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One
sheds ones sicknesses in booksrepeats and presents again ones emotions, to
be master of them.


D.
H. Lawrence (18851930)





I am afraid.


I can admit it here. I dont want to be a cowardbut hell, this is
frightening.


My palm itches from numbness. I scratch it but my fingernails are
borrowed shavings. I can only guess at the time. Its still light out. Barely.
I can see dusk merging with the sea through what remains of the entrance to
this cave where I have inadvertently trapped myself.


Surrounded by the oceanits salty brine so strong I imagine
swollen carcasses of crab and deep sea creatures churning in the water below
me. Dank. Cold. The rock ledge I have climbed to for safety is a million years
old with wet. It never has seen the sunladen with barnacles and growing
microscopic matter in its craggy veins.


I had happened upon this shelter weeks ago, while wandering in a
storm. If this were a cocktail party I would describe being imprisoned in a
womb-like cave as absurdly metaphoriclace it with the fashionable humor that
permeates the cynical. But I am not feeling humorous. Perhaps only the brave
face death with humor. I face it with resentment and defeat.


Hiding my head in the sand has always been a particular skill of
mine: But denial is what got me here in the first place. I have made a career
of clear-headed negation, sophisticated maneuverings around facing the truth.
Reality requires coolly accepting that I am at the end, and it occurs to me I
may well fall into the category of those who have tried a little too hard, a
little too late.


I am so numb. I close my eyesfeel the inner quiver of my
breathing. I am alone. Absolutely. Alone. I feel myself drifting off again,
bargain to stay conscious.


Pleaselet this be a bad nightmare. Make the last decade a bad
dream and I will wake up and be in the life I first set out to live.


Im sinkingtiredNO. Must remember, remember it all. If I do,
maybe I can make it until dawn. Maybe they will find my body when the morning
sun rises. But it wont matter. Not if I tell you my story.


Book One

Spencer


Spencer couldnt breathe.


So she had been fired from a show she loathed. It was going to get
canceled anyway. But none of this mattered because she had May You
Always to fall back on. She could pull it and her many other projectsfour
feature scripts, pitches for TV shows, a childrens after-school specialout
like a proud grandmother would an accordion wallet showing off all her
grandchildren. But May You was the talented child she breathed
all her hopes and dreams into. It had lived with her for nine years. This
meeting couldnt have come at a better time. She had been waiting years. Her
entire life.


Tapping her fingers restlessly against the script and budget
pages, Spencer sat at an outside table at Le Petit Four on Sunset while a
waitress poured her more coffee. For nine years she had cried tears over
May You Always, a wrenching love story about the obsession of a man for the
love of his life. On the brink of consummating their relationship, the woman he
loves discovers she has cancer. She wont marry him or sleep with him, because
she knows it will only devastate him further. In the end the hero spends the
last months of her life with her, selflessly taking care of her as a best
friend, but never her lover.


Of course she was nervous about her projectshe was an insecure
writer, after allbut Spencer had been told so many times May You was
good, she was beginning to believe it. The praise propped up the never-ending
uncertainty of months, days and hours of disappointing rejectionsof just about
getting there and having the rug pullednine years of disillusionment,
swallowed like a daily supplement. All she and her partner, Jerry, had to do
now was get Lou Sheinberg to put up domestic financing and she would never have
to work in TV again.


Spencer checked her watch. Still breathing, and only one
palpitation in the past ten minutes. Where in the hell were they? Jerry was
always late, but not this late. This was yet another meeting devoted to talking
up the latest interest in the project. Suddenly they would find themselves
enthralled with actors, producers and financiers they would never have
consideredif it meant setting up May You. Lunches, dinners.
Drinks. This would be the two hundred thirteenth such meeting. She had counted
them up last night in her day planner as if to convince herself that all the
battles she had fought would make up for the war. She cracked her neck, a habit
she had developed since moving to L.A. Her day planner was checkered with
chiropractors, acupuncturists, anyone who could help her get rid of the searing
pain that shot up into the back of her head. She checked her watch again. Come
on Jerry.


When she had found Jerry it had been a mixed blessing. Like
thinking you had gotten Kirk Douglas in The Bad and the Beautiful but
ending up with an Armani-clad Nutty Professor. Yes, he wore the sleek
black-on-black producers uniform and yes, he would stab his own mother in the
back for a point of net profitsbut he was the only person even remotely interested
in financing her script. Fortunately, when Spencer hooked up with him, Jerry
had separated from his wife and was experiencing a mid-life crisis, and after
making nothing but extraordinarily un-extraordinary movies he had
decided that he wanted to make art house films. Besides, he was loaded and had
production deals all over town.


Todays meeting was supposed to be paydirt. Weeks ago Jerry had
snagged Lou Sheinberg back into the deal. And that prompted Sondra Roberts to
commit to the lead. Well maybe. Her agents said she was still considering but
about ninety percent there. If she committed then the aging Alan Elliott would
come on board and with his unexpected Oscar win he was riding high. Hollywood
loved a washed out comeback story almost as much as they loved gross point
deals. It was a well kept secret, but the entire entertainment industry was
held together by paper clips and fraying bungee cords. One minor breeze and the
whole thing could topple over.


