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      Writing porn is not my dream job. But it does feel like the only job I can do. These days, at least.

      Which is funny, because I never wrote much of anything in my twenties or thirties. But now that I’m firmly in middle age, the words flow pretty easily. I type and porn appears, easy paycheck.

      And it’s just a thing I do to get by, really. To live a life that resembles all the other lives around me. To wake up every day with somewhere to go—specifically a studio in the strip mall near the Burger Boy—and be able to pay rent on my one-bedroom with a pawnshop view.

      I will say, the thing I didn’t expect about porn was all the rewrites. The notes. The criticism. I sort of thought I’d be most taxed by the soul-baring vulnerability and humiliation of writing dirty talk multiple hours a day.

      But the dirty talk is not the problem. And if it is a little humiliating to type and stare, and type and stare, over and over, at the words “suck my dick,” well . . .

      I don’t mind a little humiliation.

      But the notes, man. Those fucking edits. Apparently, my tastes run a bit esoteric, or so Paul the Studio Head tells me. The number of times I’ve read “too esoteric” in the little bubble comments . . . It’s enough to make a guy a little crazy.

      Fucking Paul. Not sure why the head of Scorch Studios needs to micromanage a low-level scriptwriter. Maybe his hovering, hands-on approach is left over from our marriage, back when he was Paul My Husband Who I Cheated on Regularly. And before that, he was Paul Who Signed Me Up for an Orgy Without Telling Me Ahead of Time. Twice.

      I’m still a little mad about the orgy thing. You really need to know if the whole party expects to fuck you. At a certain point, it’s just about safety. Their safety. I’ve been known to headbutt when cornered.

      All those Pauls were far from my favorite Paul who appeared on one magical summer’s eve, when he became Paul Who Did So Much Coke He Barreled Through a Thin Wall at a House Party Like the Kool-Aid Man. God, that was awesome. That was before I married him, back when it was all destruction and drugs, like we were trying our damnedest to embody every epic musician from the ’80s and ’90s who crashed hard and died young.

      You know, the fun years.

      But then, bam, divorce. No more fun. No more Kool-Aid Man. No more falling into bed and waking up tangled in each other’s limbs, sharing morning breath. Not that I didn’t see the divorce coming—I’m not that far up my own ass. Fixing broken things becomes a lot harder the more you like breaking them. And, based on the volume of angry phone messages clogging my inbox since my teen years, I’m a bit of a one-man wrecking ball.

      Eventually, the person helping you glue everything back together starts to wonder if it's worth their time. Break enough things and suddenly Paul the Studio Head has a lot to fucking say about my repetitive dirty talk and unhinged plot development. Sending me feedback like “No one wants to see that” or “We can’t shoot that, it won’t make any sense and it will weird people out” or “This should be illegal.”

      Lot of nerve he has, pretending that I don’t know his weirdness on a deep and intimate level. I’m talking letting-him-use-an-ovipositor-on-me-for-his-birthday type shit. Just the once, but still. It’s not not weird.

      And honestly, isn’t the whole fucking point of sex to be fucking weird?

      I tap my fingers impatiently on the edge of my keyboard, settling deeper into my patio chair. The screen is frozen. Again. My laptop’s going down hard and fast, unlike this astronaut suspended in time on page 2 of Plant Daddy.

      Getting a new laptop shouldn’t be an issue. But instead of asking for half of Paul’s Miami-grown fortune, I asked for a job. Or, to be more accurate, he offered a job, and I jumped on it.

      I don’t know why that made sense to me at the time. It’s not like I was unemployed—I was working as a part-time stripper, part-time Zumba-slash-Aquafit instructor. But there’s something about turning forty that makes you question how long you can conceivably expect people to pay to see you naked.

      So I asked for a job rather than half his assets. Maybe because of how many times I cheated on him. Or the time I totaled his car. Still, maybe he should have thought about that ovipositor bullshit and given me the whole fucking thing instead of tying it all up in an erotic film studio venture in San Fernando.

      At a bare minimum, I should have asked for that ridiculous “family crest” he ordered from an Orlando business back in his early twenties. Is it worth anything? I have no idea. Would it have been as much punishment for me to have it, given the damn thing weighs almost a hundred pounds? Yes. But I still should have taken it. It tore the hook clean off the wall in our first apartment. Almost cut my foot in half.

