board.

Jack and I climbed onto the boat together. Waiting to greet us at the top of the gangplank was an older man with leathery skin and a high forehead with strands of greasy black hair running down his shoulders. His head looked like the kind of stained-wood souvenir you buy from a Native American gift store and put in your bedroom, but then remove because you’re too scared to sleep with it staring at you all night. His arms were strong but had seen better days, and the tattoos were faded and hanging in wrinkled flaps of skin, like a tie-dye shirt left in the sun too long. He smiled as we boarded, revealing a bottom row of teeth blackened from chewing tobacco.

“Hello, Jenna,” he said in a thick German accent. He knew my name. “I’m Preacher.”

I reached my hand out to shake his and he clasped it in both of his hands, squeezing a little too tightly. Typically, this would be a gesture of sincerity and fondness. But it felt malicious, like he was trying to trap and possess me. I pulled away and walked with Jack to the cabin below deck so that we could dump our stuff onto a bed.

“I was raised by Preacher,” Jack explained, “since the day I was born.”

Jack’s mother had gotten knocked up by a trucker and died during childbirth, so he had been sent to live with his uncle, Preacher, who was running with a right-wing German biker gang at the time.

The boat pushed off, and Preacher steered it to a small sand beach on the other side of Lake Mead. I was enjoying the chance to relax with Jack and meet some of his friends outside the shop. We all swam, laid out in the sun, and drank beer. I was never entirely comfortable, because everyone was so much older than me, but I was at least more relaxed than I had ever been around Jack and his friends.

As the sun set, the guys fired up a barbecue. I went back to the boat to use the bathroom. I climbed down the stairs to the head of the ship. Where the cabin came to a point in the head, there were two beds on either side and, in front of them, a small door leading to a bathroom and a sink. I never made it to the door.

As I walked toward it, something grabbed my shoulders from behind, pulled me backward, and threw me to the ground. It was Preacher. He jumped on top of me, as fast as a raptor, and straddled my stomach. He lay down over me, pressing his chest against my face so that I couldn’t scream. It was all happening too quickly for me to comprehend what was going on.

He shimmied downward along my body and, as soon as his chest slipped below my face, he slapped his hand over my mouth. People always say that if anyone tries to rob or rape you, you’re supposed to stay still and comply, so that you don’t get hurt. But I was my father’s daughter, and I fought him tooth and nail.

He pulled his shorts down and stroked himself a few times, until he was hard. I wanted to kick that thing with all my strength, but his legs were pinning mine down. My arms, however, were free. When I tore at his hair, his mouth twisted into an expression of pure hate and he spit in my face. Then he grabbed both of my wrists with one hand and held them over my head. I screamed at the top of my lungs.

“Shut up and stay still, you fucking whore,” he snarled.

He pressed his waist against my hips, keeping them steady while, with his other hand, he pulled my bikini bottom out of the way and thrust inside me. If it hurt, I didn’t feel it. I just flailed away twice as hard, until my arms broke loose and I started hitting him in the face and scratching whatever piece of flesh my hands landed on.

As we struggled, he kept slipping out and cursing. Every time he started to get it in, I would summon the strength to knock him off me until, finally, he just stood up and pulled up his shorts.

I looked up, and the first thing I saw was his eyes. They weren’t beady, they weren’t glowing, they weren’t like anything I had seen before. They were like the eyes of a wolf that has just torn apart a dog and is still in attack mode.

He pointed a finger straight down at me. “Don’t you say a fucking word or you’re dead,” he scowled. “Nobody believes a whore anyway.” He spat on the floor, then turned around and walked upstairs.

It was only then that I began to comprehend what had happened. I sat up, wrapped my arms around my knees, put my head between my legs, and started crying. My whole body was shaking. It wasn’t just the trauma of the rape but the realization that I was all alone. I was stranded with a bunch of strangers. There was no one to save me, or just tell me I’d get home okay. Except maybe Jack.

I walked into the bathroom to try to compose myself, so that I could brave the walk across the boat and to the beach to find him. But I couldn’t stop crying. I just stared at myself in the mirror and cried. As I washed myself—my hands, my legs, everywhere he had touched—I couldn’t stop trembling.

I wiped the snot off my upper lip, splashed water on my face, and took in a lungful of air as I prepared to climb the stairs. The first person I saw at the top was Preacher. He was laughing, sitting on a bench outside the cabin joking around with a few of the tattoo artists, as if nothing had happened.

Only Matt, who worked at the tattoo shop with Jack, looked up at me as I made my way to the back of the boat, clutching the metal railing. His eyes widened a little and his smile faded as he looked at me, as if he knew that I had just become Preacher’s latest victim.

