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If you want a friend in Hollywood,


get a mirror.


—Nora Poole, movie star




CHAPTER ONE


Mother never owned a house. If she was living in one for any length of time, it meant she wasn’t making a movie. It meant she was out of work. My early life consisted of boarding schools and, depending on where mother was shooting her latest film, rented houses. On my vacations I would join her in these strange impersonal places. Sometimes there was a strange impersonal man living there, too.


When I was fifteen she was stuck with me for Christmas vacation in one of those houses. She pointed to the indoor swimming pool. “You can swim when it rains!” she beamed.


I would paddle around in the giant pool while the raindrops and the acorns dropping from the oaks pounded the glass ceiling. In a corner of the room stood a white-flocked tree tilting precariously and shimmering with yuletide decorations. Next to it Brent or Burt or Bart—I never quite got his name—wearing an early version of a Speedo sat in a deck chair, watching me.


On the wet hard floor I offered up my virginity, and he took it with brutal efficiency. After Christmas he got tossed out with the tree, and Mother viewed me as a competitor from that moment on.


Maybe that’s what I had wanted, I thought now, stripping off my clothes and walking down the steps into the water. It was as warm as I remembered. Outside the oak trees spread their branches over the glass ceiling, dropping their acorns on the roof. Plonk. Plonk. I smiled and began to swim.


Twenty-five years later, I had come back to this place that was never ours, to say good-bye to Mother.


Taking long easy strokes back to the shallow end, I came up for air, blinking chlorine from my eyes.


“Jesus Christ, Diana, you’re naked.” Stunned, Celia Dario stood on the deck above me in five-inch heels, calves tight, black chiffon blouse tucked into a short tangerine-colored skirt. Her long raven hair was twisted into a chignon, making her look professional and chic. A man in a black jacket, white dress shirt, and jeans, stood next to her staring at me with deep brown solemn eyes.


Oh, hell. I crouched low in the water, trying to cover myself.


“This is my client, Mr. Ward,” she said, trying to regain her equilibrium.


“Sorry, I thought you said he wasn’t going to be here for another half hour. That I had time to . . .”


“Not to take all your clothes off! Just to look at the house where you lived for fifteen minutes of your life.” Taking a deep breath, she turned to her client. “I’m sorry . . . for all this.” She waved manicured fingernails in my direction; her client still hadn’t taken his eyes off me.


He was about six feet tall, firm body but not heavily muscled. His bent nose seemed to have taken a few punches. His dark brown hair, graying at the temples, waved back from his lean face. He had a matter-of-fact self-possession that was beginning to irritate me.


“You could turn your back,” I told him.


“Why? I’ve seen everything there is to see.” His somber lips slid into a smile. And suddenly he was charming, which was even more irritating.


I pushed my determinedly blond hair back from my face. “Do you have a towel?” I asked Celia.


“No, I don’t have a towel,” she snapped.


“You look familiar,” the man said.


“Which part of me?”


Celia shifted into her best realtor mode. “This is the actress, Diana Poole,” she continued, sensing an unexpected sale point. “Her mother, Nora Poole, the famous movie star, just died last week. She rented Bella Casa.” Yes, the house had a name.


“She died here?” he asked.


In most house sales, death is not a selling point. But in Hollywood it’s important for homes to have a lurid history of the famous living badly and dying even more badly in their mansions.


“Not exactly in Bella Casa, but . . . nearby.” Celia shot me a glance, wanting my help.


“She died in bed in a room at the Bel Air Hotel with a shot glass in her hand and a half-empty bottle of bourbon on the nightstand.”


“My father died like that.” He paused, rubbing his index finger over the bump in his nose. “But not in the Bel Air Hotel. More like Motel Six.”


“I’m getting cold, I’d like to get out of this pool,” I announced.


He turned to Celia. “Why don’t I see the living room again?”


She started to guide him back to the white louver doors that led to the main house, but he stopped her. “Help your friend. I can wander around on my own.” He tossed me a lopsided smile as he took one last look.


After he left, Celia scooped my bra up off the deck and shook it at me. “Do you know how hard it is to sell a twenty-thousand-square-foot mansion that needs a total remodel in this market?” Her dangling gold earrings swayed erratically.


I climbed out of the pool. “I’m sorry.” I grabbed my jeans and tried to dry myself off with them.


“Forget it, he’s not interested.”


I took my bra from her and put it on. “How do you know?” I stepped into my panties.


“I can tell.” Her violet-colored eyes darted to the door where Mr. Ward had disappeared. “He is handsome, though.”


“Almost handsome.” I picked up my jeans.


“Even better. I can tell he liked you.”