      I swipe my fingers over the touchpad, checking if I’m good to go. Nope, still frozen. This attempt to make up for taking a nap at work and then leaving two hours early is really backfiring on me. I sigh, gazing up at the wasp hovering above me. Its spindly little legs hang down like yellow twigs floating in the wind.

      I like to write outside. Not for the ambience of my luxurious second-floor apartment patio, with its chipping painted cement that roughs the bottoms of my bare feet. I freeze as the ancient sun-bleached deck chair creaks under my weight, making clear that it was here before me and will be here when I’m gone. No, I write outside because I like to write dirty things in clean places. No one knows what I’m writing; they just think I’m some bland, middle-aged guy writing an email to my stock analyst or doing taxes.

      And I like to be outside. Despite the many benefits that come from befriending the porn actresses at work—lively drinking buddies, waxing expertise, I could go on—I do spend most of my time inhaling coconut perfume and glitter. Sometimes I just need to breathe fresh air instead of hairspray. Flush the volatilized baby oil out of my lungs. And I like to feel the gentle valley breeze chilling my scalp—my hair still damp from the shower—and penetrating little pockets of the old purple fleece I’ve had for decades. I got it back when I was wearing almost exclusively black jeans and no shirt. (Unless you count nipple rings as a shirt, which most liquor stores do not.) Somehow, in that haze of skintight leather and ripped denim, I picked up this granola-head fleece and kept it, as if compelled by a vision of what I would someday become: a middle-aged porn writer.

      After I click a few errant keys, gibberish lands on the page. Finally. Finally, I can get back to crafting my esoteric boner-killer filth for good ol’ Paul. Okay, where were we in all the sexy action?

      That’s right, the astronaut was just starting to trace his fingers slowly through the leaves of the glowing green space plant twice his size. His breathing quickens as the leaves start to stiffen, becoming greener, wetter, wrapping around his arms and legs and torso to pull him forward into their embrace. As their green ooze runs down his palm and wrist, tracing glistening trails across his forearm, an extra-stiff leaf crawls up his neck, sliming its way along his cheek to brush lightly at his lip . . .

      I pause. Frown. Open up a search window and start to ask, “What is the definition of ‘esoteric’?” The alarming chorus of 4 Non Blondes’s “What’s Up” blares next to me.

      I jump a little, my laptop doing a treacherous knee-to-knee wobble. I catch it and use my other hand to flip over my phone.

      Kim. Perfect timing.

      “It’s your night,” she singsongs.

      “Let me guess.” I lean back and run my hand through my dark, slightly overgrown hair, hopefully speeding up the air-drying. “Dive bar karaoke.”

      Kim laughs, her voice throaty like she’s already a couple dirty margaritas in. Or like she just filmed the highly anticipated Manic MILF Episode Four: Stuck in a Bush.

      “I was thinking more midpriced woodsy lounge. Mountain men, dead deer, waitresses in skimpy plaid. You can buy me dinner and drinks.”

      “Hayman’s it is. You need a ride to Burbank?”

      “Nope, just a slutty washed-out twink willing to pay for dinner.”

      I bark out a startled laugh. She always knows just what to say. “Wow. Been a while since I’ve heard that one.”

      I hang up on her ongoing attempt to clarify exactly which one I haven’t heard in a while, “slutty,” “washed-out,” or “twink.”

      Open your eyes, Kim. It’s not the first two.

      Back inside, I drop my laptop on the counter. A wet towel is tossed over the couch, my mail scattered on the floor by the door. I grab my keys and toe on Birkenstocks. My well-worn jeans and purple fleece will have to suffice. The thought of spending another second in the lonely silence of this dim one-bedroom apartment with popcorn ceilings, empty unfurnished rooms, and dust-coated windows covered by broken blinds makes me want to sink down through the floor and let myself into the gates of Hell.

      Besides, it's not like I need to dress up for a night out with a friend. I pad down the cool cement walk to the street parking out front, tossing my glittery shark key chain into the air in a high arc and then catching it in my other hand. I crank open the squawking rust-filled door of my 1986 dirt-brown Ford Bronco. The springy seat bounces jovially as I sit, making me feel like a jack-in-the-box.

