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To
M.H.P.
PASS IT ON


The air was washed out yellow dust and the valley had no end. Mile after mile, the road lay across the land, a coiled snake someone had tossed away. From the road, dusty fields rolled out and fell away as far as the eye could see, then vanished in the haze that hid the mountains rising up from the valley floor. Overhead, the sun shone so hot and bright it looked like a blur, a rip in the sky.

I had the windows rolled down and shivered in the wind, a hot, dry unnatural wind that didn’t caress but angled off. San Joaquin . . . here on the back roads, the true valley revealed itself, ramshackle, rusted wire nailed to slanted poles, curled brown leaves in places man-delivered water couldn’t reach. Crows pecked at barren fields but I couldn’t hear their cries. I felt my thirst. What was I doing here? Easy. I was following a man, who, the moment I saw him, I knew had what I wanted. The way the fabric of his shirt pulled across his chest, the angle of his hand as he held a cigarette, the tone in his voice when he said the word no. If you had told me three months ago that I’d do what I’d done and then risked coming after him, I’d have said impossible. No way . . .

Or would I? I was at a point in my life where too much was under control. I could feel the longing underneath, tasted it when I went to bed each night. I was certain there had to be one more big thing and I was waiting for it, longing for it to explode through the centre of my life. I was ready, more than ready.

Then he came along. And I see now that’s the way it happens. The line comes up – and you jump.


ONE


1

It began at a party I never would have known about if I hadn’t been working late at my office and still there when Don called. Don is my ex-husband and his calling a few days after a birthday I’d been trying to ignore, and ignoring it himself, was only par for the course. He had a convenient kind of oversight that allowed him to edit out any occasion that required a special effort to give, emotionally or financially. I sound bitter, but I’m not, because whatever it is in him that keeps him disconnected, I also feel in me. Does that sound strange? Well, Los Angeles is full of people like Don and me: social, polite, but somehow disconnected, isolated at the core. Anyway, Don and I are two of a kind and maybe that’s why it never went deep enough between us to end in the kind of anger that builds steel walls. I could already see that in a few more years we’d value each other as we never had in love, simply because we had a history, went way back, knew each other when. We’d say, my god, it can’t be twenty years, or, remember that time in Mexico . . . What we’d want from each other wasn’t the truth but continuity, and maybe we’d no longer be able to tell what was real and what was the deluded imaginings of two lonely people.

We had come out together to Los Angeles, six months married right after college on the prairie. It didn’t take much effort to leave. We needed to get away from that landlocked flatness and we wanted what California promised – the sunshine and glossy cars, the hillside houses behind white stucco walls. We wanted the heat and the surf rolling in, palm trees and eucalyptus, a freeway interchange. We didn’t disguise it: we were after the glamour, to be part of a world that ran on money and fashion and a certain sexy ease. The movie business and rock ’n’ roll – the obvious lures – drew us only indirectly; it was the Pacific we came for, that crystal blue behind and below a dozen TV detectives, the breaking waves at Malibu as a newly sober celebrity alcoholic walked beside them in People magazine, the twists and turns on Mulholland made familiar in a hundred movie chases. We knew that light, hard and vivid, etching distances and boundaries, the jumble of LA. And when we came we did the usual things: got jobs, bought a condo, made friends, drove up the coast. After a while, we made more money and more but different friends and drifted apart, like two leaves on a rapidly melting stream. That’s the advantage of the absence of passion: there’s no reason not to stay in touch.

I was getting ready to leave my office when he called. It’s a small place on Beverly a few blocks from Fairfax, three rooms on the far side of a courtyard hidden from the street. I had rented the space because it was May and a jacaranda was shedding its blooms in a soft purple rain. The rooms were large, white, a knockoff attempt at what they used to call moderne, with more than enough space for me and a secretary, who just now was a young woman named Holly who wore six earrings in each ear. Vega Johnson: Investments and Financial Planning. Humble but mine own. I have a knack for money, for finding it and making it grow, which was unexpected considering I come from a family that was always behind, or two steps ahead, of the bill collectors, yoked to a man, my bemused father, who wore a brown fedora and couldn’t keep a dime. My own talent only revealed itself when I fell into a job in a stock brokerage, found I liked it and turned out to be good at it. I moved up from secretary to assistant and got my licence and surprisingly soon the big commissions started rolling in. But after a while I saw I wouldn’t go any higher because women didn’t, so I took a calculated risk, stole some of my clients, bought a modem and set up for myself. I trade now for a small but fairly flush group, some with names you might recognize, take care of all the loose financial ends, and the word of mouth on me is good. I have more than I can handle. There’s something sexy about a woman who’s smart with money and also looks good in a tight white suit and three-inch heels. A compelling combination, someone once said. Sure, I use it. It buys me what I want – freedom.