I jumped off the back of the boat to the beach and found Jack. I needed to pull myself together. I wanted my father, I wanted to go home, I wanted somebody to help me or fucking do something. I was out in the middle of nowhere and the only way home was on that motherfucker’s boat.
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As I told Jack what had happened between sobs, he didn’t say anything. He didn’t hug me; he didn’t even look me in the eyes. He just sat there—emotionless, useless. It was too much for me to handle. My body felt cold, like I had a fever, and all I wanted to do was go home, curl up in bed, and cry to my father. I was only sixteen. I still had braces and Barbie dolls.

“I want to go home,” I cried.

“Okay,” Jack said. “We’re going to take you home.”

He walked with me to the boat, and talked to his uncle.

“She says she needs to go home,” Jack told him.

Preacher didn’t even blink. “We can’t,” he responded. “The boat is broken.”

I ran off the boat and back onto the beach. I so desperately wanted to escape, but I knew that I couldn’t get very far. It was the middle of summer, about 105 degrees on the lake, and around me were just desert and mountains. So I had my choice: either run away and hope that someone would find me, or wait.

I waited. A girl with long brown hair, a dancer I had seen hanging around the tattoo shop, walked past me. She stopped, turned around, looked at me—my puffy eyes, running nose, shaking body—and said, “He raped you, didn’t he?”

I didn’t say anything.

“You aren’t the first one and you’re not going to be the last,” she said.

I still didn’t say anything. I wanted to ask whether he had done the same thing to her, but I couldn’t get the words out. She stood there for a moment, looking at me with a mixture of pity and disgust, then turned and walked away.

When the sun sank, Jack came out and told me that the boat would be fixed in the morning, so I should come inside and sleep. I refused to shut my eyes anywhere near that monster. So I slept in a sleeping bag on the beach. Jack crawled in and held me as I shook and sobbed for hours. All night, he didn’t utter a word. All I could think was that Preacher had done this before, that Jack knew he had, that maybe Jack had even offered me up to him. I thought about it all night, until I just shut down. I realized that I couldn’t trust Jack or anyone.

Conveniently, when we awoke the boat was running again. To this day, I have no idea if the boat was really broken or if Preacher just wanted to give me a night to calm down before sending me back into the real world. If I had gone home right away, I definitely would have told my dad and the police, because I was so shaken.

When we returned to the harbor, I asked Jack to take me home. We rode in silence. Every now and then he reached over and petted me. I couldn’t wait to get out of that car.

As Jack drove up the hill to my house, I had him drop me off half a mile away, so that my dad wouldn’t know I was with him. It was 8 A.M., eight hours past my curfew. I walked the rest of the way uphill, trying to figure out what to say to my father. I was a wreck compared to the girl who had left the house the day before.

I reached the front door, put my key in the lock, and turned the knob, hoping my father was away on patrol. But there he was, sitting on the living-room couch, just waiting in silence.

I so badly wanted to please my dad all the time. I never liked to get into trouble. My brother was so much worse than I was, but I was always getting punished instead. I was the good girl, and I was constantly trying to prove it to my dad.

“Where have you been?” he finally asked, very calm and cool. Having been a lieutenant in Vietnam and a police officer in Las Vegas, my father’s nerves had long since stopped responding to adrenaline. The more upsetting or dangerous a situation was, the cooler he became. He had never, in sixteen years, even yelled at me.

I scanned my brain for excuses. “I lost track of time,” I said. “The boat broke down, and then we got lost on the way home.”

“That’s it,” he said. His voice was actually starting to rise, the skin around the creases in his face reddened. “I am not going to put up with this from you anymore. This is bullshit.”

I was taken aback by his reaction. I felt all the anger—and more than that, disappointment—that I had kept hidden from him for so many years well up inside me and explode. Since my mother had died of cancer when I was three, my older brother Tony and I had been left to raise ourselves while my father tried to deal with his grief. He never really got over it. Instead, he buried himself in his work and different women, leaving Tony and me to raise ourselves. Despite everything, I loved him so much that I’d stay awake until after midnight sometimes waiting for him to come home. I never felt safe until I heard the door slam and the rustle of his uniform as he removed it.