      Yeah, I think, inhaling the familiar fumes of leaky oil and something I hope isn’t antifreeze, it’s nice having friends you can be yourself around.
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        * * *

      

      “Jesus, Jamie,” Kim says as soon as I step out of the car, “you look like gay Screech.”

      She’s leaning against her old Mustang outside Burbank’s one and only redneck bar, with big wood panels that try to create a log cabin feel but land a little closer to unfinished DIY project. The big, tacky St. Patty’s Day wreath on the front door doesn’t help.

      A passing couple freezes before picking up the pace, stroller wheels clacking against the uneven sidewalk. She shoots them an apologetic wave.

      Kim is a tall blonde in her late forties who has cornered the MILF market at Scorch. She has a penchant for thick black eyeliner, outdated sequins, and excessive tanning on the roof of her apartment building, which is across from an old cemetery—making it all the more bewildering that we often find ourselves competing for the same men and drunkenly fighting about it later. Still, she’s a formidable opponent, with her shimmery plum dress boasting a beaded silver pattern that forces my extremely uninterested eyes to her substantial cleavage.

      “Did you ever see My Cousin Vinny?” I ask.

      She whips her hand forward, hitting my key ring out of my hand.

      “Did you ever get fucked?” she whoops, kicking the clattering keys farther away as I lunge for them.

      “Yeah, plenty,” I mutter, snatching them up before she can send them even closer to the road.

      “I’m gonna treat you to a little secret, Jamie,” Kim throws over her shoulder as she stomps toward the front door. “Do not ever, ever comment on what a hot girl is wearing.”

      She pulls the door open and bows me inside with an exaggerated motion.

      I raise an eyebrow. “Hey, thanks⁠—”

      “You’re so welcome⁠—”

      “—but I think, if you’d seen My Cousin Vinny, you would take it as a huge fucking compliment. You may be hot but you’re no Mona Lisa, doll. Besides, am I not a hot girl? Did you not do the same to me, Kimberly?”

      “Yes, Jamie, you’re hot. Everything is about you,” Kim says.

      The hostess flinches at our entrance, gripping the polished wood stand. That’s understandable. We’re a bit of an acquired taste.

      Or, I’m an acquired taste.

      I learned that young, when the parents in my second-grade class signed a petition to have me removed for trying to kiss all their sons. Maybe I could have gotten away with that in San Francisco or Portland or some other godless liberal haven, but it was a tougher sell in Pensacola. I don’t really know what became of that petition, actually. Gram went to some meeting and no one ever talked about it again. And I went right back to following the boys around at recess.

      Not that there weren’t upsides to being raised in Florida’s armpit. That town gave me the special glimmer of panhandle psychosis that enabled me to torch Paul’s car. I might have referred to that as “totaling” it earlier; it is functionally the same thing, since he wasn’t able to drive it after I lit it on fire. And only a Florida swamp boy could have married and divorced Paul twice over a fifteen-year period.

       . . . I also may have forgotten to mention that he’s my twice ex-husband. That could be more why I didn’t take half his life savings: the flaming car and the multiple divorces.

      You might not know it looking at me now. These days, I aim to be West Coast cool and California casual. But honestly, I’m not. I’m crazy!

      But I’m also hot, or at least I was. Now I’m “hot for a guy in his forties,” which is funny, because I’m not “crazy for a guy in his forties.” I’m just crazy.

      Kim and I slide into an upholstered booth beside a large picture window covered in gauzy forest-green curtains and framed in a garland of shiny plastic shamrocks. We don’t let the hostess leave before she takes our drink orders. Bad form, but we take drinking seriously. A dirty margarita for Kim and an espresso martini for me.

      Kim plops her purse on the glossy tabletop and starts rifling through the contents. I lean back, the fake red leather groaning dramatically, and peruse the evening’s assortment of diners and drinkers. It’s a mixed bag, for Kim at least. The room of mounted animal heads with desperate glassy eyes isn’t my type of hunting ground. This crowd’s mostly lumberjack wannabees.

      If I’m gonna fuck a lumberjack, I’m gonna fuck a lumberjack. A real one, with a hatchet. Or an axe. A saw? Honestly, I’m not sure what they carry around.