Spencer momentarily wondered why Lou wanted back in. Then shrugged
it off. It was probably poignant or perhaps significant that after all this
time, she was back to producer zero: Lou Sheinberg. Yeah, she rationalized, it
had that synchronicity that was the earmark of all good behind-the-scenes stories.
Yes. She could feel it inside. That inner voice that said things were finally
going to happen. Breathing. Yes.


But now it was getting late, even for Jerry who made chic late a
fine art.


Spencer took out her cell phone and called in for messages.


Hey, Spencer, this is Jerry. UhmI dont really know how to say
this other than to say it. Your underlying rights ran out on May You and
Lou Sheinberg picked them up this morning and hes killed the Sondra Roberts
deal. Nowthats the bad news. He did however get Jennifer Lowellnow dont be
upset. I know shes only twenty-two but I think she can play, you know, like up
to twenty-eight. But heres the thing. You cant direct. I told him I want you
to be an associate producer. Okay? And so well talk. Dont worry, Ill take
care of yayou know I always have.


Spencer gasped as she replayed the message three times.


Now her life was over.


Even if she was still breathing.


* * *


I feel the same sharp twist in my stomach I had that day. Held
captive by unrelenting terror, I feel an obligation to deny my certain fate.
Its called shock, I believe.


Spencer, whats your first memory of fear? Therapist asked me
that once.


First memory of fear.


My father leaning over a headstone in an abandoned graveyard,
carefully snapping the neck of a pigeon, while calmly extolling the virtue of
painless death to my older sister. I can still see everything precisely as it
was; the overcast windiness to the day, my father in his khaki pants, his
mammoth down-filled hunters jacket. My sisters pale brown hair is neatly
braided. She is wearing her little red sweater with the golden windmill buttons
as if she is dressed for a playmates birthday party.


I crouch behind another forgotten headstone, watching them,
terrified I will be found outtrespassing on initiation. My father thrusts the
dead bird into Rebeccas hands and I feel my limbs go weak and my stomach burn
as I watch her eyes widen. She obediently nods, blindly accepting what our
father tells her. After all, parents always know best, dont they? 


Youre not interested in that. You want to know how I ended up in
the cave. Get to the pitch. Even here Im worried about the presentation. The
cottagethe cottage might be a good place to start. NoI still have a modicum
of story sense left. I shall tell you first how I got to the cottage.


* * *


The next afternoon Spencer sat at a corner table at Aromas, an
outside caf in the valley, shielding herself from the sun and the stars with
her Oliver Peoples glasses. The pair shed blithely paid two hundred dollars
for. Image really wasnt as simple as looking a part, her good friend Sarah
once justified. It wasnt that you cared what the world thought about you, it
was telling the world that you cared enough about yourself to endorse
brand name labels. That expanding the limits of personal consumption to buy the
Mercedes, lease the perfect Bel Air home for entertaining, paying outrageous
sums to have catered dinner parties was a way of simply saying Im keeping up
with the Joneses and Im worth it.


With a delicate trace of memory she touched a slender finger to
the edge of the glasses. Shed worn this set with a cracked lens for two years.
It was a great line at parties: Thats why I see the world askew. Lena
had stepped on the edge of them one Sunday when they were on their way out to a
screening and the truth was, she couldnt bear to get rid of them.


Hey. Malcolm leaned over the table, kissing her cheek.


A twitch accompanied Spencers meager smile as she greeted her
friend.


Bad news? Malcolm asked as he leaned over and gently lifted the
sunglasses. Ouch.


Uhum, Spencer cleared her throat Pretty, huh?


You dont have to be brave for me, Spence.


She looked into his laughing, wise eyes. His smooth voice, which
wove in and out of a British accent as occasion demanded, always calmed
Spencer. She loved the lack of judgment in Malcolms voice. It seemed all she
heard these days were tones of castigation.


Malcolm she began again, tears edging from beneath the frame of
her sunglasses.


Malcolms hand snaked to her own. Just tell me what happened.


I never thought Id say this, but Im afraid to tell even you.
She glanced up into his clear eyes. Howhow in the hell did I get here?


And then she told Malcolm in broken sentences how Lou Sheinberg
had deftly stolen her project. Her project! Did he fully understand the
irony here? And because Ive been spending too much time moonlighting on
Ninas film, Ive been fired in the bargain.


Hmmm, this might just qualify as tragic.


A searing pain shot up under her left eyebrow. She took her
glasses off, and Malcolm saw the agony and self-loathing. Spencer gestured for
another drink from the passing waitress.


Malcolm intercepted the order with a shake of his head, and pushed
his cappuccino toward Spencer. Take a sip.


Why? You think I want to deal with this sober?


Well, youre going to have to get sober at some point.


Yeah, whys that?


Because Im not going to AA meetings with you, okay? Its just
too Hollywood.


You think Ive got a drinking problem?


No. I think youve got a problem and youre drinking over it. He
lifted the cappuccino for Spencer. Come on. Drink this.


Spencer sipped the bitter espresso, let it bite into her senses.
She wanted to shower. Shed already had two since she woke, unable to wash the
last forty-eight hours from her skinthe stench of failure.


Come on, lets get you home.


