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One

LOS  ANGELES, 1988

The beeping smoke detector wakes me. No, wait. The smoke detector buzzes. When I sit up, the room is wavy, an image in a funhouse mirror. The alarm clock? I turn my head too quickly. It’s the old Apache torture. Strips of wet rawhide, tied tight, left to dry.

I swing my legs over the edge of the bed, blink my swollen eyes. My mouth feels like the lint trap in the clothes dryer. I’m wearing a half-slip and the ivory silk blouse I had on last night. My watch has slid up, cutting a deep groove into my arm: 6:45 A.M. An empty bottle of Puligny-Montrachet on the night table. I thought only cheap wine gave you a headache. What did I do with the glass?

I stand up, unsteady. Walk downstairs. Carefully. Holding the railing. Into the kitchen. The bread machine. How can such a small machine make such a big noise? The beeps are synchronized to the throbbing in my temples. I hit the button. The beeping stops and the lid swings open, releasing a cloud of scent. I wheel around and vomit into the sink. I turn on the water, rinse out my mouth, stand panting, gripping the cold edge of the slate countertop. Then I remember. David.

I lift out the still warm loaf, set it on the maple butcher block, a perfect brown cube of bread.

The employment agency is a busy office in a glass and steel building near LAX. The windows offer breathtaking views of Interstate 405, still bumper-to-bumper at ten-thirty. Applicants crowd the waiting area—mostly women who appear to be ten years younger than me, probably all named Heather or Fawn or Tiffany. The place has a sense of purpose worthy of the war rooms you see in World War II movies. All that’s missing is Winston Churchill. No one lingers by the water fountain to chat. Everyone’s on the phone or tapping a keyboard or striding resolutely down the hall, eyes averted to avoid distractions. Like me.

The only exception is the young woman at the front desk. When she finishes filing that stubborn broken nail, she looks up with a smile. “Can I help you?”

I try for amused detachment from the whole process. “I have an appointment with Lauren at eleven o’clock. I know I’m early, but …”

“That’s okay.” She hands me a clipboard with several forms attached to it. “If you’ll just fill these out, we can go ahead and get started with your tests.” She gives me a pencil and points to some chrome and leather chairs against one wall.

Tests? Oh shit. I sink down onto a chair, my head still twanging in spite of two aspirins and a double espresso. One thing at a time. Name: “Justine Wynter Franklin.” Maybe I shouldn’t use my married name. I try to erase “Franklin” but the eraser is old and brittle and just makes smudges as it crumbles. I scratch a line through it, print “Morrison.” Now it looks like I’m not sure.

Address. Telephone. I nail those two. Date of birth. Social Security number. Type of work desired. “Don’t know” probably wouldn’t look good. I put down “Office.” Too vague? Skills. I stare at the blank space and it seems to grow larger, defying me to fill it.

Well, I can still recite François Villon’s “Ballade des pendus.” Or discuss the effects of the Industrial Revolution on the English novel. Let’s see … I can make perfect rice with no water left in the bottom of the pot and every grain separate and distinct. I know how to perk up peppercorns and juniper berries that are beyond their shelf life, repair curdled crème anglaise. And if you want to tenderize meat using wine corks or get candle wax out of a tablecloth, I’m your woman. I can tell a genuine Hermès scarf from a Korean knockoff at fifty paces. I have a strong crosscourt backhand. A long time ago, I knew how to type, but even then my speed was nothing to brag about. Someone told me once that I had a nice telephone voice. “Give good phone?”

“Justine Franklin?”

Startled, I look up.

“Hi, I’m Lauren Randall.” The woman standing in front of me showing me her perfect teeth is obviously very much at home in this world. Fortyish, handsome rather than pretty, wearing a beige raw-silk dress. Her blonde hair is pulled back from her face so tightly that it raises her eyebrows into an expression of surprise.

When I get up to shake her outstretched hand, the clipboard clatters to the floor. Face burning, I scoop it up, ignoring the stares, and follow her down the hall while she does her standard line of chat. “It’s so nice to see someone wearing a suit. You wouldn’t believe some of the outfits I see. These young girls come in here looking like they’re going to the beach instead of to work.”

Now that we’ve eliminated me from that “young girl” category … She takes the clipboard from me and leads me into her office, a cubbyhole with two chairs and a tiny desk covered with file folders. “Let’s see what we’ve got. What kind of work are you looking for?”

“General office. Filing, answering the phone …”

There’s a fifties movie that my mother loves, where Doris Day, as the bright young thing who sets out to conquer the big city, gets a job in the steno pool—now there’s a term to date you. And on her first day of work at a big, important ad agency, she—demure in a pink shirtwaist with a white Peter Pan collar—spills coffee all over this handsome young guy who works in the mail room. Coincidentally, his father owns the company. She’s mortified, but he’s so charmed by her sweet shyness that he falls in love with her instantly. After a lot of stupid plot complications, they end up getting married and she retires to become a lady of leisure, sort of like the position I’m just vacating. I want to ask Lauren if they have any openings like that. Receptionist with career path to kept woman.

“Have you worked as a receptionist?” “Well—”

“How many lines have you handled? Have you used a Rolm system? Or Honeywell?” She ignores my silence. “I’m sorry. I guess I came roaring out before you had a chance to finish the application. I’ll just make some notes and we can give you the typing test when we’re all through.”

“There’s no point in giving me a typing test. I haven’t typed anything in five years.”

“That’s okay.” She waves a hand breezily. “It’s like riding a bicycle. It comes back to you with a little practice.” She looks at the blank spaces under the “Experience” heading. “Are you currently employed?” I’ve read plenty of articles that insist that experience as a homemaker and volunteer is just as valid as any other job experience. I’d be willing to bet Lauren hasn’t read those.

“Justine—”

“Wynter. I go by my middle name.”

“Sorry. Wynter, why don’t you just tell me what your experience is?”

Deep breath. “Three years teaching high school,” I say. “One year real estate sales …” She’s looking at me expectantly, waiting for me to get to the meat and potatoes. “And I’ve worked on committees. Cedars-Sinai, the Philharmonic …” I’m ransacking my short-term memory for something more impressive.

“Why on earth do you want to do general office? You’d make more money if you just renewed your teaching certificate or went back to selling real estate.”

“I can’t sell real estate because I was horrible at it. I never sold anything.”

“What about teaching? It’s not difficult to renew—” “I hated teaching.” I grip the arms of the chair with damp fingers. She sits back slowly, folds her arms, sizes me up. I can see it in her eyes: Another Hancock Park honey whose meal ticket got canceled. Inside, she’s probably laughing her butt off. She crosses one slender leg over the other and lets the strap of her slingback pump slip off her heel. Then she says, quietly, “I don’t mean to startle you, Wynter, but I hate this job. Sometimes we have to do things we hate.”