      Other than wood.

      “You looking?” Kim asks, reading my mind.

      I shake my head, eyeing a bug-eyed buck mounted directly behind Kim, its mouth hanging open as if shocked to find itself in Burbank.

      Me too, buddy.

      She snorts. “You’re gonna tell me who he is eventually.”

      “What?”

      “Oh, come on, how dumb do you think I am? And—honestly—that’s bitch behavior. You’re just scared I’m gonna steal your mystery man out from under you.”

      “Wow, okay. There is no mystery man,” I say, spreading my hands. “But thank you for calling me a bitch while I’m surrounded by dead animals.”

      “Baby, you’re from Florida. I think you know about dead animals.” She cuts me off as I open my mouth. “And you better not be lying to me.”

      “I’m not. You’re being paranoid. I’m not hiding things and I wouldn’t lie to you,” I say, giving her steady eye contact.

      She sighs, combing her fingers through her hair. “Fine. I’m just imagining things.”

      I wave her off. “Where are our drinks, what’s taking so long?”

      It’s not particularly crowded; more than half the tables and booths are empty. What’s the point of forcing your order on the hostess if it isn’t going to speed up the process?

      “My Mustang is fucked, by the way,” Kim says. “The whole way here it was shaking my fuckin’ tits off. I need you to find me a mechanic.”

      “Me?”

      She shrugs, one of her plum dress straps slipping down her shoulder. “Yeah, you. Who else is going to find one for me? Besides, you seem like you would know a mechanic or two.”

      “I knew a guy in Miami who was good with cars,” I admit after a moment, stretching my neck side to side and popping it. Knew being the operative word. I can’t imagine anyone less likely to do a favor for me than Joe Russo.

      “Oh yeah? Did you blow up his car too?” Kim asks, tracing the tabletop with her long turquoise nails. Except the two short ones on the index and middle fingers of her right hand.

      “No,” I say. “I didn’t touch his car.”

      She hums. “Wow, you must have liked him if he got off that easy.”

      “I wouldn’t say that.”

      Not the “liking him” part. I did like him. That was never the problem. The problem was he didn’t always appreciate my way of liking him. Or, I guess, the chaos I brought with me, in the process. Some guys just aren’t up to the challenge.

      There’s a bird outside the window, rustling through the trash, pulling out old napkins and flinging them onto the sidewalk below, frantically.

      And no. For the record, he didn’t get off easy. But he did get away from me.

      Anyway, I’ve lost her interest. Kim tosses her shiny blond tresses over a shoulder, exchanging a look with a grizzled fisherman-type drinking alone at the bar.

      When I laugh, Kim frowns.

      “Oh really? And what’s my type, Mister Matchmaker?”

      My eyes linger at a table toward the back, where two older men sit staring at their large mugs of frothy beer. The table to their right contains a trio of very tan older women with pastel leggings who sip brightly colored cocktails as they chat comfortably. By the window is a sun-bleached couple in their late twenties, bickering as they peruse their menus. Damn, this place is cooked.

      I wink at Kim. “How ’bout a threesome?”

      She follows my gaze to the angry twosome by the window and then gives an exaggerated eye roll.

      “Jeeeeesus, Jamie. Nuh-uh, try again.” She makes a loud buzzer sound that draws the attention of eight guys at a nearby table. They’re all about my and Kim’s age. Maybe younger, but not by much.

      They have the look of washed-up high school football champs. Not in terms of thinning hair, although some are in better shape than others. It’s more the general air of homophobia and a desperate need to complain about their wives that really dates them.

      Our waitress arrives. She’s short and curvy, with big brown eyes and dark hair pulled back in a loose braid. She has a plump waist and her breasts are smooshed beneath a form-fitting plaid shirt tied off above her belly button.

      “Hi, y’all! I’m Amber and I’ll be takin’ care of you this evening,” she says as she sets our drinks in front of us.

      I smile at Kim, hoping to actually see her tongue fall out of her head like a cartoon rabbit. Looks like we have a winner. And this is one prize I won’t fight her for.

      “Hi, Am-ber,” I say, enunciating each syllable, not taking my eyes off Kim’s flushed face. “It is so nice to have you to take care of us. The first thing we need is a big ol’ handkerchief, because Kim here is looking real sweaty right now. I’m a little worried she might slip right out of her chair, she’s so dang wet.”