* * *


She woke up in Malcolms bed sometime the next day, smelling the
faint musk of sex in his sheets. So Malcolm had gotten lucky. Good for him. How
she wished a warm body could cover her now, soothe the pain. Lena. Missing Lena
lived in her like breathing.


She let her mind slip back, ooze into a gentle state of
semi-consciousness, but even then, Lena swirled about, yes, the edges of
memories sharper now. She had met her six years ago, just as Spencer was
beginning to hit her stride. She had just won the Emmy and was even more
convinced she could get May You made. They had met on a plane back from
New York in the most embarrassing of circumstances.


Spencer had sat in first class, clacking out her shows fourth
season opener on her laptop when it began. The show was in trouble. Spencer
could have told them that. Lucifer was a meat and potatoes cop
drama losing share to two sophisticated lawyer/crime dramas opposite it.
The producers loved the macho lead bad guy who had escaped the jaws of hell
(prison) to become a good guy. Spencer was attempting to incorporate the seven
different sets of notes to revive the story: change the tone of the series,
introduce young hip characters, a father figure. No, a love interest. Bring in
some kids music. Make one of the characters a guitar player. But it wasnt
working. It was ludicrous and she was angry.


Ba-boom. Ba-BOOM! Suddenly her heart was in her throat like a
cement drill. Gripping the edge of her laptop, she made the mistake of peeking
out the window and realized she was thirty thousand feet above the earth. Pink
stained her neck, rushed up heat-flushed cheeks. Having a heart attack. Her
hand grasped the closest thing to her. It happened to be the jacket sleeve of
the woman sitting next to her.


Please, she whispered urgently, II think Im having some sort
of problem here.


Tell me what I can do to help. The voice was low and resonant
and made her feel immediately safer.


Im She heard the words topple from her mouth, a surreal out of
body moment, II think Im having a heart attack.


Ill get the flight attendant.


The woman rose, but Spencer couldnt bear dying alone, kept the womans
arm in a vise grip. All they know how to do is unbuckle a seat-belt.


Theyll give you oxygen. It will calm you down.


Good. A plan. The flight attendant administered oxygen and then
discreetly asked among the passengers whether a doctor was on board. Thank God,
there was. He took Spencers pulse, blood pressure and after a few questions,
arrived at the same diagnosis as the emergency room doctor had when Spencer had
been admitted two weeks earlier with the first of what would become many such
attacks.


Sounds like youve been under a helluva lot a stress lately. He
turned to the flight attendant. Please, two bottles ofwhat do you drink,
Miss?


Drink? Jack Daniels. The first thing that came to mind.


The flight attendant produced two baby bottles of amber liquid and
Spencer politely gulped them down. Within five minutes she was feeling better
and within ten, quite a bit calmer.


Anxiety attacks are no fun, the doctor commiserated. Do you
have a doctor in L.A.?


No, Spencer answered weakly.


Well, let me give you my card. Call me when you get settled and
Ill give you some referrals.


Soyou dont think theres anything really wrong with me?
Spencer felt like a big baby but she needed reassurance.


Nothing a few stiff drinks wont cure, he laughed.
Unfortunately alcohols one of the easiest ways to treat panic. Just dont
abuse it. Of course there are much better medicines that could really help you
out.


Well, thank you. I really appreciate it.


The doctor returned to his seat. Spencers breathing returned to
normal and she finally noticed the woman next to her. During her episode she
hadnt been aware of the dark brown hairalmost blackthe strong pointed nose,
the exotic eyes, fine lips. Or the tall and slender build. She was striking. Not
at all the kind of woman Spencer was normally attracted to, but now that she
had a moment to appreciate her, Spencer saw she was really quite beautiful.


HeyImIm sorry


Dont worry. Its okay


Sure know how to make a great first impression, Spencer
deadpanned.


The woman smiled, and suddenly Spencer felt all the booze hit her
stomach at once.


How are you feeling? Again the smooth calming tones.


Much better. Although I could probably use another drink. For
safetys sake. Spencer hesitated. Can I buy you one for your troubles?


When the flight attendant came by Spencer ordered them both
drinks.


Thanks again, Spencer said and tried out a smile as she lifted
her glass to her seat mate.


Dont mention it. Im just glad youre okay.


They both took a sip. An awkward silence followed. Spencer
supposed she should just let the woman get back to whatever she had been doing,
leave her in peace, but she was afraid if she returned to her laptop the panic
might reoccur.


Do you live in L.A.?


Yes, well, actually L.A. and the Bay Area.


Oh. What do you do? Spencer asked. UghhI hate when thats the
first thing someone asks about you. Whats your favorite book?


The woman laughed. Im a fund raiser.


Politics? She tried to make her voice noncommittal.


The woman nodded. Im not much into fiction. I just finished
Katherine Grahams biography. Does that count?


Spencer smiled, more self-assured now You raise money for the
good guys or the bad guys?


The good guys of course. Dont worry Im a Democrat.


Now what gave me away?


You live in L.A. You look like you might be in the film business,
no?


Yeah. Now Spencer was intrigued. This woman was good. What gave
me away this time?