I’m on my feet, not knowing how I got there. “Thanks for the advice.” I walk out of her cubbyhole, past the receptionist, out of the office. If I hurry, I’ll look like I’m going to an interview.

I sit in the parking lot in the red Mazda RX-7 that was my birthday present three years ago. Bitch. What the hell do you know about anything?

Why am I even worrying about a job? David and I will sit down tonight and work this whole thing out. He’s tired, stressed to the max. He’ll probably walk in the door with roses or something, say he’s sorry … We should go away for a few days. To Mexico. Drink margaritas, make love, sleep. It’ll be okay. I turn the key in the ignition.

I don’t need a job. Especially not one of their piddly indentured servant office jobs.

My car smells good. Whatever the detailers use on the leather seats perpetuates that new-car smell. It was a typical David gift. He wanted me in a Mercedes, but I always found them too stolid, too frumpy. I wanted something I could have fun with, something that had stick. Like a Porsche. Knowing my proclivity for speed, he nixed the Porsche. We stopped discussing it. Then, the morning of my birthday, when I came downstairs, there was a small package sitting next to my orange juice. I thought it was jewelry. Nestled in folds of white satin was a black key. My RX-7 was sitting in the driveway, top down even though the sky was threatening rain. We got a couple of miles up into the hills before it opened up and poured.

It’s past noon and I haven’t eaten anything. I pull into the first In-n-Out Burger I come to, order something at the drive-through window, barely seeing what it is. Back on the freeway, north on the 405, west on the 10, then PCH up the coast. For the first time I notice what a gorgeous day it is. On my left the blue Pacific, dotted with whitecaps, replicates the blue sky’s scattered, wispy clouds. The whole scene could be turned upside down and you wouldn’t know, like those pictures in children’s books. On my right the earth-toned bluffs of Malibu still blaze with color—scarlet bougainvillea, orange and yellow nasturtiums, purple lantana scrambling over yucca and dry scrub. Everything looks exactly the same as always unless you know where to look along the road for the piles of rock that are always breaking off and sliding down the face.

As I drive and stuff French fries in my mouth, I keep sneaking looks at other drivers. Why do they all look like they know where they’re going and what to do when they get there?

Memories of blissfully empty summer days urge me into the turn lane for Zuma Beach. As I pull into the nearly empty lot, I see a black Mercedes and my breath catches. David? Wrong model, wrong license plate. What would he be doing here anyway? The sedan drives slowly past me, a red-haired woman at the wheel.

I stare at the glassy curls of the breakers while The Supremes wonder “Where Did Our Love Go?” and I wonder when. Okay. Lately, there haven’t been a lot of those television-commercial moments of tenderness or laughter or even shared objectives. But does that mean it’s over? The first bite of cheeseburger hits my stomach like a rock in an empty swimming pool. I stuff the rest of it into the bag with the cold fries.

Out of the car, slip off my pumps, slither out of my panty hose. Walk across the sun-warmed asphalt into the cold, wet sand, hugging my jacket around me. Empty lifeguard stations huddled together forlornly are the surest sign of fall in southern California. Sometimes the only sign. Down the beach, a yellow Lab dances in the froth while his well-trained owner throws sticks. Scattered surfers in black wetsuits bob on their boards, waiting for a good ride. A gray-haired man and woman in matching warm-ups walk by, holding hands. Other than that, it’s just me. An icy wavelet slaps my feet and I stand still, sinking up to my ankles. If I don’t start walking, I’ll lose my balance.

The salty wind whips my hair across my face, makes my eyes water. I walk north, stepping over strands of seaweed, broken shells, half of a crab swarming with flies. I’ve read that when you become aware of your own impending death, your first reaction is likely to be, I can’t die. I have tickets to the opera next week Why is that? When we’re face-to-face with the unthinkable, why do we try to defend ourselves with trivia? When my mother came to get me out of class to tell me my father had died, my very first thought, before I got hysterical, was, So we can’t go to Tahoe this summer?

Now as my toes curl and cramp, try to get traction in the sand, all I can think of is how disappointed my mother will be. She’s always adored David.

In her version of the story, he was the Handsome Prince who rescued me—not from a dragon, but from something even worse—from a boring existence as a high school teacher who rarely dated, and who spent vacations going on trips with other single women. He installed me in a house in Hancock Park, gave me a red sports car, beautiful clothes, expensive jewelry. All I had do was to look good, give clever parties, make the right friends, be available sexually when he wanted me, and not embarrass him. It wasn’t a lot to ask.

Okay, it’s true that I hated teaching. It’s difficult to illuminate the glories of literature to kids whose reading skills hover around the fifth-grade level. Most of them were only doing time in my classes while they waited for the surf to be up or their period to start or the 3:10 bell to ring so they could cruise Bob’s Big Boy.

It’s also true that my social life revolved mostly around my women friends—CM and Sandy and Liz. Wine tastings, ethnic restaurants, French films, art exhibits, all the standard diversions of single women. This is not to say that I didn’t date. My mother certainly doesn’t know everything.

In my reasonably extensive experience, a man’s good qualities—like warmth, honesty, generosity—are inversely proportional to his physical attractiveness. This leads me to the conclusion that great-looking guys are the biggest jerks of all, since they’ve been spoiled by every female they’ve interacted with, beginning with their mothers.

In spite of this fact, or maybe because of it, I am drawn to tall, blond, good-looking men like the proverbial moth to the flame. This, as my best friend CM is quick to point out, may be due to the fact that my father, whom I adored and who died when I was seventeen, was the tallest, blondest, fairest of them all. But he was also the last of the good guys.

It’s been almost fifteen years since he died, but I can still walk into the den at my mother’s house and expect to see him sitting in his leather chair, the paper open on his lap, a Manhattan in a sweating glass on the side table. He liked them dry with a twist of lemon. My mother had a fit when he taught me how to make them.

He taught me everything. To love books. To ride a horse English when all my friends rode western. He bought me a car with a stick shift when all my friends had automatic. He taught me to watch the Tahoe skies on still August nights, to look for the shooting stars to make wishes. How to tie a square knot, how to hit a backhand volley. How to strike a match one-handed. How to breathe when I swim. He taught me not to be afraid to open my eyes underwater. Or above it.

Most men I’ve known simply don’t measure up. Oh, there were a few I was probably not smart about. Like Mark, someone’s cousin from Del Mar, met at a wedding. Andy, the airline pilot with a wife in Dallas. A photographer with the unlikely name of Rocky Rivers. I always thought he was more interested in CM, anyway. None of them rocked my world.