      Kim shoots me a glare. I gaze innocently back.

      Amber gives a sweet, high-pitched giggle. “It is hot in here! I try to get them to turn the temperature down, but I think they like to encourage the skimpy outfits.”

      “Oh, I’m sure,” I say, nodding. “Kim also hates the heat. She’s single, and she has great AC at her apartment.”

      There’s a moment of silence as Kim considers how to stab me with her fork.

      “Okay!” Amber says brightly after a second. “Do you need another minute to decide?”

      “Oh, no, I think we’re ready,” I say, tilting my head at Kim. “I have a feeling Kim knows exactly what she wants to⁠—”

      “Actually, we’re going to need another minute.” Kim cuts me off.

      Amber gives us a bright smile and promises to come back soon.

      “You think you’re funny,” Kim says when she’s gone. “But the joke’s on you, because in twenty seconds I am going to walk over, catch her in that back hallway where we’ll be just out of view, and then I’ll have her on my arm and in my car on the way back to my place before you’ve even finished that coffee monstrosity you call a cocktail.”

      “Someone’s feeling confid⁠—”

      I don’t finish. Kim is already up and slinking across the wood floor. She follows the short brunette into the hallway, passing through an open doorway with little pine tree air fresheners hanging from it.

      After a minute or two, Amber emerges, her pupils wide and dark. She rushes over to another waitress washing down menus at the bar and mutters something while seeming to pantomime the symptoms of a terrible stomach bug. Kim exits, strutting over like a model on the catwalk. Then she grabs her purse, chugs her dirty margarita, and slams it down on the table.

      “See you around, kid. This one’s on you,” she says before walking to the door, opening it for Amber, and wrapping a hand lightly around her hip as they walk out.

      “Wow, dude, I think you just got cucked.”

      My attention returns to the table of washed-up dude bros. I don’t hold it against them that they were enjoying the spectacle as much as I was. Or more, since they thought I was hoping to get lucky with Kim.

      God, straight men and their terrible gaydar. Or, I guess theirs is half working—at least they seem to know that the girls just bought two one-way tickets to Pussy Land.

      I pick up my cocktail and enjoy the first sip. “What’s that?”

      “I think your girlfriend found someone she liked better, bro,” FuckBoy1 says. He’s wearing a backward ballcap for some random sports team along with an oversized flannel that looks like it spent the past two years shoved in a drawer. The standard douchebag uniform.

      Some of his buddies laugh, eyeing me with the familiar hunger of former bullies who don’t get to trot out their talents much anymore. But a handful are more subdued.

      One in particular, a handsome sandy-haired guy, wears a tight, drawn expression. He’s dressed nicely—I might even go so far as to say he ironed his shirt before he tucked it into his well-made jeans. But it’s his watchfulness that really sets him apart. As if he’s cataloguing everything and making mental notes. I like a man with attention to detail. I wink at him before turning back to the table’s head clown.

      “I think that girl was just really sick,” I say with my best attempt at genuine concern and confusion.

      FuckBoy1 seems gleeful. “I don’t think so, man⁠—”

      “What could they possibly be doing otherwise?” I say with open-faced bewilderment.

      “Oh boy, we got a little sweetheart over here, guys. What are you, a virgin? You ever seen porn, buddy? You might want to check it out.”

      I scratch my neck. “Wait—do you think they’re about to suck each other’s cliteri until they both explode in enough juice to power Splash Mountain?”

      Dead silence. Blank faces.

      I knock my hand against my forehead. “Wait, no, these are lesbians, right, so they’re probably going to take it slow, really communicate about their bodies with openness and intimacy. I’m thinking gentleness, I’m thinking dried lavender in mason jars and teeny-tiny tea lights, I’m thinking maybe a Jacuzzi. I mean, we gotta get a Jacuzzi in there.”

      One of them chuckles uncertainly, but I hold up my hand to cut him off.