Don said there was a party at a new restaurant on Wilshire in Beverly Hills. Going to restaurant openings was part of his job; he was a VP for a public relations company that specialized in business and corporate accounts. He often asked me to go with him. I think he liked the reaction when he introduced me as his ex-wife. But I was tired tonight and he heard me hesitate. His own voice was suddenly exhausted.

‘Please come,’ he said, ‘I really need to see a friendly face.’

‘What’s the matter?’

‘Nothing. Out of the ordinary. I’m just in one of those valleys they talk about.’ That wasn’t like him. I used to call him Mr Evenkeel.

‘You want to tell me?’

‘Maybe after. We can drive out to the beach, breathe some air. What do you say?’

I could have said no. Gone home, taken a bath, got in bed early with a good book. I could have done anything but what in fact I did. Even now I can’t quite believe that so much hinged for a moment of such an innocuous choice. Maybe it didn’t. Maybe fate comes and gets you no matter where you are; you never know what’s coming down the pike. Am I sorry, now that I know what I’m capable of? That’s the funny thing: no. Not at all. No. It’s not that the truth is pretty. But it has definitely set me free.

The restaurant was carved out of space previously occupied by a failed Savings & Loans. The architect must have been young, eager to make a name, because the place was busy, insistent, with huge, unidentifiable objects hanging off crowded trusses and partitions. The initial impression was of a propped-up airplane hangar, and after a while, I realized that’s what they must have been after. It was called Aeropostale. I gave it three months.

The first person I ran into was Marty Toward. Toe-ward as in foe-ward, he liked to say. We had met Marty our first year out. He’s a line producer now, the nuts and bolts man who keeps track of the actual money for movie producers too ‘creative’ or spacey to be bothered. But back then he was trying to make it as a production manager, taking any show he could get, working the town making more connections than anyone I knew. He said he could find us jobs but only Don was interested. Nothing ever really materialized, which is the way things go in Hollywood, but ever since Don wondered if movies were where he really belonged. Which didn’t mean anything except that he wasn’t happy.

Marty came in with his wife Olga whom I’d met before. Don introduced us, but I was surprised because I usually see Marty with other women. He’s a terrific philanderer, very public and upfront about it. In fact Don says that if people didn’t know about Marty’s other women he probably wouldn’t bother having them. It doesn’t take much to see why he likes people to know. He’s fat and nothing to look at, a bullet fish face sort of like my Uncle Jerry, balding and awful taste in clothes, no style, not even funky. But Marty has what they used to call personality and it booms out in a constant stream of stories, gossip, facts and opinions, funny and interesting, startling and provocative, sometimes even tender-hearted. He’s always in motion, not at all like a fat man, squirming in his seat when he has something to say, gesturing so wildly you watch out for the water glasses. His whole body is somewhere between a wiggle and a dance, hands in and out of pockets, fixing his tie, rubbing his balding head, slapping somebody’s back and his favourite word is a hearty, ‘Sure!’ So he doesn’t have any trouble getting women, young, pretty, up and coming women, and everyone knows and knows that his wife knows and stays with him anyway, although Don tells me she doesn’t like it and once in a while, for a few months or so, her face gets pinched and tense, hectic.

‘Hiya, gorgeous,’ Marty boomed over the crowd and I could see relief in Olga’s eyes that it was only me. I suddenly felt bad that I know so much about the things she tries to hide. I always feel bad knowing things about people I haven’t learned from them or seen for myself. It makes me feel guilty and sometimes resentful, robbed of the possibility of discovering or deducing or filling in for myself. I suppose that’s arrogant. Sure, I love to gossip, and some of the most interesting things I know about people I know because somebody else told me, and of course I believe the more facts you have the better. That’s my business, gathering facts before I make the deal. But I’ve learned there isn’t any truth where people are concerned, you don’t put all the pieces together and get a whole. So why shouldn’t I be allowed the conclusions of my own experience, to make up the world as I go along? And who cares that sometimes I’m wrong? I’m willing to pay the price. La vida really es sueno. Arrogant or not, the head I know best is my own.