“I was stark naked. He’s a man. What’s not to like? Stop trying to fix me up.” My jeans stuck to me as I wiggled into them. “Are you okay?” I’d noticed her face was drawn.


“Why?”


“You seem worried. I mean, beyond my taking a swim.”


“I’m fine. Aren’t you working today?” She handed me my blouse.


“One o’clock call.” I ran my hand through my wet hair. “Thank God, I wear a wig.” I managed to button myself up.


“Say hello to Robert for me.”


“I will.” Robert Zaitlin was Celia’s lover and the producer of the movie in which I had a small but important role. He was married to an old girlfriend of ours.


“He told me he’s having problems with a young actress,” she said.


“Jenny Parson. She can’t get through a scene without forgetting her lines.”


She nodded. “I’d better go see what Mr. Ward is up to. Want to have dinner tonight?”


“Great.” I paused. “Celia, I just want to thank you for helping me get this part.”


“You gave a great reading. Besides, Robert has always had your best interest at heart, you know that.”


Only a woman in love with a movie producer could say that and mean it. But I wasn’t worried about Robert Zaitlin; it was the young actress, Jenny Parson, who troubled me.


In my Jaguar, so old it had five ashtrays and no airbags, I headed east on Sunset Boulevard then turned down to Santa Monica Boulevard toward the old Warner Bros. sister studio, which was once the old Samuel Goldwyn studio and is now called The Lot. But what’s in a name?


The heater, which never turned off, blew hot against my wet jeans. My silk blouse clung to my damp body like an unwanted lover. I began to laugh at the absurdity of the situation I’d just created, and then suddenly I burst into tears. Mourning for a dead mother I didn’t like and a dead husband I loved can do that to you.


Colin Hudson, my husband, died a year ago of a heart attack. We had been married for eight years—an eternity in this business. He left me with what is euphemistically called a teardown in Malibu, the old Jag, two Academy Awards for Best Original Screenplay, a bank account in the red, and an emptiness I couldn’t fill.


In order to earn a living, I’d gone back to what I knew best—acting. Of course, I was eight years older and the parts for women in their early forties were few and usually lousy. And to be honest, if I had not been the daughter of Nora Poole my name would have been forgotten. Hollywood has all the attention span of a coked-up executive producer.


The bold-striped awning of the Formosa Bar came into view. It was one of the few great watering holes from the Golden Age of Hollywood that was still standing. The others had become photographs in coffee-table books reminding us of how great movie life had been and would never be again.


I turned right and pulled up to the gate of the studio. Recognizing me, the guard waved me through, and I drove slowly past the enormous, gray stucco soundstages that looked like vast warehouses where all the Hollywood dreams and nightmares were stored. I parked in front of the makeup and wardrobe building and stared up at its benign facade. I would go in there looking like myself, a little bedraggled, and come out looking like the role I was playing: a mother who was a drunken slut.




CHAPTER TWO


The camera aimed at Jenny Parson and me. The key light felt warm on my skin. Jenny crossed to her mark—a piece of blue camera tape stuck to the carpet. She glared at me. Her auburn hair curled around her oval face and down to her shoulders. I held a glass of scotch (colored water) in my hand. Using the acting technique sense memory (conjuring the past to give reality to the present), the odorless liquid reminded me of the smell of bourbon in my mother’s shot glass. My blouse was buttoned haphazardly, and the tail end of it hung out from the waist of my too-tight, too-short miniskirt. The red wig felt heavy on my head. “Don’t you dare talk to me like that,” I slurred, staggering on my high heels, while making sure I didn’t block Jenny’s light.


“Why, because you gave birth to me?” she snapped back. Her green eyes flared in a defiance that felt real to me, and for the first time I thought we’d make it to the end of the scene. I fed off her anger, using its power to say my next line.


“Who says I did?” I let my mouth turn ugly.


Her full lips tensed. “You . . . you gave birth . . . didn’t . . . give. . . .” Her lively eyes grew vague. She froze. I knew the look. God, did I know it. She’d gone-up again. Forgotten her lines.


I held my expression, trying to will her to remember. My makeup felt tight on my skin, like a second layer of flesh. Jenny clenched her fists, groping for her dialogue, then turned away from me and stared angrily out into the shadowy darkness of the soundstage.


“Cut!” The director, Beth Woods, ripped off her earphones, jumped away from the monitor she’d been viewing us on, and emerged from the dim light onto the set.


Spiked henna-red hair cut short, Beth wore a leather jacket that looked as if she’d borrowed it from a Mossad agent. She had the worried look of a director who knew her film and maybe her career were going down the toilet.


“Diana, you could help her out by just continuing with your line,” Beth chided.