      “Nope, I got it. These are lesbians, guys. Real. Lesbians. They are about to move in together. Who brought the U-Haul and who brought the Subaru—am I right, fellas? They’re just gonna blast MUNA and map out the house plants and floor cushions. I can even see them trying IVF in a year or so. It’ll be the two of them in a gorgeous, airy two-bedroom house in Pasadena with lots of natural light, a tarot deck, and a baby named Beatrice.”

      The IVF stuff got away from me a bit. I was just trying to suck all the air out of the room. And honestly, I’m pretty offended that these guys thought they knew more about lesbians than I do.

      “Maybe they’re on their periods right now!” I add in cheerful afterthought.

      That does it. FuckBoy1 might have more to say, but the rest are ready to leave. Seems like they were already done with their meal and just needed to pay. Shame. I would have liked to make FuckBoy1 so mad he puked on the table.

      I wave as they pass. “Have a good night, bye, enjoy your night. Hey, ask them up front if I can get a different waitress.”

      I shift my focus back to my espresso martini—wow, Kim was right, she’ll be face down in that cutie before I’m done—until a presence draws my attention back up.

      It’s the solemn, sandy-haired guy with the nice face and clean clothes. Up close, his stubble flatters his strong jaw. I catch a bit of his scent: cedar, beer, and clean sweat.

      His eyes linger somewhere around my mouth before he takes in the half-full glass in my hand.

      “Wow, that’s a drink.”

      “Yeah,” I drawl, flicking my eyes up from under my lashes to meet his. “I’m one of those sickos who hates to sleep.”

      He doesn’t smile, but his eyes sharpen slightly. It’s not quite that look where you can tell they want to fuck you and beat the shit out of you at the same time, but it’s in that ballpark.

      “You know . . .” I tilt my head to the side, taking in his dark green button-up that plays awfully well with his soft-looking hair and green eyes. “Y’all got pretty lucky tonight.”

      “Yeah? Why’s that?”

      I let my head fall back, exposing my throat and letting my smile widen until I’m sure he can see all my teeth.

      “Because . . . I’m a psycho. I won’t just destroy your night, I’ll torch your whole fucking life. I’ll start from the foundation and I won’t stop ’til the whole thing goes up in flames. Doesn’t matter what you do. There’s before me, and there’s after me, and there’s no going back once I’ve got my fucking hooks in.”

      He stares at me. “That right?”

      “Sure,” I say lightly. “Just ask my ex-husband. Or my ex-mechanic.”

      He watches me a moment longer, like there’s something he wants to say. Or something he’s trying to keep from saying. He shakes his head, in disappointment or disgust. Or maybe he’s just trying to dislodge the memory of this whole conversation.

      But like I said, I’m hard to wash out.

      “Call it a night,” he says finally, tone even. “You’ll be better for it tomorrow.”

      Call it a night? I think as he walks out. Is this guy for real? I’m half a cocktail in.
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      By the time I pull into the strip mall the next morning, the clouds have burned off and the air smells charred, the scent of hot asphalt and French fries floating on the dry desert smog. I hoist my laptop bag over my shoulder as I head for the mirrored glass wall with Scorch Studios emblazoned across in fiery orange.

      Maybe it’s the sunglasses, but I really don’t think I look that old. There might be some white sprinkled through my dark hair but not enough to make an impression. And the sunglasses cover up any errant wrinkles. But still, I don’t look the same as I did in my twenties. The lines and colors and general proportions haven’t changed, but there’s something else. Maybe it's my energy. I used to be wild and frenetic, always laughing and on the move like some sort of cartoon character vibrating toward denotation. Now I’m older and quieter, as if my energy has turned heavy and dark. My smiles are more brittle, and there are days I’m surprised I’m not outwardly growling.

      But the faded blue “Virginia is for Lovers” sweatshirt and old-as-fuck Birkenstocks are a good disguise. I look like someone’s math teacher, not some horny old freak who writes weird porn badly.

      My self-contemplation is broken as the Scorch Studios door flies open and a bony, bronzed calamity practically falls into my arms.

      Montana is Japanese and tall, with fluffy platinum hair and a killer smile that makes her look like she’s always ten seconds from putting sugar in the saltshaker or cutting someone’s brake lines. One of the youngest Scorch actresses, she’s a bit of a possessive menace, particularly with me. I don’t know if she sees me as an uncle or a brother or just some middle-aged gay mentor on her hero’s journey, but she routinely steals my sweatshirts and has more than once tried to talk me into getting matching tattoos. Most bewildering, she calls herself my protégé, despite my only discernible expertise being bad decisions and an addiction to men. Montana has made a name for herself by starring in such Scorch franchises as It’s All Cumming Up Alice and Lil Squirt.