As a teenager, I learned to enjoy his absence, because it spared me the growing pains that my friends were experiencing as they rebelled against their parents’ strictness. There were times when I longed for someone to talk about my problems with—or just to hug me when I was upset and help me feel grounded in this confusing world—but I knew that person wasn’t my dad. The problem wasn’t that he didn’t care about me; it was that he didn’t know how to show it. If I told him about boys who were pressuring me to have sex, he would sooner snap a guy’s neck than tell me about the birds and the bees. When I brought home a poem I had written about how lonely I was and how much I loved him—a thinly disguised plea for help—his eyes filled with tears, but he never talked with me about it or even attempted to deal with the problem. Eventually I stopped trying to reach out to him.

So he had no right to get angry now just because I was late coming home, especially after what I had been through. I needed him, more than ever before, to be there for me, to understand. And what did he choose to say instead? “I’m done.” He had never even started. I realized that I was truly on my own, that no one understood, that there was nowhere to turn.

“Fuck you, Dad!” I yelled. I’d never talked to him like this in my life. “What do you mean ‘anymore’? You’ve put up with it your whole life, you asshole. I’m a grown woman and I can do what I fucking want. Mom wouldn’t have treated me like this!” I couldn’t believe the things that were coming out of my mouth.

My dad was stunned. He slumped back on the couch. “I am not going to deal with this,” he said. “I should put you in a foster home. I’m not going to have you in my house.”

When he said that, all the emotion flooded out of my body and I went cold. I didn’t say another word. I couldn’t say another word. I walked upstairs and collapsed onto my bed. I slept all day and all night. I was physically, emotionally, mentally exhausted.

When I woke up the next morning, I went to the kitchen and brought a handful of Glad garbage bags up to my room. I threw all my shoes, clothes, makeup, dolls, and schoolbooks into them. I was used to packing by now. Our family had moved at least a dozen times. But this would be the first time I was moving alone.

Never had I been more sure about anything in my life: I was running away from home, never to return. And when I made a promise to myself, I kept it.

So where did I run away to? There was only one place I could go to: Jack’s house.
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PART
 1 

I don’t mind heavy guys, skinny guys, short guys, tall guys, little boys, old men, trust-fund babies, chronically unemployed slackers, convenience-store clerks, rat-catchers, drug addicts, or rock stars (who fit into most of the above categories anyway). I like all kinds. But that doesn’t mean that I’ll let all kinds into my bed.

Ultimately, the deciding factor is the lack of a “dealbreaker.” I can have a perfect dinner with the hottest guy, but if he opens his mouth and smells like dead fish, the date’s over. That is a dealbreaker. For most girls, dirt underneath a guy’s fingernails is a dealbreaker because nobody wants that filth left up their insides after a night of passion. There are many dealbreakers, and in one crucial moment any one of them can end a relationship before it’s even begun.

Below are ten dealbreakers, all of which I have experienced. Consider this a not-to-do list:



	I.

	 

	THOU SHALT NOT drive a Porsche and then take me back to your studio apartment in Valencia.




	II.

	 

	THOU SHALT NOT speak any of the following lines:




	 

	 

	a. “I’ll just put the head in.”




	 

	 

	b. “So does this mean I’m not getting any?”




	 

	 

	c. “We don’t have to use a condom; I’ve never had a problem before.”




	 

	 

	d. “What do you mean you don’t want to cuddle?”




	 

	 

	e. “My friends will never believe this.”




	 

	 

	f. “I can put all those guys you’ve worked with to shame.”




	 

	 

	g. “I ran out of money. Where’s your purse?”




	 

	 

	h. “These sex toys are basically new.”




	 

	 

	i. “We have to be quiet. My mother’s sleeping.”




	 

	 

	j. “Your tits feel almost as good as my sister’s.”




	 

	 

	k. “I swear the camera is not on.”




	 

	 

	l. “Well, my ex-girlfriend used to do it.”




	 

	 

	m. “If it’s the police, tell them I’m not home.”




	 

	 

	n. “It’s not contagious anymore.”




	 

	 

	o. Any question from Book VI, Chapter 4.




	III.

	 

	THOU SHALT NOT keep your dead pets preserved in Saran Wrap in the freezer.




	IV.

	 

	THOU SHALT NOT ask me to quite smoking, drinking, taking pills, or watching reality TV shows.




	V.

	 

	THOU SHALT NOT have any of the following items in your house:




	 

	 

	a. A face tanner




	 

	 

	b. A douche bag in the shower.




	 

	 

	c. Tubes of Preparation H in the medicine cabinet.




	 

	 

	d. Meals prepared by your mother in the refrigerator, each in a Tupperware container labeled for a different day of the week.




	 

	 

	e. Posters in the bedroom of Traci Lords, Ron Jeremy, Bill O’Reilly, or any other porn star who has written a book that can possibly compete with mine.