I was about to remind her I had done just that on a previous take, and she’d told me not do it again. But I said nothing. We were all tired, and tempers were flaring. The grips moved restlessly. My head ached from the damn wig.


Beth took a deep breath and put her arm around Jenny. “What’s the problem, love?”


Jenny shot her a cat-like look, and Beth removed her arm.


“I can’t remember my stupid lines. It’s kind of obvious, isn’t it?” At least she didn’t say duh to her.


Jenny was twenty years old and playing sixteen. She had that jarring quality young girls have today: a youthful innocence mixed with a slutty in-your-face seductiveness.


Robert Zaitlin, the producer, walked slowly onto the set. He pulled thoughtfully at his perfectly unshaven chin. The lights reflected off his perfectly shaved head. “I think we should call it a day.”


Astonished, the director turned on him. “We’re behind.”


“Wrap it,” Zaitlin ordered.


With an abrupt turn, Jenny ran dramatically out of the soundstage. I couldn’t help but think tears should have accompanied her grand exit. But there was none.


Beth let out a long disgusted sigh, and called out “It’s a wrap!”


The crew converged on the set, taking down lights and wrapping up cords. The boom mike disappeared from overhead, and the prop man took the glass out of my hand while the wardrobe, hair, and makeup people waited for me. The set no longer belonged to the actors.


Stepping over cables, I started to leave, but Zaitlin put a hand on my arm and walked me to a quiet corner.


“I was the one who told you to go ahead and get married, but don’t give up your career.” Robert always started a conversation as if the person he was talking to was inside his head and on the same wavelength. Prologues wasted too much time. “So did your mother,” he continued. “Even your husband. We all tried to convince you. But no, you didn’t listen to me. Or them.”


As I waited for him to come to the point, he leaned close and I got a whiff of his sweet cologne mixed with the smell of a very long disappointing day.


“I didn’t think you had a chance at a comeback. But you’re damn good in this role. I really think it could be a springboard for larger roles.”


Zaitlin’s copious belly pushed against his tailor-made blue-striped shirt. Sweat had gathered under his loose heavy chin. He was not a physically attractive man, but his energy, intelligence, and intensity lit up his blue eyes and made him appealing. He also had the producer’s ability to focus on a person as if they were the only one who mattered. Maybe that’s how you end up with a wife and a mistress.


I smiled, understanding what he was really saying. “You want something, don’t you?”


Gripping his heart, he feigned being hurt. “I only want the best for you, Diana.”


“And what else?”


“I’ve got Jake on my ass.”


Jake Jackson was the hot new star and the reason the movie was able to get made.


“He wants me to replace Jenny Parson,” he continued.


“Replace her.”


“You’re as ruthless as your mother.”


I doubted that, but let it go. Now Zaitlin looked helpless and vulnerable. “I can’t,” he said. “I’m too deep into the movie to change horses, to mix a metaphor. Besides when she gets it right she’s great, and that’s all I care about. Without her, we’d have to reshoot half the movie.” He placed a fatherly hand on my arm. “And who knows, maybe if he gets rid of her he might want me to recast you.”


“Are you threatening me? I thought you only had my best interest at heart.”


“And I do. If the new actress doesn’t look like she could be your daughter, my hand is forced. Diana, you are wonderful in this role. It could put you up there with your mother.”


I didn’t care about being “up there” with my mother. But I did need the work. “What do want me to do?”


“I’ve tried talking to her. Now I want you to. Have dinner with her tonight. Get to know her. See if she’s on something.” He lifted his shoulders. “Drugs maybe. Then spend tomorrow going over her lines with her.”


“Drugs? You usually handle this kind of thing. And I’m having dinner with Celia tonight.”


“I’ll take care of Celia,” he said possessively.


“What if Jenny doesn’t want to . . .”


“You’ll convince her. I can tell she looks up to you. I have good instincts about these things, that’s why I’m a producer.” He grinned wolfishly, patting my cheek. “Don’t forget Gwyn’s party tomorrow night for our son. It’s his birthday.”


Catching sight of the director, he yelled, “Beth! I want to look at the last take. Maybe there’s something we can use from it.” Finished with me, he strode away.


I wondered whether Zaitlin really thought I was good, or whether he was just saying that to get me to help Jenny. Compliments in Hollywood are handed out by the bagful, like Halloween candy. It’s never been easy for me to completely accept them, because I’m always searching for the one that has the poison in it.