Not until the night of my friend Paula’s twenty-third birthday party. I remember her grabbing me the minute I walked in.

“There’s someone you’ve got to meet.”

I threw my jacket on the hat rack next to the hall closet. “Why?”

“He’s tall. Taller than you.”

“So was Frankenstein.” I started down the hall toward the bathroom, but she spun me back around.

“This one’s not Frankenstein. Come on. You can thank me later.”

She physically dragged me over to the makeshift bar set up on a card table in the living room where the ne plus ultra of tall, blond, and good looking was opening a beer.

“Wyn, Dave. Dave, Wyn. ’Bye.” She disappeared into the kitchen. I wanted to crawl under the rug, but Dave smiled and shook my hand, apologized for his hand being cold. His eyes were wide-open blue, the color of the ocean in July.

Then he said, “It’s David, not Dave, by the way. And you’re Lynn?”

“Wyn. Like Wynter.”

In those days, most guys would invariably say something like, “Wynter? I hope that doesn’t mean you’re cold.” And then they’d laugh like idiots.

But David smiled and said, “What a beautiful name. I bet your father picked it.”

That rocked me back on my heels a little.

I poured myself a glass of chardonnay and asked him where he worked. Even I had heard of Jamison, Markham & Petroff, a very hip ad agency in Beverly Hills.

“Oh, so you’re the guy who convinces people with bad credit to buy useless garbage they don’t need and can’t afford.”

He looked down modestly at his Italian loafers. “Not exactly. I just sell our services to other companies.” He paused. “But in my own small way, I help make it possible for the creative types to sell more useless garbage to sheeplike consumers with bad credit. What do you do?”

“I teach literature to kids who can’t read.”

“Sounds like a thankless job.”

“It has its benefits. Summers off and all the burnt coffee you can drink.”

“You must be pretty dedicated.”

“I’m dedicated to eating regularly.”

He looked thoughtful. “Well, you could always—”

“Wynter! Oh my God, I don’t believe this!” Mary Beth Cole, whom I hadn’t seen since graduation—and with good reason—was pushing her way through a knot of people in the hall. She fell on me as if we were twins separated at birth, then, without missing a beat, tossed her faux red hair back and held out her hand to David. Bracelets rattled up and down her arm. “Mary Cole,” she said, smiling.

I noticed him noticing the plunging front of her black halter top while she gave me a look of horror. “I heard you were teaching high school. Please tell me it’s a lie. I can’t picture you— I’m working as a location scout for a teensy little production company called Feldspar. Pay’s for shit, but I adore it.”

I didn’t have the energy to defend myself, knowing she didn’t give a rat’s ass anyway, and then another voice from the past screeched, “Wyn! Mary Beth! I can’t believe this! It’s like old-home week.” Susan Carmody, blonde, tan, another fugitive from UCLA. “Is CM here?” Her blue eyes swept the room.

“She’s in Baja,” I said.

Her smile revealed so many gleaming white teeth, I felt like I was in an appliance showroom in front of a row of refrigerators. She described her burgeoning career as a freelance food stylist, which seemed to be the first stop on the career path for upwardly mobile domestic arts majors. The three of them started swapping business cards; somebody hit the volume on the stereo and Boz Scaggs was belting out “Lido Shuffle.”

It seemed like a good time to disappear.

I’ve always hated the way women will trot through their paces like contestants in the Westminster dog show just to impress a man.

That night, like so many others, I ended up in the kitchen, drinking wine and gossiping with three or four friends at Paula’s pink Formica table. After a while the birthday girl appeared, shaking her head.

“What the hell are you doing in here? Why aren’t you out there lining up the rest of your life? Don’t you think he’s terrific?”

“He seems very nice.” I grabbed a handful of cheese popcorn from the bowl she was carrying.

She was still shaking her head at me. “You don’t find them like Dave on every corner, you know.”

I took a sip of chardonnay. “It’s David, not Dave, you know.”

She expelled a loud, exasperated breath, picked up a new bottle of wine, and went back to the party.

By ten-thirty, I could no longer stifle the successive yawns. I fished my purse out from under the table and went to say good night to Paula. In the hall, I collided with David.

“You keep running away before I can get your last name. Wyn …”

“Morrison,” I said. I couldn’t believe he remembered my first name.

He told me again that his name was David (not Dave) Franklin.

“It was nice meeting you, David not Dave Franklin. But I really do need to leave.” I grabbed my jacket from the rack.

He made a point of looking at his Omega. “Do you turn into a pumpkin on the stroke of eleven?”

“Eleven-fifteen. I always like to be back in the patch by then.”

“Do you need a ride home?”

“I live upstairs.”

The heart-stopping smile. “Why don’t I walk you home?”

I looked at him, suddenly annoyed. “It’s a Y-chromosome thing, right?”

“What is?”

“The way men are only interested when you’re ignoring them.”

“I didn’t realize you were ignoring me.”

I pulled on my jacket. “Well, now you know.”

“So. Does that mean you won’t have dinner with me?”

“I have a standing rule. I don’t date men who are prettier than I am.” I turned and let myself out the door.

I was halfway up the stairs before the first twinge of regret nipped at me. For a brief interval, I stood in front of my own door and considered the difficulty of going back to the party. What excuse could I use? I forgot my sunglasses. Well, fine, it was pitch-dark out. I could just apologize for being so snippy. But, no. You don’t want to start off with a man by apologizing. That sets a dangerous precedent.

In the end, I gave a mental shrug, unlocked my door, and crawled into bed with my little TV.

The next day, Sunday, was one of those Raymond Chandler–esque days that L.A. gets in the fall. Dry and crackly, with a strong Santa Ana wind driving the dust through the tiny cracks around the windows, and making firefighters nervous. The window unit in my apartment was on its last legs and it wheezed from the effort of cooling my three tiny rooms.

CM was somewhere in Baja with her latest flame; I thought about going to a movie by myself, but it didn’t seem worth the effort. I was hungry but I didn’t feel like cooking, the weather made me tired but I didn’t feel like sleeping, and I sure as hell didn’t feel like grading the thirty-seven vocabulary tests that were languishing in my briefcase.

I decided to make bread. It always makes me feel better—or at least more grounded.

I popped the plastic lid off the container that held the chef, the starter, and inhaled the familiar, pleasantly musty smell of a living yeast culture. This chef had started as a small piece of dough that I’d brought back from the bakery in Toulouse where I’d done a work/study program the summer after my sophomore year at UCLA. By this time, the original French yeasts had intermarried with the L.A. locals to the point that the dynasty was seriously compromised, but I still liked to think there was a little bit of France in every loaf.