	 

	 

	f. Dirty laundry that has been folded and stacked in neat piles.




	 

	 

	g. Makeup from an ex-girlfriend of more than six months, especially if her last name was James,




	 

	 

	h. More fur coats than I have.




	VI.

	 

	THOU SHALT NOT be able to take a bigger dildo than I can.




	VII.

	 

	THOU SHALT NOT have a tan line in the shape of a thong.




	VIII.

	 

	THOU SHALT NOT pass gas in front of me, pick your nose and flick the boogers, cry on the first date, or, most egregiously, put your hand down your pants, check your smell, and then lean over to kiss me with your face reeking of ass.




	IX.

	 

	THOU SHALT NOT pretend like it slipped. (I refer here to back-door guys who try to put it in your butt every other stroke.)




	X.

	 

	THOU MAY leave the toilet seat up. But thou shalt not leave the toilet seat down and pee on it.




	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	Commandments that my husband, Jay, has broken:
II, IV, V, VIII, and X.
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My mom, me, and Tony.
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My father never told me much about my mother. I think it was his way of trying to protect me from being traumatized by her loss. He figured the less I knew about her, the less I had to miss. But his silence had the opposite effect: the less I knew about her, the more I thought about her.

My only memories of my mother were of her being sick, and of being kept away from her room because she had no hair. Apart from photos, I can’t remember what she looked like; but I remember what she sounded like. As I lay in my bed at night, I could hear her screaming in pain from her room.

The night she died exists only in snippets in my head. The house was dark, and my father was outside. I remember seeing the ambulance lights, and sitting in the darkness in my brother’s room. He was very quiet. He knew what was going on. I didn’t, but I was crying for some reason. I knew something was wrong. After that night, I refused to sleep alone or in the dark. Every night, I crept into my brother’s room, flipped on the lights, and crawled into bed with him. After that, I just remember my father being sad—extremely sad. The parade of women he dated never seemed to fill the void in him, or in me.

One of the few things my father told me about my mother when I grew older was that she had worked as a Vegas showgirl. He was in the audience at one of her shows, and had fallen in love with her as soon as he set eyes on her. In the few pictures I have of my mom, she looks so beautiful, fragile, and sophisticated—like a swinging London model.
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My mother.

When I moved in with Jack, it was summer and I needed a job, especially since I no longer had anyone to support me. So I decided that I would follow in my mother’s footsteps and become a showgirl. After all, it was in my blood.

There was only one genetic problem: I was five feet six inches, three inches shorter than the required height for most of the hotel and theater shows. I looked like a colt. I was a tall girl—with long, thin legs and arms and a slender waist—trapped in the body of a small girl.

But once I set my mind on a goal back then, the only thing that could stop me was death or Jack. The first place I went to was the most prestigious show in Vegas, the Folies Bergères at the Tropicana, where my mother had been one of the principal dancers in the fifties. I had this fantasy that someone would remember my mother and recognize me as her daughter. I even decided to call myself Jenna Hunt, using my mother’s maiden name.

But the first thing they did at the Tropicana audition was measure me. And since I was nowhere near five feet nine inches, they threw me out. It didn’t even cross my mind that there was probably no one left from when my mother danced nearly three decades ago.

I went to the Lido Show at the Stardust, Jubilee! at Bally’s, and the Casino de Paris at the Dunes. And every one rejected me—I was too young, too short, too inexperienced. Yet I kept going back, trying place after place.

The easiest audition was an open call at Vegas World, in the Stratosphere Hotel. At the other revues, if I passed the first cut (which was rarely), they asked me to strut, walk, bow, kick, and dance tap, ballet, and jazz. But at Vegas World, all they wanted was three eight-counts of ballet, just to see my posture and turns.

Though I was painfully shy and antisocial in real life, when I got onstage, I transformed. I had learned how to perform when I put myself through pageants in junior high. The personality and attitude I repressed with everyone exploded out of me onstage. Something inside of me just turned on. I made eye contact with the interviewers, moved with a sensual grace I never knew I possessed, and sashayed around the stage like a natural. I had been taking dance classes since I was four, everything from ballet to clogging, and I knew just what to do: I even iced my nipples to make them stand out. The hardest part was to look like I was enjoying myself without smiling and unveiling my braces.

The next day, I stopped by to find out how I did, and they said I was hired. I had wanted to be a principal dancer like my mother, but they put me in the chorus, which was fine. I was still a Vegas showgirl! As for my height problems, they said that they were going to put lifts in my shoes, give me a big headdress, and place me upstage so that I appeared taller. It was the best news I’d had in years. My dreams were coming true, and I was making my mom proud. Of course, that only lasted for two months.