I dont know. Lena narrowed her eyes, assessing Spencer until
she felt her throat grow tight. The Oliver Peoples glasses, the relaxed
airthe jeans and black blazer


Please, youre making me sound like aa Spencer didnt even
know what to say, but now wondered, had she really grown to look just like one
of them?


Some of my best friends are in the entertainment industry, she
quipped, then smiled, her teeth straight and white, a smile so sexy Spencer
felt her heart quicken, and momentarily feared another attack. Ive always
found your worldintriguing.


She wasnt sure whether she should be insulted. Yes, well
politics is pretty intriguing itself.


Oh were much more endearing than people give us credit for, she
said, a twinkle in her eye.


Spencer briefly wondered if the woman was family. No. She looked
too straight, too upper-girls school prep, with a tender aloofness that drew
Spencer in.


Do you have family in L.A.?


Yes, she answered, sipping her drink.


Kids?


A daughter. MacKenzie.


Well, so much for that. How old?


She just had her first birthday.


Im Spencer. She offered her hand. Spencer Atwood.


Lena Kiriakis.


Greek?


On my fathers side, Spanish from my mother.


By her fourth drink Spencer found herself revealing her passion
for film, waxing poetic about how much better black and white films had been
and how depressing it was that people in her industry seemed to have less and
less integrity. Lena reflected that their worlds were not so very different,
that the idealism of politics rarely matched the process, but she believed in
the system and that no matter how cynical people had become, the only thing
that made sense to her was fighting for a world in which she could raise her
daughter.


By the time they arrived in L.A. they had both gotten tipsy. They
walked to baggage claim together, bonded by Spencers bizarre mishap. Spencer
was going to give her a business card, but it seemed out of place and
inappropriate. They each gathered their luggage and stood awkwardly.


God, I never have two drinks, Lena laughed. I think Im drunk.


You? I know Im drunk.


But youre better?


Much. Spencer shuffled her garment bag from one hand to the
other. Hey, I really want to thank you for helping me out. Im sure you wanted
someone yakking your head off all the way back from New York, but the fact of
the matter is, talking helped me to keep my mind offoff the other


I enjoyed it. Really. Now I know the true story behind all those
Hollywood moguls.


She grinned and her words seemed genuine, or maybe, Spencer
thought, they were designed to be so that she wouldnt feel bad. Never had she
second guessed so many people as she had since being in this town. In any
event, Lena Kiriakis was a class act.


Well, thanks again. Spencer began to head toward the sliding
doors.


Okay. Lena seemed to hesitate a moment, then thought better of
it. Take care.


Yeah, you too.


Lena wheeled herself and her baggage out of Spencers life


Jesus Christ! The tea kettle shrilled from the kitchen, rousing
Spencer from her ether memories. Now she was awake.


Malcolm peeked into the room, silently delivering a large latte
with foam spilling down the side.


Oh, sweetie, thanks, Spencer whispered groggily.


I live to serve but one. Malcolm pecked her on the top of the
head, then headed for the shower.


As she watched him retreat into the bathroom, she thought how well
and long they had known each other in these past ten years.


* * *


Malcolm was perhaps the only actor Spencer knew who managed to
always keep a level head. She had been immediately drawn to his gentle spirit,
his irreverent calm in the face of so much idiocy, his exquisite humor.


She had met him while directing a weekend workshop exploring the
saucy but lovable character actorwas it technique or something inherent in
the actors own personality that made him or her so recognizable and likeable?


Like Una Merkel, Spencer suggested to a room full of blank
faces. Did anyone see Saratoga? Nineteen thirty-seven? You know, with
Jean Harlow? Clark Gable?


Yeah, Malcolm jumped in, saving the moment. You all know her.
She was Brian Keiths housekeeper in The Parent Trap. This
actress they knew.


From that moment forward, Spencer and Malcolm became members of a
mutually exclusive fan club, finding themselves increasingly simpatico and soon
inseparable. Spencer first thought he had to be gay. He was too pretty not to
be. His infectious smile produced straight small teeth. He had an exquisitely
sculpted Roman nose, and beautiful eyes. But as they became good friends,
Spencer realized he loved women as much as she did.


With Malcolm, she found consistency. And unconditionality. As was
often the case in L.A., they might not see one another for weeks but still
managed to check in daily for mood barometers, colorfully supplying the
underlying details to the rating.


Metaphors were their favorite thinga Ping-Pong play of words.
Their topics ricocheting from failed relationships to obsessive attractions, to
movies, books, and family dynamics, their bond growing with every ten-cent
minute. Malcolm even became Spencers in-house editor, the one she went to
first, the kick-butt editor she knew would praise her, but in the same instant,
the one person Spencer trusted more than anyone about her work. If Malcolm said
it was working it was working, and if he said nothing, well, then, it wasnt.


Now as Spencer guzzled the last dregs of her latte, Malcolm read
the Times. Folding the paper, he swiveled it around to Spencer. Look at
this.


She stared blankly at a piece of political savagery.


So? Malcolm urged. His finger pointed across the page under a
classifieds ad for beach rentals. NORTHWEST OREGON: Small but charming two
bedroom cottage with ocean view on isolated strip. Perfect for writer/artist.


What about it?


Get out of here. Take a few months off.


I dont know


Call it a writing sabbatical.