CHAPTER THREE


Jenny and I had trailers—our dressing rooms—in the alley next to the stage. I knocked on her door, opened it, and peered inside. Already dressed in her street clothes, she wore a short black leather skirt, black tank top, and a lush emerald green cashmere-wrap sweater. She looked not only sexy but also her age. As if she didn’t care or didn’t want to look at her reflection, she sat with her back to a large mirror surrounded by lights. She was talking on her cell. When she saw me she quickly disconnected.


“Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt,” I said. “May I come in?”


“Are you going to lecture me?” She dropped her phone into a very expensive leather purse that was slouched on the makeup counter.


“I’m not your mother. I only play her.” I stepped up into the trailer and closed the door behind me.


“If you can call that a mother.” She snorted, baring small sharp teeth. She was oddly beautiful, like a pretty animal. But nonetheless an animal.


Sitting down on the built-in sofa, I glimpsed myself in the mirror. Out from under the set lights, my makeup looked harsh, exaggerating the lines on my face.


I pulled off my wig. “God, this is giving me a headache.” My own hair was bound flat to my head with a gauzy net. Jenny eyed me warily as I took that off too and dumped it inside the wig. Then I shook my hair loose and asked casually, “Want to have dinner tonight?”


“Can’t. Going clubbing.” She shot me a hard look. “And why would you want to suddenly have dinner with me?”


“Is too much clubbing the reason you’re having trouble remembering your lines?” I rubbed my scalp and fluffed my hair.


“The assistant director told me I won’t be needed tomorrow, and is it any of your business what I do?” Her chin jutted defiantly.


I thought about telling her that making a movie was a group effort, each person dependent on the other for success. But I decided that concept wouldn’t have much meaning to her. She seemed to be a very insular young woman. She sat on the set observing, never entering the camaraderie that formed among the actors and the crew.


“Yes, I do think it’s my business,” I said flatly. “I want this movie to work because I’m good in it and it will help my career so I can get another role and another, thereby earning money so I can eat and live. In other words, I’m a professional actress.”


She laughed a surprisingly deep harsh laugh. “I heard you gave up your career to get married. Doesn’t sound too professional to me.”


Trying to control my temper, I leaned back and stroked my wig as if it were an agitated pet dog I had to calm. “I made a choice knowing I couldn’t do both well.”


But was that true? I remembered my mother, my husband, Colin, and I sitting on the beach one afternoon. We had watched a pelican high in the summer sky spot a fish, then tuck its long wings to its sides and drop like a guided missile into the ocean.


“Only hunger can teach you to do that,” Mother had observed, squinting into the sun, her hair as determinedly blond as mine is now. “I had that kind of hunger. I would’ve done anything to be a star. And did.”


“I never had that kind of hunger,” I said.


“No, you didn’t.” Colin had hugged me.


Now Jenny said, “So you chose the man over acting. And you come in here blaming me for potentially hurting your career? I don’t see it.”


“You don’t have to. Zaitlin asked me to talk to you. Find out if you’re on drugs.”


“Drugs? Is that what he thinks? Oh, God, something’s wrong with Jenny, it must be drugs,” she said, imitating a stupid worried parent.


“He’s trying to figure out why you, who has a role other actresses your age would kill for, are such a fuck-up.” I flung the wig aside


Offended, her lips pursed, and her checks flushed. “Is that what he called me?”


“No. That’s what I’m calling you.” I held her gaze, glad that I didn’t have children of my own.


“Why isn’t he here telling me all this? Is he afraid of me?” She seemed pleased that a big time moviemaker like Zaitlin couldn’t control her.


“I think he’s at his wit’s end with you. So he asked me to help because he knows I need this movie to go well.”


“He’s such a manipulator.”


“That’s what producers do, Jenny. So why are you fucking up?”


Thinking for a moment, she spoke with an unnerving honesty. “Because I don’t want to be an actress. I don’t get make-believe. I don’t get pretending. I don’t get any of it. I get reality. I get doing what you need to do to attain what you want. But why play dress-up and imagine you’re not who you really are? I mean, I never even did that when I was a child.”


“Then why did you read for the part?”


Her expression hardened and she fell silent, staring down at her hands.


“Does your mother want you to be a movie star?” I edged forward, resting my elbows on my knees, trying to create some kind of intimacy between us.


“My father.” She didn’t look up at me.


I nodded. “Well, the problem is not your father at this point. The problem is, you are in a movie and you happen to be good.”


“Really?” Surprised, she lifted her chin.


“Really. You’d be fired by now if you weren’t.”


“I doubt it.” She moved back in her chair, crossing her legs.


I wondered why she doubted it, but I let it go. “Okay, here’s the deal. You go clubbing tonight. And I’ll see you tomorrow morning at ten o’clock to go over your lines with you.”


“No way. I won’t be up.” She tossed her head, flipping her hair back from her shoulders.