My costume was yellow with big plumes and a headdress that weighed fifteen pounds. I wore a rhinestone bra—which would come off halfway through the show to reveal sparkled tassels over my nipples—a G-string, stockings, and jazz shoes with lifts. I remember looking in the mirror with all my stage makeup on—including four sets of fake eyelashes—and thinking, “Wow, I truly am my mother’s daughter!”

I was not only the youngest but also the quietest girl in the show. The rest of the girls called me “mouse” and, when they saw my braces, told me I should be playing house with my schoolmates instead.

I could tolerate having no friends there and being constantly ordered around by the women, but the schedule was brutal: eight hours of rehearsal a day and then two shows a night. It was a lot of work, and the money was terrible. As for the glamour I had always imagined when my father told me about palling around with Frank Sinatra Jr. and Wayne Newton in the old days, there was none.

Besides, Jack knew a way I could make much more money.
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Life at Jack’s was fun at first. There were parties every night, and during the day I hung out at the tattoo shop whenever Preacher, whose biker club met there, wasn’t around. I don’t know if I forgave Jack for what happened, but I put it out of my mind. It was my only choice.

Most of the girls who hung out with Jack’s tattoo and biker friends worked at a strip club called Crazy Horse Too. When I left my job as a showgirl after two months, Jack suggested I join them. It made sense. After all, it was just like being a showgirl, except without the pasties over the nipples and with a lot more money. Besides, stripping is what the girlfriends of tattoo artists did. And, as pathetic as it was, that was how I defined myself at the time. I was no longer a daughter, a sister, a student, or a girl with any identity of her own whatsoever. I was just Jack’s girlfriend. That’s how I usually introduced myself. Pathetic.

The Crazy Horse Too was the best strip club in Vegas at the time, a flashing neon oasis in an industrial wasteland underneath the freeway. When I first walked inside, even though it was 4 P.M., the club was so dark that I couldn’t see a thing.

I just stood in the doorway, waiting for my pupils to dilate, until I could make out two long stages on either side of a bar and a pool table. That’s all there was to the place, besides round booths along the walls with tables that had stripper poles thrust through their centers. It was my first time in a strip club.

A little old lady stood at a nearby display case, selling memorabilia. She seemed as if she’d been there since the beginning of time (and, in fact, she’s still there today). Around the club were about twenty girls, most of them gorgeous, with bodies ten times as firm and breasts that much larger than mine.

I suddenly felt a pair of eyes on me. A small, tan, well-dressed Italian man with salt-and-pepper hair stood nearby. He was clearly in charge. Like an Italian mobster, he carried his power wordlessly. It simply emanated from his being.

“Are you the manager?” I asked.

“What do you want?” His tone was impatient and patronizing.

“Do you have any jobs available?” The mouse was out now, squeaking at yet another authority figure. I hoped he’d at least give me a chance to show him what the mouse could transform into.

He took one look at my face, said, “Come back when you’ve got those off,” and walked away. Fuck, I’d forgotten to cover my braces with my upper lip.

I was tired of hearing the same shit from everyone: Come back when you’ve lost the braces, come back when you’re older, come back when you’re taller, come back when you’re Korean. When was I finally going to get a chance to participate in life?

I returned to Jack’s house. He wasn’t there, of course. I turned up the shower as hot as I could stand and peeled off my clothes. I stepped inside and just marinated. It’s funny, but as soon as you stop thinking—or trying to think—all of your best ideas come to you. When you don’t focus on a problem, your subconscious will solve it for you. And that’s what happened.

About ten minutes into my soaking, I had an epiphany. I leaped out of the shower, ran dripping to the hallway closet, and took a needle-nose pliers and wire cutters out of Jack’s toolbox. I rushed back to the bathroom, rubbed a clear circle into the fog on the mirror, and began snipping the wire holding my braces together. Then I popped each metal link away from my teeth, one by one. I screamed, I swore, I doubled over in pain. But I got most of those fuckers off. The only problem was that I couldn’t pry four of the metal braces off my back teeth—they were larger than the other ones and had hooks for the rubber bands—but it didn’t matter since no one could see them anyway. Then I chipped and cleaned the dried cement out of my teeth, and smiled. It was an adult smile.

The next afternoon, I went back to the Crazy Horse in a tube top that was far too small for my breasts and a pair of teeny white terry-cloth shorts. I walked right up to the Italian guy who had sent me away and smiled.