“Souvenir”—a noun in English—the word sounds like postcards, T-shirts, cheap metal keychains with the finish flaking off In French, souvenir is a verb. It means “to remember.” Whenever I catch the scent of good sour starter, je souviens, I remember that summer in Toulouse. I remember Jean-Marc, the dark-eyed maître boulanger, the hot blast of the ovens, the rhythms of kneading and shaping dough. The way my breath would catch whenever Jean-Marc called me “Weentaire” in his wonderful French voice.

I scooped a cup of the chef into a bowl, stirred in a cup of water and a cup of flour, and left it to its orgy of feeding and reproducing. By tonight, it would be levain, the leaven. I had just put the flour canister back in the pantry when the doorbell rang. I figured it was Paula, dropping by for a post-party analysis. I went into the living room and opened the door.

Richard Nixon stood on the landing, holding a brown pizza box that reeked divinely of garlic. Or someone wearing a Richard Nixon mask. A pinprick of fear tickled the back of my neck. “Pizza Shack Psycho Killer Claims Second Victim in Westwood.” Then I noticed the Italian loafers.

“I think this takes care of the pretty problem, but I can’t eat with it on,” he said.

Against my will, I laughed.

“Garlic. No anchovies. I hope you’re hungry.”

How did he know that flowers wouldn’t work? When I stepped back to let him in, I could have sworn I saw my life spinning away from me like the out-of-control space capsule in 2001.

We sat on the couch and he set the pizza box on the coffee table, pulled off the mask. He couldn’t resist running one hand through his hair to make sure it was adorably tousled, but even as he did it, he gave me a sheepish grin. Before I could decide whether to be bitchy or conciliatory, he said, “I think we got off on the wrong foot last night.”

A fairly generous assessment of my rudeness.

“I wanted to apologize if I offended you somehow.”

Unreal. All I could think of was how I was going to describe this scene to CM. I didn’t know what else to say, so I asked him if he wanted a beer.

“What kind?”

“I think all I have is Molson.”

He considered, then said, “Do you have any wine?”

After browsing my collection of four bottles, he opened a Ravenswood zinfandel. I got two plates and showed him where my mismatched crystal was hidden. He sniffed the air in the kitchen.

“What’s that smell?”

“Starter. For bread.” There are certain people to whom I avoid trying to explain the concepts of chef and levain. “It smells great. Yeasty.”

“That’s probably because it is.” It must have come out sharper than I intended.

“Would you rather I just go away?”

My own gracelessness made me blush. “It’s not that. I just don’t know what’s going on here, and when I’m uncomfortable, I get a bit … edgy.”

By that time, he’d located my dish towel and was polishing the water spots off two wineglasses. I wondered fleetingly if he was gay.

“Do I make you uncomfortable?”

“Well … yes.”

Back on the couch, I cut the pizza and served it, stringing cheese everywhere. He seemed to want to clean it up, but he managed not to. “Why are you uncomfortable? I mean—” He took a bite of pizza and chewed as if he were tasting Caille au Citron avec Beurre Blanc. “We were having this really interesting conversation last night, and I turned around and you were gone.”

“I was in the kitchen. It wouldn’t have been too hard to find me.”

He ignored the jibe. “And then when I finally found you again, you walked out and shut the door in my face. Did I do something totally disgusting?”

“No, it’s not that. It’s just—” Sitting in the friendly light of my south-facing window, munching on a really good pizza and drinking the soft, round wine, my apprehension was difficult to explain. I looked at him sideways. “Why are you here?”

“Because I liked you.”

“Why? You don’t know the first thing about me.”

“I know you’re very … attractive.”

I shot him a warning look.

“Well, maybe not in the conventional sense, but you do have a certain … I don’t know. You remind me of a camp counselor.”

“A camp counselor?”

“Yes. You know, sort of outdoorsy. Clean.”

I continued to stare at him.

“I’m not doing this very well, am I?”

I shook my head.

“You make me laugh. And you have an attitude.”

“Let me see if I have this right. I remind you of a funny camp counselor with an attitude. And this appeals to you?”

He nodded, as if this were quite the usual thing to say to a woman. “You just seem so different from most of the women I know.”

“You mean most of those beautiful, polished, wildly successful and sophisticated women you know.”

He almost blushed, but not quite.

I arranged myself sideways on the sofa so I could look at him without turning my head. His face was perfect. Not pretty, but composed of only essentials, nothing extra, nothing wasted. Blake’s fearful symmetry.

“You’re not giving me a lot of encouragement,” he said. “Are you seeing someone?”

“Not at the moment. Are you?”

“No,” he said.

“Why not?” It was totally not my style to conduct an interrogation, but I couldn’t stop myself.

“I’ve been busy.”

“Busy?”

“I work a lot. What about you?”

“I’m picky.”

His laugh was spontaneous, infectious. “I noticed that right out of the gate.”

“So now all of a sudden you’re not busy and you want to spend time with me?”

“If I meet your exacting specifications, yes. Is that so outrageous?”

“It’s not that …”

He leaned forward slightly, resting his elbows on his knees. “You keep saying it’s not that. So what is it?”

“I don’t know what it is.”

He aimed his most potent smile directly at me. “Neither do I. Don’t you think we should find out?”





Two

We did find out.

We found out that we both liked classical music. Even opera. That we both liked scary movies and we both shut our eyes at the bloody parts. We both loved French food and good wine, particularly when cooked, served, and cleaned up by someone else.

I learned that David was the statistical one man out of every seven million who actually enjoyed shopping. He didn’t seem to mind when I beat him at tennis and he liked it that I wasn’t always fixing my makeup.

Like me, he was an only child, but there the similarities ended. His parents, Martin and Estelle, had retired to Monterey, and he talked about them in a remote way, telling me more about their careers—Martin had been a political science professor and Estelle an education consultant—than about them. When he talked about them, it sounded as if he were reading a curriculum vitae. He listened to my rose-colored stories about my father with a combination of skepticism and envy.

One evening at a bistro in Santa Monica, I got his take on other matters domestic as well—and, more surprisingly, my own. David had just finished besting the waiter in his favorite game of wine-upmanship when a young couple with a toddler and a very new baby came in and were seated at the table next to us.

David’s glance fell on them briefly, but they hardly seemed to register in his consciousness. He looked back at me and we resumed our conversation about a new exhibit of black-and-white photography at LACMA. By the time the waiter reappeared with our wine, the woman had handed off the squirming toddler to her husband, and was shaking drops of milk from a plastic baby bottle onto her wrist. Suddenly David stood up, picked up my jacket, and indicated a table on the other side of the room.