‘Have you seen Don?’ I asked, and Marty gestured towards the far end of the room.

‘He looks like hell,’ Marty said and suddenly laughed. ‘Probably because he owes me money.’

That was a surprise. I knew Don hated to borrow and also that Marty hated to lend. I wanted to ask him something more but someone pulled him away and I was left exchanging small talk with Olga, jovial, smiling, completely fraudulent talk, and managed to spill some wine on the sleeve of her dress. This was especially embarrassing because I see Marty with other women and Olga knows I do. Later, I saw her leave the party alone while Marty stayed behind chatting up a young woman who looked like she’d stepped off the set of a night-time soap but probably sold time on a local TV station. How does Olga manage this, with just a pinched face?

I finally spotted Don in the crush at the bar. Somehow, Marty had found him first and I headed towards them. Don was shouting something in Marty’s ear but waved when he saw me coming. His face was flushed but drawn and I realized that he no longer looked young but had turned into someone parking attendants probably called ‘Sir’. When had that happened? And what about me?

‘Hi, babe,’ he said, ‘great place, huh? I give it three months.’

Marty was already moving away.

‘Don’t go,’ Don said, reaching out to him.

Marty didn’t look back. ‘Look, I said I’d call him, I’ll call him.’ His anger stayed behind.

‘What’s that about?’ I asked.

Don shook his head. ‘Nothing. You know Marty.’

‘He says you owe him money.’

He looked at me. I could see something in his eyes that was new, a lowgrade fear, as if he were trapped, a wasp in a coffee can buzzing to get out.

‘What’s wrong?’ I asked. ‘Has something happened?’

‘No, no, I’m just a little stretched. The company is cutting back, I think they’ll keep me, but I can’t stand the idea of looking for another job. And that woman I was seeing, the red head, remember? She dumped me, just like that, over and out. And last week I read – I mean I read the whole thing – an article on men who get face lifts. But seriously, folks, I’m doing fine.’

‘I can lend you money.’

He smiled but shook his head. ‘I need another kind of favour. There’s someone I want you to meet. He’s around here somewhere.’

Don took my arm and we set off through the crowd. ‘Who? Why?’

‘He’s got money. Rolling in it.’

‘Uh-uh. The last one you sent me turned out to be paranoid – he thought I was funnelling his money to the CIA. I almost had to call the cops to get rid of him. Remember?’

‘There he is. There.’

I turned and followed his gesture. The man was standing facing me, a drink in his hand, talking to a woman with incredibly silky blonde hair. I couldn’t see her face but I assumed she was flirting because he was smiling in that way that’s all about the spark. He looked up, saw Don and noticed me, and the smile broadened instead of becoming hidden. Something in me immediately felt the electricity of attraction. I was startled; I could feel myself automatically tense with the special preparation that comes when something is suddenly at stake.

‘Who is he?’ But it was too late – Don was already introducing us.

His name was Paul. Paul Lattimer. He had the kind of looks you might not notice if you scanned a room, but once you focused you couldn’t look away. There was nothing boyish or pretty about him; the word you thought of was ‘handsome’. Tall, which is something I like, with thick dark hair parted on the side that fell across his forehead in a single sleek line. Later, I would have all the time in the world to study the details: the gradual rise of his cheekbones, the tiny patch of hairless skin near his chin, the gold flecks in his brown eyes. Now he was wearing brown, an easy linen jacket, an expensive silk shirt pulling across his chest. For some reason, I noticed his shoes. They were brown, too, soft leather moccasins and the term ‘slip-ons’ came suddenly to my mind. Unexpectedly, I felt myself stirring. It had been a very long time since anyone made me feel that way.

I smiled and nodded, the ritual gestures you automatically make, but all the time I watched him, already zeroed in, and it seemed to me he knew what I was thinking, was thinking it too, both of us already there, waiting. I turned, but Don was disappearing.

‘I’ve got to make nice to the celebrity chef,’ he was saying. ‘Won’t be long.’

And the woman with the silky hair was gone as if she’d never been. Suddenly, I tensed – what if all that electricity was only in me? The one thing I hate is looking like a fool.