“They’re gone,” I said. “The braces are gone.”

“You’ve got to be kidding,” he said, in genuine shock, a rare thing for a guy who looked like he had seen everything. “You got your braces off?”

“I pulled them off myself,” I told him.

He threw his head back and let out a long, guttural laugh. I just watched him, hoping this meant that he would let me audition for him. “How old are you?”

“I’m seventeen.” My voice failed me here, and it came out like a squeak.

“Sorry you had to go through all that, girl,” he said. “You aren’t old enough to work here.”

I wasn’t ready to hear no. In fact, I never liked that word. “Listen,” I told him, giving him my best I’m-as-serious-as-your-life stare. “I will make you a lot of money. I’m very good, and I know how to do this.”

Actually, I had no idea how. But I knew that if I set my mind to it, I could figure it out. I’ve never believed in using words like “can’t” or “don’t know.” Instead, I’ll just pretend like I can. Otherwise, I’d never get the chance to try anything.

He lowered his head and scanned my body.

“Okay, then. Go in the back and get dressed.”

“What do you mean?” I stammered.

“Go in the back and get dressed,” he said, either impatient or pretending to be. “You are going onstage.”

Suddenly, it hit me. I was going to have to follow through. There would be no audition, no rehearsal, no preparation. I was going to strip for a hundred guys.

“I’m Vinnie,” he said. “What name do you use?”

I told him the name I had always used in my imagination for my fantasy self: “Jennasis.”

“Like ‘In the beginning’?” he asked.

“Exactly.”

He called over a handsome Italian man and told him, “Gino, take her in the back and give her a locker. She’s going on next.”

As we walked back, Gino asked me what songs I wanted to dance to. I chose “Fire” by Jimi Hendrix and “Black” by Pearl Jam.

The locker room was immense, brightly lit, and full of women in various stages of undress. There were redheads, blondes, brunettes, even shaved heads and mohawks; there were leopard-print bikinis, satin nighties, denim cutoffs, and strapless evening dresses; there were old women, young women, and just plain tired-looking women. And every one of them turned to stare at me when I walked in. I represented money leaving their pockets.

They looked so jaded and hardened. I didn’t see a friendly face among them. There was no way I could survive here. These girls would eat me alive. They had cases of makeup, racks of costumes, and tons of experience. I hadn’t even brought anything to wear onstage. I scanned the faces—most of which were not a pretty sight under bright fluorescent lights—and found one that seemed friendly. She was a blond girl just a little bigger than me. I asked her if I could borrow something to wear onstage, and she gave me a light-blue bikini and a pair of black high-heeled shoes. I felt so uncomfortable that I snuck into a bathroom stall to change.

As I did so, I heard an announcement on the loudspeakers: “Next on stage,” came the voice of the DJ, “is a girl I know you’re all going to love. She’s new, she’s young, she’s blond—she’s Jennasis!”

I slammed my feet into my shoes and ran across the locker room. About halfway to the door, in front of all the other girls, I caught my heel on a fold in the carpet and hit the ground, bruising my bony knees. I could feel all the other girls laughing at me, even if they weren’t.
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The opening chords of “Fire” rang through the locker room. I was so woefully unprepared to do this in front of a bunch of leering guys. I had always imagined how sexy I would be stripping, and what a turn-on it would be teasing all the guys, but all I was conscious of at that moment was the sweat forming in my underarms and actually dripping onto the stage. My body was out of control: my knees were knocking compulsively like chattering teeth.

I realized, a tad too late, that I didn’t know any stripper moves. Fortunately, I found a friend onstage: the metal pole. For some reason, I couldn’t let go of it. I just held on to the pole and stared at the stage, too scared to make eye contact with anyone in the audience. The shoes were too big for me, and it felt like I was going to fall on my face again at any moment. I was sure that everyone was making fun of me.
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My first bikini contest, at age 17.

Fortunately I had my dance lessons, preteen pageants, and chorus lines to fall back on, and my body sputtered to life and started moving by itself while my mind twisted into nervous knots. When the song finally ended, I heard applause and whistles. “Fire” was a good choice: it pumped up the crowd. Then, of course, “Black” started, and it was perhaps the most depressing song the men had heard all night.

I was so naïve that I didn’t even stop to gather the dollar bills that were left for me when the song ended. As I left the stage, I realized that people were actually applauding. And when I sat in a booth in the back corner, hoping not to be seen, I could see the interest in the eyes of the men around me. They wanted me.