“Lactose intolerant?” I asked as we made our way between the tables, waiter in tow.

“I just know what’s going to happen,” he said when we were settled.

We touched our glasses together and, as if on cue, the newbie across the room started to wail. David stuck his nose over the rim of the glass, inhaled, then took a sip and held it in his mouth for the requisite five seconds before swallowing.

“I’ve tried imagining myself as a father,” he said. “Somehow I can’t see it. Maybe later. After I’ve done everything I really want to do.”

That moment was a modest epiphany for me. I realized that I had never tried imagining myself as a mother. I wasn’t sure why. Maybe it stemmed from teaching school. There were times between classes when I’d find myself standing in the doorway of my room or in the faculty lounge or in the cafeteria when I had lunch duty, watching the barely controlled chaos before me, those children whose brains had yet to catch up with their bodies and some of whose brains never would. As I watched, I tried to pinpoint the stages of development in that awful metamorphosis from downy-haired cherubs to sullen, swaggering boys and noodle-brained, giggling girls.

It was no good reminding myself that CM and I had once been among those noodle brains, and had turned out reasonably well. The whole motherhood scenario just wasn’t something that sounded even remotely interesting.

I set down my glass. The unasked question hung in the air. I shrugged lightly.

“Quite honestly, I’ve never given it a lot of thought.”

His expression most closely resembled one of relief.

But I think the thing that clinched the deal as far as I was concerned was his attitude toward sex. I never felt as if I was being maneuvered or rushed. Ever since I’d finally managed to lose my virginity with Sylvie’s cousin Gilles just days before coming home from France, I’d found sex to be a hit-and-miss proposition—mostly miss. I always enjoyed the preliminaries a lot more than the culmination, and I’d about decided that was probably just the way it was, although I’d heard some of my friends go on like it was something special.

I’d also found out how completely it could ruin a relationship, because once you’d slept with a guy, he expected that every date would end in bed. If that wasn’t your destination of choice, you spent the whole evening trying to think of a way to decline gracefully. There were the inevitable discussions about whether to do it or not, accompanied by all the reasons. Sometimes you’d try being “just friends” but that never worked once the magic line had been crossed, and you ended up not seeing him again, never mind that you might enjoy his company.

I was reluctant to even start down that road, and David seemed to sense that. Maybe even to understand it. I allowed myself to think that he might be different.

Still, I couldn’t imagine that this was serious. It was an odd, though not unpleasant, sensation for me, going places with a man who turned every woman’s head. Sometimes when I’d look up into his smile, I’d have an impulse to turn around, as if the real object of that smile were standing behind me. Assuming that it would end, if not next week, then the week after that, I tried not to care too much and, failing that, at least not to show it. That became more and more difficult as fall turned to winter.

David continued to be thoughtful, attentive, and a perfect gentleman. The relationship hummed along, but didn’t seem to be humming along toward anything specific. I came full circle and began to worry about why he wasn’t trying to sleep with me. He was a great kisser, but it never went beyond that. Then one night he took me to dinner at Beau Rivage, a wildly romantic little restaurant clinging to the edge of a cliff in Malibu. We drank champagne and stared out at the black velvet ocean, dotted with occasional twinkles of light from passing boats and the lacy white froth of waves under the moon. The steady stream of conversation we’d kept up for the past six weeks seemed to have abruptly run dry.

Afterward, his black T-Bird cruised slowly down the dark Pacific Coast Highway; he turned off the radio and absentmindedly opened his window, even though it was early December and the wind was wet and cold. It was late and there were so few cars on the road that the breakers roared in the quiet. He drove silently, focused on the curves that loomed ahead, while I huddled into my jacket, certain beyond all doubt that this was the end. He’d just taken me to this wonderful place to soften the blow. Now he was going to tell me it was over.

We pulled up the suicidally precarious drive of his little house in the Hollywood Hills. When he pulled the key from the ignition, I turned my face to the window, making no move to get out of the car.

“Just tell me.”

He said, “Let’s go inside. It’s cold out here.”

“You’re the one who had the damn window down. Just tell me.”

“Tell you …?”

“Don’t be a wimp, just say it. Then you can take me home.”

“What are you talking about?”

“That it’s over, of course.”

“Over?”

I turned abruptly. “Is this an echo chamber? Look, I’m not going to make a scene and get tears all over your squeaky-clean car. Just tell me you don’t want to see me anymore, and you can take me home. I’ll live.”

His laugh broke the silence.

“Is that what you think?”

Without waiting for an answer, he got out, locked the door, came around and opened mine. I let him take my hand and tug me gently out of the seat.

“I don’t know what’s going on,” I said. “And when—”

“I know. When you don’t know what’s going on, you get edgy. Come on. Let’s be edgy inside, where it’s warm.”

I’d been to his house a few times, but always in daylight. It struck me as cold and sort of temporary looking in spite of the artsy black-and-white photographs on the walls and the caramel-colored leather sofa, more like a model home than a place where a real person lived. Nothing was ever out of place or dusty. There weren’t any old newspapers or books turned upside down to mark the page. No glasses in the sink. No spare change on the dining room table. No mail stacked by the phone.

At night it looked completely different. Strategically placed lamps glowed, giving the rooms shape and depth. A fire was already laid in the fireplace, an Oscar Peterson tape cued up, more wine chilling in an ice bucket. All carefully planned. For me. He was seducing me. I was amused and touched and exquisitely flattered.

Near my grandparents’ cabin on the Russian River, there was a swimming hole where the water was clear, cold, and deep. On hot summer afternoons, I’d haul myself out, wet and shivering, and lie down on my favorite boulder. It was warm from the sun and smooth from the river, and I loved the feel of its contours under my hands. His body was like that. If his lovemaking lacked spontaneity, he more than compensated with intensity. I’d never before had such attention given to every square inch of my body.

At some point, it began to rain. Gently at first, then increasing in speed and volume till I thought the hill would liquefy and send the whole house sledding down onto Sunset Boulevard, the two of us inside. Finally, toward dawn, the skies relented and we fell asleep, exhausted.

In the morning, I discovered that his ocean-blue eyes were gray. He saw me staring and smiled.

“Contacts,” he said, pulling me over on top of him.

Ten days later, on my twenty-fourth birthday, he asked me to marry him. I was nearly as astonished and grateful as my mother was.

After we were married, I had one spectacular year of selling real estate—spectacularly bad. Eventually my company agreed not to make me pay for my training on the condition that I promise never to work in the industry again. I made a few half-assed attempts to find something else, because I liked having my own money, but then David pointed out to me that tax-wise, it was better if I didn’t work. And I would have more time to do the things he wanted me to do. I didn’t need much persuading.