That would imply I have something to say


Listen Destructo Woman, Im not going to listen to any
self-defeatist bullshit today. I dont have the patience for it.


In all honesty, something about escaping appealed to her, but then
the idea of packing up for an expedition of Lewis & Clark proportions, the
total exhaustion, evaporated it.


I think taking some time to get your bearings might not be a bad
idea.


If I run out of town now, Im finished.


Malcolms expression said what he was too kind not to say out
loud. That Spencer was already finished. The best thing to do was to fade from
everyones memories for a while. In a town devoted to voluntary Alzheimers she
might actually have a chance of reinstating herself in the future.


Think about it, Malcolm said, finishing his coffee. Ive got to
get to work.


Oh, yeah, youre one of those employed people.


Someones got to support your misery. Malcolms warm fingers
gently wrapped about her own, and squeezed softly. He bent, kissed Spencers
forehead, then was off.


Spencer stared at the ad for the coastal properties. A very long
time.


* * *


Two weeks later Spencer drove down the gravelly path to the
cottage. Without the very specific directions given over the phone, she would
never have found the turn-off that wound mysteriously through a darkened glen
and then, quite suddenly, emerged into the sun. The ocean appeared between
several boughs of evergreen that had met years ago and wed.


Translate small to cramped. Charming to rustic enough
to apply for the historical registry. She knew within five minutes she wouldnt
be able to manage for more than a day at the outside. She had to admit it.
Shed become a snob, used to bell-hopping attendance, the concierge existing
for your sole convenience, room service for royalty. Spencer hadnt always been
aroused by luxury. Years ago, the first time an evening maid asked if she
wanted the bed turned down she had peered at the woman stupidly and said the
bed had already been made. But she had gotten used to the small things that
made life, if not more illusory, more tolerable.


A heaving tired thing this cottage was. The ceiling sagged, its
walls wheezed in the wind, the planking moaned with each footfall up the front
steps to the weather-eaten deck. But nothing could have prepared Spencer for
its inner soul. She held her breath and simply stood in awe. She couldnt wait
to tell Malcolm about ityou couldnt make up this kind of decor. It was the
stuff of story-tellingthe madwomans cottagerelics smattered about with no
particular motif, a bad beach scene here, a Chinese float there, sea-going
gee-gaws, cheap souvenirs from faraway countries. Two opposing variations of
still-life bowls of fruit hung over the kitchenette. Rows and rows of age-riffled
books tilted and leaned into each other on built-in shelves that ran not quite
parallel to each other. The only thing to commend it, really, was the
fireplace. Lovingly hand-built with ocean rock, each stone probably scouted one
by one during long beach walks, it was huge and comforting. The room smelled as
if the last tenant had used it liberally, for it emitted an ancient ashiness
that mingled with the brine-musty pervasion of ocean that lingered in every
corner. She briefly wondered if she could somehow smother the fresh air with
air-freshener.


And then it hit her. She could feel the panic rise in her throat.
Where was the TV? This was the age of remedial channel surfing. It must be
cleverly concealed within the antique dresser against the wall. No. Perhaps in
the back room. Again, no luck. Not even a small black and white. No TV. The
term simply perish came to mind and then she became embarrassed
(only momentarily mind you) by how ridiculous she had become. But the truth
was, she could not live without a TV. TV was her soma. Her drug of choice.
C-Span kept her warm nights when she couldnt sleep, and when she was too
exhausted to think, she sank into yesteryear on Nickelodeon, reliving late
nights in New Jersey while Lucy mangled Vita-meata-vegimen. How could she
possibly still laugh at that show? She had seen it a million times. Shed give
this place one night and then find a room up the coastline that came with HBO.


The drizzle that fell over everything like misted perfume was the
perfect backdrop for her mood. Besides, she could not will herself to get back
in the car after the horrific drive from L.A. She had left at 2:30 am and her
head was still buzzing from the trip. She had been determined to do the drive
in one day, afraid she would turn back if she stopped for the night in a hotel.


Her butt hurt. She was dead tired. She sat at the window ledge and
peered into the light fog curling off the ocean, becoming witness to a
mystical, ethereal beachscape. She gazed so long her eyelids began to falter. She
mustered just enough energy to walk to the bed that sat square in the middle of
the room and collapsed.


* * *


Where do I begin? At the beginning. Or in my case, at the end. Who
is Spencer? Spencer is me.


She is how I remember things. Movie scenes. Third person
narrative. So much of my life I have felt like a sheI could not BE in the
world, so I wrote about it.


You are quite accomplished at reciting the events of your life
with glib indifference, Therapist observes one afternoon when I regale her with
my real fathers system of reward. (Ten atta girls and you got a bottle of
your choice. An Oh Shit! and you started back at the beginning. I never got
past three atta girls.) And while youre a fine storyteller, Im not all
that interested in the circumstances. I want to know how you feel about them.


How I feel about them? If I knew that, chances were I wouldnt
have been there.


How should I feel about running in quicksand? How could I admit
following my dreams had become so painful?