“Eleven o’clock then.”


“Three. Sometimes I wish I did want to be an actress.” She looked away, momentarily letting her guard down. “It’d make my father happy. He’s such a dreamer, at least about me. But I know exactly who I am even if he doesn’t.” Her defenses were in place again.


“Well, maybe you’ll want to act after you know your lines and start behaving like a professional.”


She lifted her chin. “Maybe I’m more capable than you think I am.”


“Oh, I’m sure you are. Where do you want to meet?”


“My place.” She dug around in her bag and came out with a crumpled cocktail napkin and a pen that had specks of face powder and a stray strand of her auburn hair stuck to it. She blew at the pen until she was satisfied that it was clean, then wrote her address on the napkin. We both stood and she handed it to me. “It’s a condo on Beverly Drive near the Four Seasons Hotel.”


I took the napkin. “Nice shoes.” She was wearing black peep-toe pumps with high, shiny, chrome-like heels. They were as pricey as her purse and her clothes. “They remind me of the god Mercury. Silver wings on your feet.” I winked at her. “See you tomorrow at three o’clock.”


Grabbing my wig and stepping down out of the trailer, I turned back to close the door and glimpsed her standing stock-still, arms crossed against her chest, green eyes narrowed to slits, watching me with a cold calculating suspicion. I didn’t exactly feel a chill, but her expression brought me up short.




CHAPTER FOUR


Hollywood is like smog: it moves and settles wherever it wants to. Right now Malibu was the place to be. Once again.


The houses that line Pacific Coast Highway are a buffet of styles: new Spanish, board-and-batten cottages, expensive stone chalets, and some that have all the warmth and style of a bank building. Shoulder to shoulder, like a phalanx of bunkers, they stand against the constant loud rumblings of the cars and trucks speeding along the highway. The back sides of the homes face the beach with only a strip of sand between them and the ocean. It is of course the interiors of the houses and their views that make them desirable and very expensive. My seventies-style, dark-brown wood-and-beige one-story was squeezed among them. In need of repair, it was in Celia’s vernacular a teardown.


Unlocking my front door, I stepped into the small pavered foyer. The house smelled damp, and the air hung heavy and undisturbed. From the kitchen a twenty-four hour news cable station blahed, blahed, blahed, filling the stillness that permeated my life. Even after a year, I couldn’t make myself come home to deathly quiet. I needed the sound of a human voice even if it came from a TV.


In the living room, I threw my purse on the sofa and opened the sliding glass doors to let in the salty air and the sound of the crashing ocean. Colin’s two Oscars on the mantel stared at me blindly, proud in their art deco nudity. I took my iPhone from my bag and checked for messages. I had a text from Celia telling me she couldn’t make dinner. Something had come up. Robert Zaitlin, I thought. And then I wondered what I always wondered: Why wasn’t I seeing someone? Hell, why wasn’t I having sex with someone? Anyone. Pathetic.


Exhausted, I took a shower. Pondering why Jenny didn’t fear being fired by Zaitlin, I watched as my heavy makeup mixed with the water at my feet, turned it beige, and swirled down the drain. I was shedding my actor’s skin.


Wrapped in Colin’s silk paisley robe, I scrounged in the refrigerator for food and wine. I collected some low-fat cheese that tasted like cardboard and some low-fat crackers that tasted like the low-fat cheese and put them on the kitchen table. Then I opened a can of low-fat minestrone soup and heated it in a bowl in the microwave. While it was being nuked, I opened the door to Colin’s office, which was just off the kitchen. The air was undisturbed and cold. His computer sat on his desk. Shelves of books that lined the walls waited to be thumbed through by him. The old twin bed he used for naps, which he called “thinking time,” was wedged next to a back door. It looked as if nobody had ever laid down on it, or punched the pillow into submission. His chair was swiveled toward me as if he’d just heard me come in. As if he were just looking up from his work to see me.


“My mother died last week.” I paused, then I quietly closed the door.


Filled with too much wine and uneatable food, I stood on my rotting redwood deck breathing in the cold night air and feeling the sea wind tugging at my hair. The moon, as big as an actor’s ego, draped the sand and water in a silvery glow. A groaning noise coming from the pathway I shared with the house next door startled me. Owned by Ryan Johns, the screenwriter, the massive white cement structure rose high above me like a giant marshmallow with windows: a model to self-aggrandizement and no taste.


I moved closer to the sound. In the moonlight I could make out the form of a man lying half under a giant hibiscus bush. He was wearing Bermuda shorts and Ugg boots. Moving quickly to the corner of my deck, I grabbed the hose, turned it on full force, and aimed it at him.