What he wanted me to do was easy enough. I was to be the Executive Wife—the charming hostess, the source of contacts. He gave me books to read, subscriptions to the Wall Street Journal, the Sunday New York Times, Los Angeles Magazine. He made sure I read his copies of Ad Age. He told me in great detail what was happening at work, what they were doing for which clients, who he thought they might lose, who they were pitching.

We gave parties, went to parties, dinners, benefits, concerts, gallery openings, plays three or four nights a week. There were pro-am golf tournaments, political fund-raisers, walk-a-thons, wine auctions. I served on committees for the Philharmonic, Cedars-Sinai Hospital, Sierra Club. I worked out religiously at LA Fitness, played tennis at the club where JMP paid for our membership. And in my spare time, I did lunch with my “friends,” mostly women with strategically placed husbands that David might want to know.

I soon realized that when he told me he’d been too busy working to have a relationship, he wasn’t kidding. He seemed to thrive on all the activity, but I was exhausted, and vaguely uneasy, like I was the great imposter and would be exposed sooner than later. I felt guilty about cultivating friends based on their potential to help us economically. But David explained that it was my job; I was his partner. As with any job, there would be facets of it that were less enjoyable, maybe even distasteful, but necessary nonetheless. In those too few, too brief times when we could relax by ourselves, he made it all seem okay. And for a while, it was.

One morning when I woke up with a sore throat and a body that felt like the doormat for a herd of buffalo, I lay in bed, drifting between consciousness and un, like you do when you’re sick, and I thought in strange little shards and crumbs about my life. I realized with a jolt that I’d been married for five years. That I hadn’t seen my best friend in months and I couldn’t remember when I’d last spoken to my mother. Or read a book just for the pleasure of it.

Or baked a loaf of bread. My chef that I’d carried home on the plane from France and nurtured and used for six years—or was it seven?—had long since expired because I’d forgotten to feed it. The thought of my faithful little yeasts starving to death and drowning in their own acid wastes had depressed me so that I’d cried for days. Scared the shit out of David. He was ready to bundle me off to a Beverly Hills shrink to get on the Prozac program, but I refused to go, having developed a deep distrust of the species after my father died.

Out of desperation, I think, he came home one night with a bread machine. From the start, he loved the thing, loved the whole concept of it. Loved the way you just dumped in all the ingredients, set the timer, and presto—fresh, hot bread overnight. Never even had to touch the stuff. Wouldn’t mess up my manicure. I was appalled.

He listened patiently while I explained that bread is a process, not a product, but admitted that he didn’t get it, and it just made both of us sad. I refused to use the machine, so he began to play with it. He got in the routine of making bread—if you could call it that—almost every night. But in the mornings, he was often so focused on work or in a hurry to go to some meeting that he’d rush off without waiting for it to be ready.

By then he was being mentioned as the next likely director of marketing—at twenty-nine, he’d be the youngest director in the company—and things began to change in earnest. There began to be even more meetings, weekend gatherings, sometimes including spouses. I wanted to be supportive, but these things were boring beyond all imagining; I didn’t handle them well. When I did attend, David was distant and condescending. We’d fight about it while we were getting dressed, driving in the car, or in our room if it was an overnight party. Then we’d have to go in to cocktails and dinner and pretend everything was fine.

I’d watch him over the shoulder of someone who was describing to me his hip-replacement surgery, and it was like watching a total stranger, or someone famous whose picture you’ve seen so many times that you recognize them instantly but there’s no personal acquaintance. His charm rarely failed him. One of the officers or the directors would put an arm across his shoulders, and you just knew they were thinking of him as the son they’d never had, or wondering why their son couldn’t have been like him instead of dropping out of school to be a surf bum. David made every one of those men feel like his hero, his mentor, and I think he sort of wished it, too. He never came on too strong, too challenging, too threatening.

And their wives—my God, the older ones wanted to take him home for milk and cookies. Some of the younger ones just wanted to take him home. I’d never considered myself a jealous woman, but there were a couple of times when I wanted to pour my drink down someone’s cleavage. If David hadn’t been so absolutely circumspect, I might have done it.

Most ominous of all, however, was his new tendency to be annoyed and embarrassed by my frankness and my disinclination toward social jockeying—the very things he’d once said he loved about me. I tried to do what I thought would please him, but I began to feel like I was walking on eggshells. Still, when the meetings were over and we were safe at home, old comforts returned and we’d settle back into our life.

Nothing was really wrong. Things were going to get better. Just as soon as this meeting or that project or the next pitch was over. After he became director of marketing. We’d have more time. We’d go away for more long weekends and long talks. We’d find it again.

In the movies, when it’s time for The Bad Thing to happen, the music changes. When the homesteaders have got all the crops in the barn and they’re having the harvest hoedown and everybody’s dancing and having fun, then the menacing cello tremolo lets you know that the cattle baron’s henchmen are about to show up and gun down a few innocent bystanders. I’ve always thought it extremely unfair that real life doesn’t come with that sort of sound track. Not that it would change anything, but advance notice would be nice.

So I came home on a Friday afternoon from a meeting of the Hancock Park Green Spaces Association to find a gold Lexus parked in our driveway behind David’s black Mercedes. I had to park my Mazda at the curb. Before I could even get to the porch, the front door opened and out stepped Kelley Hamlin, one of the account managers. Not just any old account manager, but the company MVP for the last two years. I’d talked to her briefly a couple of times at office social functions, but I’d heard from some of the other women on the management side that she was brilliant. Driven. She was also beautiful.

“Hello, Wyn.” She smiled at me, flicked her blonde hair back over her shoulder. David stood behind her, a file folder in his hand. “Thanks for dropping this off, Kelley.”

The faintest little ping sounded somewhere in my brain, so quiet that I almost missed it. I looked at him, and he looked right back at me, smiled into my eyes. But there was no exchange. It was like looking at someone who’s wearing those mirrored sunglasses. All you see is your own reflection.

After a quiet and seemingly endless dinner, I was reading the new Los Angeles Magazine in the room I call the den but that David always refers to as the “library.” He came in, sat down next to me on the black leather couch.

That in itself was a guaranteed attention grabber, because lately we’d been simply two people who found themselves asleep in the same bed every now and then. He sat on the edge of the seat, smiled almost shyly, as if he was going to start a conversation about something other than picking up the dry cleaning.

I remembered how it had been before. How it might be again. I smiled back. Détente.

Then he said, “Wyn, I can’t do this anymore.”