Someone once told me horses only have so many downhill miles
before they are cut off at the knees. And while doing research for a character
who was trying to have a baby, I
discovered a female fetus possesses eight million eggs, but by the time
one starts her menses the rate of attrition leaves a mere half million left. No
wonder the fertility clock slams into gear by the time a woman is in her
mid-twenties!


What if dreams work the same way? You begin with an endless number
of precious ideas, visions, concepts all fecund and fertile, a lush womb
nurturing their growth but as you work your way through them, much as women
miscarry so goes our failure of dreams to thrive. Ninety-five percent of the
time your dreams wind up dead on arrival. Take care to snag them quickly before
the body and spirit are simply too old and tired to make them work. Before the
lush placenta of your soul grows too thin to conceive.


Therapist coos, You can choose not to be devastated.


But would losing dreams ever, ever be tolerable?


What Im saying, Therapist repeats patiently, is that you have
the choice not to be devastated by these
things. You can make your life more about you and less about your
projects, so that when your professional life doesnt work out, you have
other things to fall back on.


I have plenty to fall back on, I snarl. If nothing else I had memories to fall back on.


Then it shouldnt be so difficult for you. Remember, Spencer,
when I say devastated I dont mean disappointment. Theres a mile of heartache
between the two.


* * *


The first few days at the cottage I simply sat, wondering at my
ability to do nothing. Inertia became me. I sat stunned, shocked that my script
had so recklessly derailed. Staring at the waves, I tried like hell to empty my
mind of the past few weeks. Hell, the past decade.


I made a few half-hearted vows to find another place with a TV,
but mostly gazed through the large picture window that became my screen and
found myself as mesmerized by the endless waves as I had been by a dubbed laugh
track. This exclusively indoor sport lasted several days, until a minor jolt of
ambition finally prompted me to lug the stuffed lime green armchair from the
living room to the deck, the flimsy deck rail serving as a foot prop. With the
lulling fresh air my lids grew heavy and free-floating associations became
wilder and less connected. The undulating melody of the ocean worked itself
into the mysterious journey in my mind, lumbering to places long ago forgotten,
dark corners that jarred my slumber. I woke with a start, trying to grasp the
foggy remnants, but they dissipated before they made any sense.


I looked out at the world. The sun was brilliant, the sky a
dazzling blue, the trees an iridescent green, the ocean a deep aquamarine. It
was the kind of scene that would inspire swelling violins, or at least a hotel
painting. I thought I should meet it halfway. Take a walk. A picture. Anything.


Nah, I grumbled, returning to the unmade bed. I tumbled into it
and fell into a dreamless void.


Now that I had nothing to do my mind had become a vacuum, thoughts
hurling into my consciousnessthe memories, as relentless as the waves of one
crest hitting another, an undertow swirling in from nowhere and an altogether
different pattern emerging. Cross purposes and undercurrents slamming into each
other to deliver the unexpected and unpredictable.


Those first few days I sat in my chair on the deck, shut my eyes,
smelling the earth and sun, snuggling down into memories of my childhood.
Recollectionspatched and hazy, a peaceful yearning in them for sun-slanted
rooms, my mother in white Sophia Loren dresses, knobbly kneed kids slurping on
home-made popsicles, my father a booming shadow, and my sisters and I playing
silly made-up games.


I tried to think back to my earliest memory. A black and white
photo jolted into my mind. I was maybe four. My eyes are staring up and my lips
are pursed into a concentration of surprise as if remarking, Oh, is this life
then? Is this what I signed on for?


* * *


It was shortly after Spencer turned four that Cal left her mother.
For the longest time the only way she could keep him alive was by gazing at the
smoothly filtered photos pressed in a worn leather album. She always lingered
over a particular black and white photo displaying the best of Cals muscular
GI body. He is heaving her older sister, Rebecca, up by her feet, which are
engulfed in his thick beefy hands, while Jills hair is flattened on his
washboard tummy, her knees flopping outward like a rag doll. And Spencer?
Spencer is a blur of motion and indiscernible features, caught in mid-flight as
she tumbles from a handstand. She had stolen the photo when she left home and
has kept it in her wallet all these years. On a rare occasion she will study it
and fill with a nostalgic melancholy, but it is more for what is lacking in the
photograph, than what it has captured.


Before Cal left her mother, Elise, the family lived in the
managers quarters of the Highlander Motel, surrounded by a constant jumble of
people and luggage. The chiming front door bell and outside traffic mingled
with a soundtrack of voices as college students and assorted tourists checked
in. Though it was nestled against the fumes of one of the busiest strips in
downtown Boulder, Colorado, the motel had an awe-inspiring view of the
mountains. Seeing those gargantuan forms lift into the sky, painted against the
steel blue, was certainty, a stark contrast to the escalating arguments between
Cal and her mother. His edict that his own daughters not call him Daddy because
it was too sissy about summed up his sensitivity. Spencer found him a perfect
baseline of machismo for the character Drake Lucifer. She stole some of her
best moments for Lucifer from Cal.


Spencers sister Jillmy little Jilly Beanand she shared a
twin bed in a slanted attic room. Sometimes in the night she could hear the
muted voices from downstairs, and would turn over and snuggle into the warmth
of her sister. They slept into the pale indigo of morning, their bodies
entwined, limbs akimbo like two puppies, matted pixie bangs entangled, Jills
three to Spencers five. How did they come out so different starting from the
same place? Even more different: Rebecca.