“Tsh unami, Fuckn’ Tsunami,” a drunken Ryan bellowed as he struggled to sit up against the blast.


As I turned off the water, he thrashed around, clutched the hibiscus bush, which was dangerously close to snapping from his weight, and clawed his way up to his feet. He was a big burly Irishman who looked as if he was born in a pub, except he came from a wealthy family in Connecticut that didn’t understand their son’s creativity. Or so he’d told me drunkenly over and over the one night I mistakenly went out to dinner with him. His thick reddish-orange hair formed lovely ringlets when it was wet.


In spite of myself, I smiled. He shook himself like a St. Bernard and almost fell over. Staggering, he grabbed hold of his ornate banister with both hands.


“You’re a mean woman, Diana.” His drenched Hawaiian shirt sagged on him.


“And you’re a drunk.”


“You need a man. Then you wouldn’t be so bitter.”


“And one night I’ll just leave you out here and see how you like it.”


“I was cel . . . ler . . . brating. Sold another idea for a screenplay.”


We lived in a world where ideas were sold as if they were diamonds and then promptly turned into what they really were: rhinestones.


“I wonder what Colin would think of that.” He reeled up the stairs to his veranda. “He never sold jush an idea.”


“He’s dead. Why do you keep competing with him?”


“Nobody’s dead to an Irishman.”


Wondering if he had even been to Ireland, I left him slumped on one of the many lounges that lined his long veranda.


In bed I clicked on the TV and took a sleeping pill. I watched W. C. Fields stumble down the stairs and announce “I’ve arrived.” David Copperfield directed by David Lean, I thought. The only thing my mother and I enjoyed doing together was watching old movies.


The pill wasn’t working. I took another and then let my hand wander over to the cold side of the bed. I was afraid to sleep, and I was afraid to stay awake.


The loud ringing of the phone jerked me out of my pharmaceutical slumber.


“Hello?” I mumbled into the receiver.


There was no reply.


“Hello?”


I could hear rustling sounds, and then a woman’s terrified scream.


“Hello!” I sat up, groggy as hell. My tongue felt thick. “Who’s calling?” I peered at the display for the caller ID number. It took me a few seconds to focus. God, it was Celia.


“Celia!” I yelled frantically into the receiver. “Celia!”


The phone disconnected.


I called her back and got her voicemail. Could she have turned her cell off that quickly if she were . . . what? I thought of calling the police. But what would I say? I threw off the duvet. Pills scattered. Had I spilled them when I fell asleep? Shit. How many did I take?


Unsteady, I forced myself up and into my robe. The room tilted as I took Celia’s house key from a china bowl on my dresser. Celia lived about ten houses down from mine. We had exchanged keys so that when we were traveling we could look after one another’s place.


Lurching down the hall and into the living room, I opened the door to the deck. The cold wind jarred me. I gulped in air and shook my head, trying to clear my brain. I stumbled down the stairs, out onto the sand, and fell to my knees. I managed to get back up on my feet. Christ, I didn’t have shoes on. Staggering along the water’s edge, feeling lightheaded and queasy, I somehow made it onto Celia’s terrace.


I pounded on the French doors. I pounded again. No response. I let myself in.


“Celia?” I called into the dark, too dazed and confused to think I might be in danger.


Stumbling into the sofa, I made my way around it, into her bedroom, and found the light switch. Her bed was made. Everything was where it should be. Breaking out into a damp sweat, I checked the rest of the house. She wasn’t there. In the kitchen I opened the door that led to the garage. Her car was gone. I stared a moment, then closed the door, locked up the house, and left.


My teeth chattered. I wrapped my arms around me against the wet piercing wind. The ice-cold water bit at my bare feet as I trudged home. I noticed Ryan Johns was still sprawled on his lounge.


In my bedroom, I stared at the phone and the pills on my bed. The room began to swirl. I had to lie down. I had to get warm. Just for a minute, I promised myself, until the dizziness and nausea passed. Then I’d think about what I should do. Collapsing onto the duvet, I closed my eyes. The awful sound of Celia’s scream echoed in my head as my world spun around.




CHAPTER FIVE


I slowly opened my eyes, then quickly closed them against the morning light seeping in around the edges of the shaded bedroom window. Turning on my side to snuggle in, I felt the grit of sand between my toes and on my calves. The nightmarish sound of Celia’s scream came back to me.


Sitting up, I grabbed the phone and called her. Again I got her voicemail. Shit. With my head pounding, I threw on a pair of jeans, a sweater, and tennis shoes. I finally found her house key on the floor where I must’ve dropped it last night.