When it was my turn to dance again an hour later, I was ready. Nobody cared what I danced like, I realized, because I was that little blond teenage girl that they fantasized about while they were in bed next to their wives.

I walked onstage as if I owned it, like I was at a dance competition, and ran through one of my old pageant routines. I worked the men like I had worked the old pageant judges, looking directly into their eyes as if to say that this dance was for them. I was in control—of myself, and the men around me. And I loved it: I loved the attention and the confidence it gave me. Even though I had no idea how to hustle guys for lap dances, I was the new girl, and they all wanted me.

By my last dance of the night, men were crowding around the stage and throwing money at me. It was then that I knew not only could I make it as a stripper, but I could get each and every one of those other girls back for laughing at me.

The one thousand dollars I made that night didn’t hurt either.
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Initially, I was too shy to talk to men or even the other strippers at the club. My mouse nickname stuck, because that’s how I moved around the club when I was offstage. Men had to come to me if they wanted to talk or get a dance.

On my second week at work, I was walking toward an empty table in the corner so I could be by myself for a moment when, suddenly, someone slammed into my shoulder. It was so hard and malicious that I stumbled into a nearby chair, knocking it to the ground. I turned around and saw an older Latin American woman with a well-gelled explosion of hair dyed the color of rust. She had a huge tattoo of a roaring tiger standing on its hind legs, its claws pointing menacingly out of her backflesh. I knew just who this was: Opal.

Opal was Preacher’s live-in girlfriend. And, although I should have felt sorry for anyone married to that sociopath, I soon learned that Opal was cut from the same cloth as Preacher. I never talked to her and knew little about her, but aging is a great truth-teller and the person she was on the inside was already beginning to seep through to the outside. A diminished trailer park beauty queen, her flesh was soft, but less than a millimeter beneath it was cold, uninviting steel. She used to live with Preacher and his wife, Sadie, as their girl toy. But she eventually manipulated her way into Preacher’s heart and ran Sadie away.

Jack had never told me she worked at the club, and I was pissed. Knowing that Opal would be there every night made going to work each day that much more of a challenge. Even though she knew exactly who I was, she refused to make eye contact or talk with me, except perhaps for flashing a smile when she walked off with her thirty-fifth customer of the night. Her silence was worse than overt hostility, because it made me feel subhuman, especially since she controlled all the other strippers like an underworld queen.

A strip club has its own caste system in the locker room: the amount of private space a girl has, the closer she is to the bathroom, the more lights she has in her changing area all denote her rank. The top girls don’t even have to go onstage because they are so busy giving private dances. Opal was one of the highest-ranking girls there; I, of course, started at the bottom.

Most girls there just wanted to make a few hundred bucks a night and go home. They didn’t really care about their work. And, outside of the club, it was just a great big joke to Jack that he had turned me into a stripper. But because I am such a competitive person, in my mind, stripping was a serious challenge. I cared about the job. It was my first taste of independence in the real world, and I wanted to be the best. I wanted the locker closest to the bathroom. Every night, I would go home and think about what I had done wrong, what I could have done better, what new idea I could try to drive a guy so crazy that he would run to the cash machine to get more money to pay me.

The Crazy Horse Too was the best high-school class I ever took. The subject was social dynamics. It was amazing how the incentive of cash made it so easy to talk to people; before, I’d had no motivation to learn to be polite or carry on a conversation with a guy. They all wanted the same thing anyway. Within weeks at the club, I began to transform from a geeky teenage girl into a money-crazed psycho. And I loved it.

It wasn’t that I discovered some dormant ability to be a natural conversationalist. Instead, I learned to be an actress, because I was still not outgoing naturally. My job was simply to put up with the poor conversational skills of the customers, to seem open and caring while they talked about themselves. When my turn came to talk, I learned to lie. Everything that came out of my mouth was complete bullshit. I could tell by looking at each person what he wanted to hear. I’d tell him I was studying to be a real-estate agent, a lifeguard, a construction worker. Anything to steer them away from what was really going on in my life.

Since most of the men were into me because I looked so young and innocent, I decided to amplify that. As my grandmother always said, “What you can’t fix, you feature.” So one night I put my hair up in pony-tails, wore little pink shoes, and carried a plastic Barbie purse, which further contrasted me from the hardened girls. And that was when I landed my first regular, the president of a large Vegas hotel. Rather than blathering about his problems, he wanted to listen to me talk. He gave me $2,000 to chat with him for two or three songs. And not only was the money great, it also helped me tip out more to Vinnie and increase my rank at the club.