Rebecca was the oldest by three years, but certainly not the
wisest. She was fiercely dependent. Daddys favorite girl, even
when she was supposed to have been a boy. Since she wasnt, Spencer got the
name originally meant for her. She also got all of Rebeccas hand-me-downs, but
what second child of lower working class parents didnt in the sixties?


The Atwood girls loved the treasure trove of the motel grounds, a
scenic backdrop for any game their imagination could muster. During their
waking hours they fought pirates in the motels pool, helped shipwrecked mates,
and time and again switched roles in the Creature from the Black Lagoonwith
as badly stilted conversation and special effects.


Ojibwa Indian coursed through their sun-stained bodies, and Cal
screamed for his niggers in the summer as they tanned a deep brown. The old
ladies tsk-tskd at the word, but Cal seemed oblivious to his redneck insults.
The visiting grande dames loved the three unsupervised girls, doting on them
after buoying in the deep end of their ocean with their multi-flowered bathing
caps. They fed the girls burnt roasted peanuts, like zoo animals, laughing at
their antics as they spread Coppertone over shaky jowls.


Fear never entered into the picture in those days. When Cal waded
into the deep end and Spencer stood on the edge of the brittle pebbled diving
board, he held open his thick beefy arms, and shouted Make me proud! What
else was she to do, but jump? Swallowed into the chlorine-blue abyss, when she
came up for air she doggy-paddled for all she was worth to the safety of
his huge Charles Atlas arms. Atta girl! he laughed proudly.


Where is your mother? Therapist inevitably asks. You havent
once talked about your mother.


Spencer doesnt remember her mother. Elise is but a hazy image in
her white tight-belted dresses, always working, being responsibledoing best
what Cal didnt. Cal loved to show off her legs and her talent at the piano. He
told her how to dress, complained about her German accent, the way she smiled.
Cal was the original control junkie and with all his commands, he stood out in
klieg lightsJill and even Rebecca shared with her the sepia-edged moments of
her childhood. But her mother? Shes barely a faded photo. It seemed the longer
her mother spent with Cal, the more she ceased to exist.


And then the fighting changed, Cals absence louder than harsh
words as the girls picked at silent dinners of macaroni and cheese, hamburgers
and gorp (tuna casserole) at the pink-flecked Formica kitchen table in the back
room. Spencer could never escape fast enough, excusing herself as the last bite
hit her mouth to roam the hotel grounds.


Late one night she ran outside, exhausted by the tension that
lived between her parents. It was very darkone of those black nights in the
deep of winter. Her breath furled like a cartoon dragon as she ran to the back
of the parking lot. Huge snow drifts planed over the cars, and handrails, and
covered the pool. She walked in the gleaming light of the motel lamps and
stopped to catch her breath. Crystals glimmered, shiny and adamantine, the snow
white-blue, the heavenly sky filled with stationary snowflakes twinkling back
at her. There wasnt another living soul around. She was going to flop down and
make a snow-angel, but became so mesmerized by the iridescence and perfect
sheets of snow, she decided not to ruin them. She was stunned by perfection. It
swelled inside her chest with nowhere to go. Here was a spiritual law of beauty
and she had just tasted it. And if things could be so lovely, surely nothing
could happen to her parents.


So why do you think Cal left your mother? Therapist asks.


Because she was boring, I answer haughtily.


But the truth lies somewhere between Cal
being a child and marrying five times before he did finally settle. He was a
primitive man. He had even raised his offspring like animals. You train em
young, just like a dog, he liked to boast. As they grow older and can
understand things, then you give them reinbut until then ZWACK! His thick
stubby fingers would whip into a fist like lightning and he would grunt to
emphasize his point as he slammed the table.


Lest you get the wrong impression, understand he was only half
Neanderthal. He was also master of fun, the king of cackles, and he remained
forever young. In Spencers kinder moments she can give him his due as a man of
innovation and brillianceit is from his genetic pool that she had been gifted
with the ability to think outside of the proverbial box.


She kept asking her mother when Cal was ever coming back, but
Elise never answered. So she stopped asking and after a while it didnt matter
so much to her that he was gone. She had plenty to occupy her mind because with
Cal leaving they had been somehow magically transported to the house on
Thirty-fifth Street.


It was the era of boxy, cramped houses in a lower-middle class
neighborhood, with a zillion kids, that framed the happiest part of Spencers
childhood. Those years were the sanest and most treasured. Just Mom and the
three Atwood girls eating yet more abundant portions of gorp and home-made
pizza on Fridays.


Poor Mom. With her clunky German accent, and no chance in hell of
successfully raising her daughters on a secretarys salary, she could do little
more than try to get through each day. She could no longer afford babysitters
and enlisted Rebecca to fend for Spencer and Jill.