“Do what?” The wrong thing to say. It elicited his hurt/disappointed look.

“I can’t keep pretending everything is fine.”

“I know everything’s not fine. You’re working much too hard and the stress must be—”

“Yes, I have been busy, and there is a lot of stress. But it’s not just that.”

An image flared. David rolling over in our bed next to someone. Indistinct, no more than a shape under the covers. The scene evaporated instantly, but it left a white shadow, the way a match flame leaves a ghost of itself on your eye.

We looked at each other for a minute before I went for broke.

“Are you seeing someone?”

He frowned. “Seeing someone? You mean like a shrink?”

“No. I mean like a woman. Is there something you want to tell me?”

He took the magazine out of my hands and tossed it onto the aluminum-sculpture coffee table. “Of course not. I mean, yes, there’s something I want to tell you, but it has nothing to do with a woman.”

But he didn’t look at me.

“I’ve just been really unhappy. I’m not even sure why, except I feel confined, like I can’t move. Sometimes, during the day, I’m sitting there in my office and I feel like I can’t breathe.”

I started to touch his face, but he intercepted my hand and placed it in my lap. I said, “Maybe you should go see Dr. Geary and—”

“I just had a complete physical in January. There’s nothing wrong with me.”

“Then what is it?”

He blinked twice. “It’s my whole goddamned life. The house, the job”—he paused, but only for a second before plunging on—“us. Everything. This guy I knew at the club dropped dead during a squash game last week. He was only forty-five, for Chrissake. It makes you question what the hell you’re doing. What we’re doing.”

I felt a lurching sickness in my stomach. “Can’t you tell me what’s bothering you about … everything? I thought this was what you wanted. I mean—”

“So did I.” His eyes had lost their clarity, become like flat, blue stone. “I don’t know if JMP is where I belong. Whether I should try a bigger agency. Or even a completely different—Where do I want to end up ten or twenty years from now? Maybe there’s something else, somewhere else I haven’t even thought of yet.”

While he cataloged possible causes of his malaise, my mind raced. I wanted to shout at him that he was too young for a midlife crisis. I had to stifle the impulse to reach over and trace the line of his dark eyebrows, his perfectly straight nose, the plane of his cheek. I remembered how his face felt next to mine, the crisp scent of his Polo cologne, the way his hair slipped between my fingers like corn silk.

“David, believe me, I understand. You’re working too hard. The money’s not that important to me, honestly. I want you to do whatever you want to. Whatever makes you happy. I don’t need—”

“You’re not listening to me.” His voice took on a too familiar edge of impatience. “What I’m trying to tell you is that I need a complete break from the whole …” His hands opened, then closed into fists. “I need to have the psychological freedom to take risks, to fail. I can’t feel like you’re depending on me to take care of you.”

“I don’t want you to feel like I’m depending on you. I wouldn’t mind if you depended on me a little more. I’m perfectly willing to go back to work, so you can—”

“Wyn.” He cleared his throat. “You’re missing the point here. What I need is to be completely independent. Of you.”

A somewhat belated flash of insight. This wasn’t about us, it was about him. What he wanted. What he didn’t want.

He said, “I’ve wanted to tell you, but I didn’t know exactly how to explain it. And the other problem is, you don’t deal well with the unvarnished truth.”

Sudden tears pooled in my eyes and overflowed, dripping into my lap. He handed me the pressed, white linen square he just happened to have in his pocket.

“David, the unvarnished truth is, I love you. Don’t you—?”

“It’s not that I don’t love you.” The words sliced cleanly through the mush of my sentiment. “I just think it was a mistake to get married. Like we did. So quickly. I don’t think we really knew each other. And I need …” He picked up the handkerchief off the floor where I’d dropped it, handed it to me again. “I need to figure out what’s important to me.”

Sound concerned, but not hysterical. “If that’s how you’ve been feeling, why didn’t you say something before now?”

He looked pained. “I shouldn’t have to tell you that we’re miserable. Don’t you even know when you’re unhappy?”

“I know it hasn’t been so wonderful lately, but we’ve had seven good years. Let’s not throw it all away just because—”

“Wyn, listen to me.” He eased closer, took both my hands. I hated that determined look on his face. “I’m being suffocated—not by you,” he added quickly. “It’s everything. I feel like all my options are closing off Like I’m trapped in this—”

Outside, a car alarm began to shriek. One of ours? I remembered that rain was forecast for tonight and we should close the windows on the west side of the house. The housekeeper was coming tomorrow. Did I write her a check? Was I supposed to call Lisa Hathaway about the publicity committee meeting for the symphony fund-raiser?

My life was going down the toilet and my brain had picked this moment to go out on strike.

“I don’t know.” He took his hands from mine, carefully, as if he wasn’t sure mine would stay put.

“So what are you saying? That you want a—”

“No.” Too quickly. Then, “I don’t know. Maybe we both just need some time alone, some space.”

“David, I don’t need any more time alone. That’s about all I have right now.”

He seemed not to hear me. “Maybe you should move out for a while. I saw a great condo the other day. Not too far away. We could still see each other.” His voice rose just slightly. Like you do when you’re trying to talk a child into taking her medicine: Hmm? Wouldn’t we like to do that? It would be so good for us.

A tiny prickle of anger started at the back of my throat. He’d been looking at condos for me?

“If you’re the one who needs some space, why do I have to move? Why don’t you get a condo?”

He straightened, his gaze over my head someplace. “Because it’s my house,” he said.

I remembered this woman I knew who was hypnotized at a magic show and made to do all kinds of funny things. When the guy brought her out of it, and she noticed everyone in the audience laughing, she felt stupid without knowing why. Just now I had that same sense of having missed something important.

He slept in the guest room. We hadn’t made love in months anyway, but sleeping by myself in the king-size bed without even the shape of his body nearby was cataclysmic. I couldn’t have felt more alone if I’d been sleeping in a crater on the moon.

The weekend was interminable. He spent most of it at the office. Or at least that’s what he said. On Sunday afternoon, I dialed his extension, listened to it ring six, seven times, till voice mail picked up. It didn’t mean he wasn’t there. He could have been in the men’s room, the kitchen, a conference room, a screening room. He could have been on another line. I knew if I asked him, that’s what he’d say. “I was talking to Hank.” Or Tom. Or Grady.

I hesitated for a second, then called the main switchboard. When the automated receptionist started ticking off everyone’s extension, I punched in Kelley Hamlin’s number. It rang twice before I slammed down the receiver. I wasn’t going to start checking up on him. I trusted him. If he said he was working, then he was working.