      “Jesus, Monty⁠—”

      “Jamie! Do you have any super glue in your car?”

      “Ah, no. I don’t, uh, I don’t think I own any super glue.”

      Montana shakes her head, spinning around and leading the way back inside. “My freaking backpack broke. Freakin’ Catey tripped on it trying to get away from Davidson and his boring-ass stories about snakes. She’s fine, but my pack is wrecked.”

      “That’s something super glue can fix?”

      “Mmm, good point, it might be more of a totaled situation.”

      I nod, giving a half wave to some crew guys doing something or other to camera equipment in the tiny office lobby, their bags and black wires piled next to an old salmon-colored couch that smells exactly like it looks. There’s a big, dark stain in the middle of the industrial-gray carpet, giving the stiff fibers a gooey feel. The walls are covered in glossy posters advertising recent pornos—none written by yours truly. Kim smirks from a colorful one behind the couch titled Manic MILF Episode Two: Dick or Treat. She’s wearing a sexy nurse costume in front of the living room set currently in studio 2. I know it’s still there because I took a nap on that purple beanbag chair yesterday before lunch.

      Davidson is crouched down, shuffling through the lenses in his pack. He’s a subpar camera operator and pretty standoffish unless talking about reptiles, which are his one true passion. But he’s also the only crew guy who’s worked at Scorch Studios since the early days—maybe even one of the first that Paul hired after moving to California. So we’re generally cordial, despite Davidson’s weird vibe.

      He gives me a nod, which I return before turning quickly away, hoping to avoid any stories about exotic snakes. I’m more of a Shark Week guy.

      Other than Davidson, the guys barely notice me, their eyes glued to Montana in her bright silver hot pants and lime-green sports bra as she bounces by in four-inch see-through stilettos. The eye-fucking irks me, and I wave to get their attention, then jerk my finger across my throat threateningly. It’s times like this when I can’t help but wish Monty wasn’t here. She should be torturing philosophy professors at a community college, or maybe shooting a documentary while hiking across South America. Hell, she should be starting a business or an influencer empire or some shit. She’s better than us, and the fact that we still let her work here is a reminder of how depraved we are to steal the best years from twentysomething girls and boys who don’t realize yet how short life is.

      But she’s also my favorite coworker, so it’s not something I’ve ever mentioned. Besides, I wasn’t not a teenage stripper in Miami.

      Montana’s been recounting a wild night of friends getting into fights with their loser boyfriends and loser guys trying to buy them drinks at lame bars.

      “Sounds fun,” I reply when there’s a brief gap.

      “Sure,” she scoffs, “if you like losers.”

      “Love ’em,” I say, raising my voice. “I’ve even married a loser or two.”

      Paul shoots me a look from across the long plastic table. It’s a haggard, yellowing thing we got from a yard sale in Van Nuys a couple weeks after moving to California. This was the only room large enough to hold it, though now there’s not room for much else except chairs and the pitiful snack bar off to the side.

      Paul’s talking to Harlo, or rather, Paul’s listening as the porn actor rants. Harlo’s gotten pretty popular during his short tenure here, racking up credits on some of our most popular and—in my opinion—most boring films. I would call him a himbo, but he’s not endearing enough. He does have a very nice body, tall and well muscled from the apparently killer combo of Barry’s Bootcamp and CrossFit. There’s a poster behind the snack bar featuring him bench-pressing Catey, her dark brown midriff bared in a little orange yoga set. The film is titled What a Dick! VII. Super subtle stuff.

      Harlo also has a truly terrible sense of humor, which I learned when he tried to insert jokes into my scripts. The comedy was . . . I suppose the most generous term might be “observational”? I wouldn’t be surprised if his home television exclusively played his own porn films interspersed with clips of Dane Cook stand-up.

      Paul brushes Harlo off with a couple of words. The actor stalks away as Paul turns back to the table, where my least favorite coworker is typing her standard 125 words per minute on a sleek, rose-gold laptop that I’m pretty sure is brand-fucking-new.