‘Are you in public relations, too?’ I heard myself asking, hating the sound of my voice, so stupidly superficial. He shook his head.

‘No. I definitely have no interest in relating to the public.’

I was relieved. It had crossed my mind he might be an actor and I had long ago ruled them out as possibilities. To be alone with an actor is to be alone, or pressed into constant contemplation of the other. Besides, I can’t stand people who are so dependent on outside opinion.

‘Well, what do you do?’

‘I put things together. People, deals . . .’

‘Ah. An entrepreneur?’

‘No. More – subtler than that.’

I smiled. ‘Something like – what? – a facilitator?’

‘Yes, you could say that.’

There was the briefest of pauses and his voice lowered but became more intense. ‘In fact, I wish you would. I like the sound of your voice.’

Surprised, I looked up at him. There’s something very sexy about the direct approach, but it’s been my experience that the men who most frequently make it are not the ones who interest me. What, in my fantasies, is all fluid and masterful turns out in real life to strike me as blatant and obnoxious. But this man, with his knowing smile, only drew me in.

‘Do you always flirt like this?’ I asked, unable to mask the light in my eyes. I knew that anyone looking at us, at me, would know exactly what I had in mind.

‘Yes,’ Paul said, ‘I can’t be trusted at all.’

His smile was so steady, so open and confident, I immediately felt the very opposite was true. But his confidence intimidated me and I had to look away.

I felt one of his fingers on my wrist.

‘Why don’t we get dinner someplace – just you and me?’

I tried to read his eyes. I knew what I was thinking, but I was still unsure about him.

‘Don and I talked about driving out to the beach.’

‘Oh. You and Don are – together?’

I smiled. ‘He’s my ex-husband.’

I saw him considering.

‘Well, is that what you want to do, drive to the beach with your ex-husband?’

‘Not now.’

‘Good.’

He took my arm and I didn’t pull away. I think I knew in that moment he was dangerous, that I had met someone who could turn me inside out. But it must have been what I wanted because I didn’t pull away.

When I found Don to tell him I was leaving, he was huddled with two bright young things and didn’t seem to mind. I said I’d call him in the morning and we could talk then. He didn’t ask why I was leaving, or with whom, and I didn’t tell him. Whatever was bothering him would have to wait.

We went to an Indian place on Pico west of Century City. If I learned anything more about him then, I don’t remember. I only see his eyes, direct, frank, inviting me in, the smile that offers layers of hidden meanings, and feel my own breathing, shallow, excited, gasping for air.

He followed me home, headlights in my rear view mirror as we climbed the hills. Cool air whistled past me and night moisture fogged the grey-dark glass. I could feel his presence so strongly that I half expected him to slip in to the seat beside me, all distances obliterated. But at a red light my own breathing was the only sound. Then red turned to green, and we drove on.

He came up behind me as I was putting my key in the lock and stood still, so still it silenced me and I could hear metal engaging metal, tumbling together. The door swung open but I didn’t move. Desire made me vigilant. I could smell the smoke from the restaurant on his jacket and sensed the rise and fall of his chest with each steady breath. I was ready for anything, and I think he knew it, but all he did was reach past me and push the door open further. Together, we walked inside.

I closed the door and snapped the lock, then watched him move through the room. Some people are oblivious to physical space but he wasn’t one of them; I could see him taking in the room, its proportions, the furniture, the light from the lamps I turned on. He wandered over to some desert landscapes I had grouped on a stuccoed wall. I wanted him to like them, to see in them what I saw, the promise of unlimited space and immutability, a peace without the franticness of leaves.

‘It’s the silence,’ I said, coming up behind him. ‘Every time you walk outside. You stop and wait and after a minute it’s like looking up and catching the drift of the clouds. Getting in tune with the silence.’

Unaccountably, I was blushing when he turned to me, made vulnerable by my fear of how he would judge what I was revealing. But Paul was smiling, with that invitation to enter in, assuming we were already in, a small circle of two.

‘You’re irresistible,’ I blurted out.

He laughed. ‘Wait ’til you get to know me.’

‘Will I? Get to know you?’

‘Oh yes, I think so. Don’t you?’

I nodded, wanting that promise of something more to come. It was too soon to know if he would be anything more than someone passing through, but in that moment I wanted to believe in the intensity, the romance, the new man in my house.