Obeying some ageless instinct, I took a long bubble bath. Too long. My fingers shriveled. I put on a classic black skirt and ivory silk blouse that he’d always liked. I stared at the naked face in the mirror, somewhat reassured that the woman reflected there still looked pretty good, hadn’t changed all that much. You’re in your prime, I told her. I reached for the makeup tray.

I had my mother to thank for the dark eyes and good skin. The straight nose and wide mouth came from my father. My hair was the problem. Why couldn’t I have gotten my mother’s hair, dark and shiny like an artist’s brush? Or my father’s—thick, blond, and straight as a Swedish sea captain’s? Instead I got hair like my father’s mother and sister—light reddish brown, thick and curly, completely unmanageable. I battled it now, smoothing the kinks out with a hot comb.

I chilled a bottle of his favorite Puligny-Montrachet. I put on the music he liked, the Brandenburg Concertos. And I waited.

I was sitting on the bed with a book and a glass of wine, doing more drinking than reading, when he appeared about eleven-thirty.

“Are you hungry? There’s some soup.”

He smiled politely. “No thanks. A couple of us were working on a pitch. We sent out for Chinese. You should hang up your skirt before it gets all wrinkled.” He eyed the bottle on the night table disapprovingly. “Don’t you think—”

Before he could finish, I refilled my glass with childish defiance, but he was already headed for the bathroom. I tossed aside the book, drank some more wine, riffled the pages of a magazine, listened to the water running in the bathroom. He came out, picked up his pillow. The sweet, clean smell of him wrung my heart.

“David …”

He turned, but not all the way around to face me. Like he was on his way to something important and I was detaining him. “Wyn, please. Don’t make it any harder than it has to be.”

“We could go to counseling.” I rolled the hem of the sheet between my fingers. “Do you know how long it’s been since we made love?”

He exhaled through his nose. “Things at the office are crazy. I’ve been working my ass off. I’ve got so much on my mind I can hardly sleep, and then I come home and you expect me to perform like a trained seal—”

“I don’t expect anything.” My voice cracked annoyingly. “I just miss how it used to be. I want you to hold me. It’s not just the sex. You don’t even touch me anymore.” I swallowed audibly. “Do you realize that?”

“Haven’t you thought about anything I said Friday?”

“I’m going to look for a job tomorrow.”

A frosty smile of approval. “Good idea.”

I closed the magazine in my lap. “But I’m not moving out of this house.”

The smile vanished. He opened his mouth to say something, then closed it, setting his jaw. He turned and walked out of the room, pillow tucked under his arm, like a little boy running away from home.

When I drew my legs up under me, the magazine flopped open. “Hottest Careers for Women in the Coming Decade.” I picked it up, scanned it hopefully. “Finance.” I can’t balance my own checkbook. “Teaching.” Been there, done that. “Police Work.” I don’t think so. “Construction.” Are they serious? “Child Care.” No way.

I drank some more wine and pondered the realities of returning to the workforce, then I closed the magazine and heaved it across the room. When I stood up to take off my skirt, my knees wobbled under me. I sat down heavily, dissolving against the pillows.

Time to get ready for bed. I wanted to lay out the suit and shoes for my interview tomorrow. And the purse. Jewelry. But my head felt large. Unwieldy. I’d close my eyes.

Just for a minute.





Three

My oma told me that the best friendships often start with a quarrel. She said there’s a closeness that comes from a good, healthy fight that you can’t get any other way, and I think it must be true. Look at CM and me. Our friendship started with a fistfight, and twenty-two years later it’s still going strong. The friendship, I mean.

The fight was about a boy. It seems ridiculous now, but at the time we were the two tallest girls in the third grade, and Michael Garrity—while neither attractive nor pleasant—was the only boy taller than we were.

After the playground monitor had escorted us to the office, with CM holding wet paper towels on her bloody nose, and our mothers were sequestered with the principal, we were left by ourselves in the hall to await sentencing. We turned to each other as if on cue, and the instant our eyes met, we started to laugh. We got a two-day suspension from school. Our parents grounded us for a month. On our first day of freedom, we went behind her garage and gouged ourselves with her dad’s rusty Boy Scout knife to become blood sisters.

She accepted a choreographer’s fellowship position with a dance company in Seattle over a year ago, and we haven’t seen each other since. But whenever we talk on the phone, it feels as if we’re picking up right where we left off only a day or two ago. She’s the one person I want to talk to now, but before I can call her, she calls me on Monday night. At the sound of her voice, my seething emotions attain critical mass and I start to bawl.

“Wyn?”

I blow my nose and keep blotting the tears that refuse to abate.

“What’s going on down there?”

“I don’t know. David is … We’re—I think we’re splitting up.”

As I’m pouring my heart out, I suddenly realize she’s laughing. Surprise stops my tears in their tracks.

“I’m sorry, Baby. I’m not laughing at you. It’s just that I was calling to tell you Neal moved out.” Now I’m laughing, too, albeit a bit hysterically. “I think we should fall back and regroup,” she says. “Why don’t you get your ass on a plane and come up here for a nice, long visit?”

The following Saturday, one of those blue-and-gold September afternoons, finds me on an Alaska Airlines flight heading for Seattle-Tacoma International Airport. My mother’s reaction to my departure was predictable.

“Have you taken leave of your senses? This is exactly the wrong time for you to go away. You need to be there. Show him you love him. Cook dinner for him. Make your presence felt.”

The fact that he’s never home for dinner, doesn’t want to feel my presence—in fact, acts slightly surprised and annoyed when we pass each other in the hall, as if I’m a long-term houseguest who’s overstayed her welcome—none of this registers with my mother.

David’s unabashed enthusiasm was depressing. “I think it’s a really good idea, Wyn. I need to do some thinking. It’ll be good for me to be alone.”

The plane’s docking ritual seems lifted from a religious service, as in “Thank God we made it.” There’s a final lurch, lights blink, chimes sound. The pilgrims rise en masse, pressing forward through the jet way, straining toward that first breath of fresh air. I scan the crowded terminal for CM. She’s easy to spot, with her mass of auburn hair a good four inches above most other heads, but she’s already seen me.

“Wyn!” She runs up and gives me a big hug. “You look way too good for someone who’s just been dumped.”

Actually, she’s the one who looks great. But then she always does. CM—or Christine Mayle to the rest of the world—is the only woman I’ve ever known who even looks good the week before her period.

Analyze her features and she’s not classically beautiful. But at just under six feet tall, with creamy skin, green eyes, and long auburn hair, she doesn’t look like very many other women. Her taste in clothing is, frankly, weird—handmade this, ethnic that, strange color combinations. But somehow it all looks good when
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