      “Hi, Paul. Hi, Tater!” Montana calls cheerfully.

      “Paul.” I nod politely. “Potato.”

      The tiny blonde stops typing to glare at me.

      Suzanna Clotwell is affectionately known as “Tater,” a nickname coined by a jovial Southern grandma with a serious lack of foresight that her precious grandbaby would someday marry the ex-husband of a bitter gay. Suzanna is annoyingly small but dresses and primps as if she’s headed to a Southern belle convention—tasteful midcalf dresses, big eyelashes, and a cascade of loose yellow curls. And don’t forget the healthy collection of sparkling necklaces and bracelets that clash with her otherwise modest fashion sense. I suspect most are gifts from Paul, which just makes the jewelry all the more irritating.

      “How’s it looking there, Potato? Any news from the farm?” I ask.

      Suzanna closes her eyes briefly before turning to Montana. “Montana, honey, you need to update your address for the payment system. Did you get my text?”

      “No, sorry, Tater, I can’t see any of my texts. My phone screen is super effed and I can’t get it to register my face.”

      “Jamie, got a minute?” Paul steps forward as Montana goes to hover over Suzanna, detailing how a phone gets super effed over the course of a single night.

      As Paul’s muscled frame closes in on me, his piney aftershave fills my nose with shitty memories and bad ideas. He maneuvers me toward the back of the room with a solid hand at my waist.

      “Sure thing, baby. Whatever you need,” I drawl, letting my voice carry.

      Suzanna pauses mid-sentence.

      It’s too easy.

      “Shut the fuck up,” Paul mutters, pushing me closer to his office.

      Suzanna has started up again; I can hear her annoying hummingbird voice.

      “You think I give a fuck about your bitchy wife? Getta fuckin’ life, Paul,” I mutter back. “I’ll say whatever the fuck I want.”

      He tightens his grip. I elbow his spleen in response.

      “Yeah, I know, you’re fucking incapable of putting any amount of thought into anything you do,” he grinds out.

      I elbow him again and he grunts. Then he jerks open his office door, throwing me inside. The ratty off-white blinds crash as the door slams behind him.

      “I think,” I insist, leaning my hip against his mahogany desk and dropping my laptop bag onto the plush rug. He watches me with focused eyes. “Do you want to know what I think about, Paul?”

      Paul cheated on me with Suzanna. The marriage was already over or close to it. And God knows we’d already done far worse to each other by that point. But still, it really pissed me off. Not that I mind him being bisexual or whatever. I just don’t like playing second fiddle to an Alabama beauty queen who hasn’t even seen Showgirls.

      So, in my mind, it’s poetic justice for me to help Paul cheat on her too. Especially since, if I haven’t mentioned it yet, I really really don’t like Suzanna. And I can’t take out my resentment fully on Paul, since I already blew up his car.

      Paul flips the lock after glancing quickly through the shut blinds. I tilt my head, giving him my best “Please fuck me” grin. It seems to work, as desire is visible in that sexy little smirk he gets. I love having the power to do that. I don’t know what I’d do if I ever lost that feeling of complete triumph. It’s really the only time I feel good down to my core. Too bad fucking with Paul isn’t a paid gig.

      He strides forward, pushing me up and onto the sturdy desk, sealing his mouth against mine. I wrap my hand around his short silver hair and grip his scalp while my other hand makes quick work of his leather belt. We’ve done this enough to know which sounds carry and which will slide below the regular hubbub of the studio.

      “You are such a fucking slut,” he breathes into my ear before nipping kisses down my neck. I arch my back, laughing softly.

      “But, Paul,” I whisper back, “I’m not the one who's married.”

      He shoves me, and I have no choice but to lie flat against the large desk. A crystal paperweight digs into my shoulder.

      “Stop talking, Jamie,” Paul says in a hard, quiet voice.

      “That’s not really what you want, is it?” I ask lightly as he pulls my shirt off and starts to jerk my jeans down past my hips. I kick off my sandals, nudging the paperweight aside with my elbow. “What would you do if I ever stopped talking?”

      “Have some goddamn peace and quiet,” Paul grumbles before taking my nipple in his
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