Vinnie didn’t yell at girls or abuse them; in fact, he rarely said a word. He just looked at you, and you knew to behave. He ran the place through quiet, all-pervading fear. At the end of the night, when I paid him his commission, he never smiled or spoke—no matter how much I tried to provoke him. The only words I ever heard him say in my first six months at the club were, “How much did you do tonight?”

But, as much as I feared him, I knew he was my friend, too. I could see it in his eyes. He liked my work ethic. To stand out from the other girls, I begged him to let me do a lotion show, but he said it would just mess up the stage. So, because I was such a conniving little sneak, I found other ways to differentiate myself. It was a topless club, so we had to wear bikini bottoms. But while shopping one day, I found a G-string that had just a thin strand of thread going up the back so that whenever I bent over, the boys had a full view. One night when I was in the middle of my dance, shimmying up a pole on one of the back booths, Vinnie grabbed my wrist and, eyes on fire, said, “Go change that G-string right now!” Unbeknownst to me, by law in Las Vegas the butt floss in the back of a G-string had to be at least an inch thick.

However, the next night I found a legal way around it. I wore the smallest, whitest G-string I could and wet it before I went onstage, so that the guys still got a little hint of what was going on downstairs. Night after night, it never failed to pack pervert’s row next to the stage, with guys craning their necks to get a good look. Other nights I would dance in roller skates, which was pretty dorky, but the guys showed their appreciation in dollar bills.
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Just as I was beginning to grow up after a month and a half at the club, September rolled around and school began. I decided to stay at the club. I quit the cheerleading team and abandoned my few friends, determined to make it through senior year without anyone finding out what I was doing. I lived in constant fear of seeing one of my teachers walk through the door of the club. Instead, one night a group of varsity basketball players came in and, after eyeing me for a while, asked, “Aren’t you Jenna Massoli?”

I was caught. “No,” I told them without even hesitating. “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

That night, I went home early. I was so scared I’d been busted that I couldn’t work. I wanted to keep my two lives separate: to be a mouse during the day and a shark at night. Fortunately, I was so good at lying to men by then that the basketball players actually believed me.

Life changed for me at the Crazy Horse the day Jack introduced me to my first friend there. One afternoon at the tattoo shop he said that his cousin had moved back to Las Vegas and would be dancing at the club. He wanted me to meet her.

She came to his house that night, and I was mesmerized. It was like seeing myself in one of those department-store mirrors that make customers look ten times better than they actually are. She was tall, blond, thin, and big-breasted. She was three years older than me. And she was all about the money. We clicked instantly.

Unlike when I first walked into the Crazy Horse, when she entered for the first time, she commanded attention and respect. She seemed so confident and sure of herself. Her life had been so difficult that she radiated strength and beauty by way of compensation. In my mind, she literally glowed. Her name was Vanessa, and she was Preacher’s daughter.

On her first day, Vanessa sat me down and taught me how to move on the pole—she could grip it between her thighs and hang upside down by one leg—and what to say to the customers. “When a guy comes into a club, most girls come up to him and say, ‘Do you want a dance?’” she told me. “That’s the last thing you should do. Be personable. Make him like you. Talk to him. Ask about his job. Act like you are interested.”

That was lesson one—the basics. Lesson two was to prearrange a deal with the waitress to put water in my shot and extra alcohol in the guy’s, and then order a round of drinks as soon as I sat with him.

“Get him as drunk as possible,” she said, “and rack those songs up.”

If a guy said he wasn’t sure if he wanted a dance, she taught me to stay and talk with him for four songs. Then, when he finally asked for a dance, I’d charge him for five songs: the four I sat there with him plus the one I actually danced. By then, he’d usually have bought me a few watered-down drinks, each of which I got a kickback for from the waitress.

Vanessa was a strip-club marketing genius, a human deposits-only cash machine. I watched every move she made when dancing and listened to every word she said to the customers. I learned what a finely detailed art stripping actually is. Everything had to be just right: the way I styled my hair, the outfit I wore, the shoes I selected, how tan I was. (She pointed out that a lot of the girls made the big mistake of being too tan.) Strippers are creating a fantasy, she said, so everything in that fantasy has to be perfect. Even though guys don’t consciously notice things like shoes or nails, a chipping manicure or a beat-up pair of shoes could intrude on the illusion.

Finally, I had a confidante, mentor, and partner in crime at the club. After two months of friendship, I had soaked it all up and was as good as she was. Together, we became the perfect team, the top moneymakers in the club. When we double-teamed guys, dancing for them at the same time, every balding head in the room turned and no other girls could get a guy to buy a dance from them.

For us, these schemes weren’t only about
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