I ran along the hard wet sand. Celia’s house was a sprawling cottage with bougainvillea and roses clambering along her terrace. I knocked on the French door. No answer. Peering in, I saw her lying on the sofa. She was turned on her side, her back to me, wearing the clothes she’d had on yesterday. She was still.


I banged louder. “Celia, it’s Diana. Let me in!”


Without moving, she yelled “Go away! I’ll phone you later.”


No woman screams the way Celia had last night without something being very wrong. Taking her key from my pocket, I opened the door.


“Oh hell, Diana, somebody tells you to do something, and you always do the opposite.” With a groan, Celia sat up, keeping her head lowered. Her long raven hair screened her face. Her orange skirt was rumpled, and her black chiffon blouse was ripped at the right shoulder seam. She was holding a bag of frozen organic peas.


Moving closer, I gently pushed her hair back from her face.


“Don’t, Diana. Please,” she mumbled.


A large bruise spread purple and yellow-green over her right eye and cheek bone. “What happened to you?” I asked.


Sighing, she lifted her head. Her lower lip was cut, the blood dried and brown.


“I don’t want to talk about it.” She pressed the bag of peas to the discolored area.


“I’m taking you to the emergency room.”


“No!”


I sat down next to her. “Who did this to you?”


“Nobody. It was a stupid accident. I . . .”


“Before you go on you should know that your cell phone rang mine last night and I heard you scream. If you don’t tell me who did this, I’m calling the police.”


“You heard me?”


“Yes. Screaming.”


“Oh, God, no.”


“Tell me what happened, Celia.”


“I can’t.” Her face was strained, terrified. “It could ruin me and my real estate business.”


“Did Zaitlin do this?”


“He would never do such a thing. And you mustn’t tell him.”


“Then who?”


Her violet-colored eyes darted around the room as if someone dangerous was hiding among the pale blue linen-covered chairs, warmly polished chests, and striped silk drapes. The frozen bag of peas dropped from her hand to the floor and she began to cry. I put my arms around her. She leaned her head on my shoulder and sobbed. Calming, she pulled away, and I dug for Kleenex in my pocket and handed it to her.


“Do you remember how you and I met?” Sniffling, she dabbed at her face.


“I was standing in line waiting to see my mother’s latest movie, and you cut in front of me.” I picked the bag of peas off the floor and held it to her cheek.


“You didn’t say a word. You just let me do it. And I told you that you would never get ahead if you let people cut in front of you. Do you remember what you told me?”


I shook my head.


“You said ‘Maybe I don’t want to get ahead.’ That moment defined us, don’t you think?”


“Maybe I just didn’t want to see my mother’s movie.” It made my vacation time with Mother easier if I had seen her latest film.


“No, you wanted safety, and I wanted to be like Nora. You gave up acting, something you were very good at, to get married. To not be like your mother. I gave up acting because I was terrible at it.”


Celia and I had been friends since we were sixteen. Back then, she had what I called a “normal” life—living in one home with one mother, one father, and a grandmother they called “big mama.” She and her family had been a stabilizing force in my nomadic youth. Later, she, Zaitlin’s wife Gwyn, and I were starlets together.


“I worked hard for all of this, Diana.” Celia gestured at her room.


As if seeing it for the first time, I realized there were no family photos placed on the expensive bamboo side tables. There was nothing personal in the designer down-laden sofas and color-coordinated area rugs. There was no sign of Celia, of the young girl I once knew, or the woman she had become. But what do you display on your shelves if you’re a long-time mistress—photos of Zaitlin, his wife, and their son?


“I don’t want one night to destroy my life. Please don’t make me tell you what happened to me,” she added softly.


“But you’ve been beaten up, I heard you scream. I can’t let that go.”


“I’m really sorry, but is your fear important enough to you that you’re willing to ruin my career?”


“I don’t think that’s the point. I would never do anything to harm your career. And it’s not fear, it’s concern. We’re friends, Celia. You can’t carry around what happened to you all by yourself. You need to talk about it.”


“Then promise me you won’t tell anyone. Not the police, not Robert, not anyone.”


Staring at her desperate face, I took a deep breath. “I promise, but if it happens again, I’m dragging you to the emergency room.”


“It won’t happen again.” She walked over to her French doors and stared out at the steel-gray ocean, hugging herself.


I joined her, watching the morning fog swirl, and waited.


Finally she spoke: “The man who was with me yesterday when we found you in the swimming pool.”


“You mean Mr. Ward? The one who was looking at the house?”


“Yes. He wanted . . . he wanted to meet me for a drink. He said there were some things he needed to discuss if he made an offer on the house.”


“You thought he wasn’t interested in it.”