A thirteen-inch black and white TV sat at the end of the Jetsons
Formica dinner table so they could catch The Munsters, The Addams
Family and Get Smart, while dining on leftovers that lasted through
the week. Spencers mother was never the cook she wanted to be, even years
later when she had more time and economy. What she failed to understand was
that she created the kind of food that made America strong. Meat and potatoes
served with intent and love. Her spaghetti always tasted the best to Spencer.
Her burnt carrots on the lamb the most flavorful. Even her gorp was the best
gorp she ever had. Food isnt the sum of its recipes, its tradition, memory
and love. And every so often for a treat, Elise would drive her frenzied beasts
in the little blue Bug to the Dairy Queen for a Dilly Bar. It was a little
slice of heaven.


On special nightslike during tornado watch, or when Elise came
home late from a party tipsy and in a great moodthey all got to sleep in Moms
bed, snuggled next to one another, Spencer feeling the primal safety she so
desperately sought. The next morning she would act all grown up swiping sips of
her mothers cold coffee because shed developed an addiction to Coffee-mate.
Could life have been more perfect? But as they swam along, wonderfully content,
blissfully nave about what they didnt have, the first of the crosscurrents
rushed in and brought a shark. His name was Jonathon and he became their
surrogate father.


* * *


One of the locals told me there was a path that ostensibly
belonged to the cottage. It trailed from the cliff top down to the beach. That
is, if I wanted to risk my life taking it. The path was a junglea thicket of
blackberry vines, overgrown sea grass and gnarled roots blocking the sheer drop
to the ocean.


Break a leg ifn yer not careful, came a codgerly warning from
behind me.


Darrell was the only real local on the isolated strip of beach.
The other seven cottages, including mine, were rentals, mostly vacant while
their absentee owners lived in Seattle or Los Angeles. But Darrell was pure
beachbum. He used to run the liquor store and was now retired, both from
selling and imbibing. His hair was as white as snow and his curmudgeonly
grumbling belied a gentle spirit.


So how bad can it be? I asked, impatient.


How bad depends on how bad ya make it. He looked me over, head
to toe. Took his time about it too. You seem like one a them athletic types.
But you cant get through there now. Gotta chop yer way through. Then you can
follow the old path by the railroad ties they worked into the side of the hill
for stairs. I got a ax up to the shed you can borrow. Id help ya myself but I
got a bum back. I would later discover during one of our late evening talks
that he actually had a herniated liver and had been helicoptered to Portland
when it burst forth like a broken dam of Johnny Walker.


I decided I could probably take a whack at it. I followed him to
the shed where he handed me an ax and a shovel.


Good luck.


Thanks, I said to his swiftly retreating figure then straggled
back to where the path began.


I sighed. It would take a lot of work. I had done nothing for ten
days. Nothing. Even though inaction was as foreign to me as deep sea diving for
pearls.


The question is not whether you will succeed, but why you are so
driven. Therapist revisits this theme at least once a session. Whats behind
your need


I dont think its all that bizarre


Your zeal borders on freneticism.


Its really very simple. I
am driven to succeed because I am a type A personality. My mother had
bequeathed me a highly charged nervous system. Cal had given me vision. Is it
really necessary to see everything as some deep-seated neurosis?


The waves below beckoned to me. Come closer. Come closer from your
throne, Queen of Nothing, and step into the tide. My foot hit against the first
railroad tie and after that there was nothing but a wall of wild blackberries.
I needed a weed cutter. I ventured toward Cannon Beach, the Cape Cod-ian burg
several miles north, its quaint artsiness slowly being overtaken by industry.
The lumber store was doing booming business. I picked up a saw, a weed cutter
and several hundred feet of half-inch cordoned rope.


Since I was in town anyway I stopped at the local grocer, picked
up some canned foods, coffee, wine and bread. When I saw the cover of a
newspaper I flinched, a surreal feeling floating over me. It was as if my
existence, such as it was, was solid, but that the rest of the world was some
sort of fantasy. I hurriedly paid and drove like a madwoman back to my refuge
from humankind.


I dumped my tools at the mouth of the path and began with the weed
cutter. Within a half hour my arms were molten lead and my skin burned with
thorn rash and fatigue. I dropped the cutter and assessed my progress. I had
only made it to the second step.


I packed up my tools and hauled them back to the cottage and
dumped them on the deck. Get real. There were two thousand beach accesses on
this coastline. What was the point of clearing this one?


I opened a bottle of cheap generic burgundy, my mouth caving in
from the dryness, and sat to watch the translucent hues of sunset, the horizon
of luscious peach turning to crimson lavender. I held my breath at the simple
beauty. I didnt move for moments, captured by the stillness of dusk. In that
moment, I knew I had to finish. This was my goddamn front yard and I needed to
take care of it. It was my path and I was going to finish it, if it was the
last thing I was to do.


* * *


Now that I have the luxury of revelation in my cave, I realize
that purpose is a pure thing. How often we convolute it by attaching erroneous
emotion to it. Drive carries purpose to its natural conclusion. Passion is a
byproduct. Single-mindedness is the state of mind that makes purpose work. But
purpose, in and of itself, is impulse to survive. Without it we wander, lost,
abandoned souls with relics of dreams and ideas. I found purpose in the path.
And I suppose the path gave me a glimmer at self respect.


* * *


My days took on a semblance of routine. I woke up, downed several
murky cups of coffee to fortify my resolve and dragged my tools back to the
path. My progress was slow, exacting. But every day I could detect more of a
swath in the hillside.


Id been working on the path
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