‘Do you want a drink?’

He nodded. ‘Scotch. Anything.’

When I came out of the kitchen, I found him standing at the glass doors leading out to the garden. He was staring at the pool, glowing turquoise in the moonlight.

‘Do you want to swim?’

I opened the door and we carried our drinks outside. It didn’t even occur to me to think about a bathing suit. The hum of distant traffic came from somewhere down below but louder still were the night sounds, the crickets, a barking dog, a nearby twig snapping in the warm night wind. I undressed quickly, shy and awkward, and slipped into the water. I wasn’t hidden – the lights of the pool spotlighted me from below, clarified me in the midst of black night. I looked up. He was already naked, coming down the concrete edge of the pool. I saw him silhouetted against the night and, with the moonlight at his back, I could see his cock erect and hard. He entered the water and then he was enclosing me from behind, the water lapping between us, and his arms cradled my breasts. I leaned back and felt the muscles of his legs tense as he found his footing to support us. His breath was on my neck. He turned me to him and I felt his lips and all at once I needed desperately to taste his tongue, to have him in my mouth. He let me kiss him and when I pulled away I threw my head back and breathed deeply and then again. The smell of night-blooming jasmine was in the air, heavy and yet elusive. He ran his tongue along my throat and then I felt his hands cupping my ass, pulling me to him and I pulled, too, wrapped my legs around him and climbed slowly on to his cock, my arms around his neck, held, cradled, safe at last and home. He was deep inside me, moving deliberately, the water all around us. I felt him sigh. What pleasure was he feeling, in that exquisite slow friction? Suddenly, I wanted to know, to be not only giving him pleasure but to be inside that pleasure, inside him as he was inside me, to be so deep inside him I was the blood pumping through him, pressing against his fiery skin, lengthening him, reddening, expanding, finally bursting all bounds and showering out.

Later, in bed, he asked me what I liked.

‘Anything. Everything.’

He laughed. ‘That’s no answer.’

I hesitated. ‘Well, I like to be teased.’

He looked at me and grinned. ‘Head games . . .’

I was suddenly embarrassed, as if my skirt had been hiked up on a city street. He saw it and stroked my cheek.

‘No, that’s the best. Two people who are willing to play, who understand each other and are willing to play.’

‘Do we understand each other?’

Somehow I knew that wasn’t what I was asking. Did he want me? that was what I wanted to know. Again, or tomorrow . . . was he around for a while?

‘I understand you,’ he said, and pulled me to him.

I see now that I was afraid, and full of contradiction, because surprisingly I stiffened. To be understood is to be known and to be known is to be owned. I saw the look in his eye, that cocksure certainty, a masculine confidence that always set me on edge. He thought he had me. I felt myself withdrawing in the usual way, but then something pulled me back. So what if he thought he had me? Didn’t I have him? Why not just go with it, play along, let it all spin out? He’s an aberration, I thought, a drunken spree in the middle of a long dry spell. I rolled towards him and felt his hand sweep across my body, then watched as his tapering fingers teased at my nipples. Games, head trips . . . why not play along? What have I got to lose?

I awoke somewhere near dawn. He wasn’t in bed and I was afraid that he’d gone. But I found him in the living room, talking on the phone. He smiled when he saw me and quickly hung up. ‘New York,’ he said. ‘They’re already at work there.’

I didn’t move. He was sitting in a chair facing the windows. It was dark but the sky had greyed enough to see the outlines of trees and the first birds were already singing to each other. He was naked. He held out a hand and invited me to him. He opened his legs as I sat down on the floor in front of him so that I could rest my head on his thigh. I felt his hand brush back my hair, his fingers caress my neck. My cheek rested on his soft skin and I couldn’t keep my hands from running over the line of his calves. His fingers on my neck seemed to be quieting me and we stayed that way a long time, watching the dawn reveal all that had been hidden.

Later, we made love again and afterwards I lay in bed and listened to the rushing water as he took a shower. It had been months since I’d heard the sounds of another person in my bathroom and I wanted it to go on forever. When he kissed me goodbye his wet hair brushed across my cheek and cooled me as the moisture evaporated in the dry air.

‘What are you doing tonight?’ he asked.

‘Whatever you want.’

I was already hooked.
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