“I should have listened to my instincts.” She pushed her fingers through her hair. “When I got there . . .”


“Where?”


“A bar, that’s all I’m telling you. We talked about the pros and cons of the house. Then we just began to chat in general. You saw him. He’s handsome in that kind of off-kilter way. I enjoyed being with him. I got a little tipsy. Well, sloshed might be a better word. He said I was in no condition to drive and he’d take me home. He was parked on a quiet side street.” She let out a weary sigh. “When we got in, he threw me back against the passenger door. His hands all over me. I struggled. That’s when he hit me, hard.” Tears rolled down over her bruise again.


“Did he rape you?”


She shook her head. “I somehow reached behind me and got the door open and I fell out onto the sidewalk, screaming. He drove off. Left me there like trash. I made it back to my car. At that point I was sober enough to drive.” She forced a smile, then winced, touching her lip.


“Christ, Celia. I wish you’d report . . .”


“Diana, you promised. You and I are never going to mention this again.” She held my gaze.


“All right. What are you going to say to Robert when he sees you?”


“I was tipsy and stumbled in my five-inch heels and fell flat on my face. He’s always predicted one day I would, so he’ll believe it. I need to lie down.”


I stayed while she showered and got into bed. Her hair fanned out like an ink spill on her snowy white pillows. “Thank you for being a good friend, Diana.”


“Get some sleep.” I wondered whether keeping quiet about what had happened was really being a good friend. But Celia was right—in real estate an attempted rape by a client could jeopardize her career and reputation maybe more than his.


“Are you going to the party tonight?” she asked.


I stopped in the doorway and turned. “What party?”


“Robert said they were having some kind of celebration.”


“Oh, God, I forgot. I think it’s a birthday party for their son. I don’t suppose you’re going.”


“Of course not.”


“Why do you stay with him, Celia? It’s not like you’re kept by him.”


She stared down at the delicate laced edge of the sheet. “I don’t want to end up like my parents did. When my father got home from work he would lie on the sofa expecting to be waited on by ‘big mama’ and my mother. Both women vying for his attention and arguing over who was in control of the kitchen. God, I hated it.”


I smiled. “I loved your life.”


“I loved your mother’s. Robert comes here to see me because he wants to, not because he has to. And if I don’t want to see him, I don’t. I’m not dependent on anyone. I like my life the way it is.” Then she added, “And I want to keep it.”


“I’ll call you later to see how you’re doing.”


She closed her eyes, and I left her looking vulnerable tucked among the mass of her pristine bedding.


Walking back home, I noticed Ryan was still splayed on his lounge, snoring with his mouth open. The golden hair on his legs glistened in the sunlight. He must’ve slept there all night. God, he’s going to get sunburned.


“Ryan!” I yelled up from the beach. “Wake up!”


He kicked his feet and turned onto his side.


Climbing the steps to my house, I thought of Ryan, Celia, and me. Ryan got so drunk he passed out on the walkway, a man battered Celia, and I drank a bottle of wine and took sleeping pills. Just another Monday night in Malibu.




CHAPTER SIX


When I’m acting in a scene and the director tells me to stop and do nothing, I never question it. While the other actors are chewing the scenery and flapping their arms, a good actor can draw the audience to her by simply not moving. I don’t mean doing an imitation of a statue. She has to find something real, a true emotion that shadows her face, revealing why she has chosen to stop. But that’s in the movies. In real life, we’re all afraid of stopping. Even Celia. Even Ryan. Even me.


Now standing in my kitchen, I downed four Advils. It’s always the charming ones, I thought. The men your instinct, your gut, tells you to watch out for, tells you they don’t like women. But then the charming ones smile, talk you into their world. Your protective instinct falters, and you let them seduce you until they hurt you. I knew guys like Ward well. My mother had a string of them. Christ, what was Celia thinking?


After drinking two cups of coffee and eating scrambled eggs, I went back to bed and slept for three hours. Then I got up and dressed in good jeans and a tailored white shirt. The last thing I wanted to do today was read lines with Jenny Parson, but I’d be damned if she was going to ruin our movie.


Putting on my makeup, I assessed my face in the bathroom mirror with an objectivity that only an actress can have. When you spend your life staring into a mirror trying to be who you are not, believe me, you know exactly what you look like—not to be confused with knowing who you are. My face was still beautiful, but it was becoming set. Less optimistic. Less adaptable. My blue eyes were no longer beguiling. Now they had a matter-of-fact quality to them. I had put on a little weight, but my body was still firm, tending to voluptuous. And the easy soft sexuality I had once exuded had disappeared. Somewhere.


The phone rang and I hurried to answer it, thinking it might be Celia.
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