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            Native Moments! When you come upon me—ah, you are here now.

            Give me now libidinous joys only!

            Give me the drench of my passions! Give me life coarse and rank!

            To-day, I go consort with nature’s darlings—to-night too;

            I am for those who believe in loose delights—I share the midnight orgies of young men;

            I dance with the dancers, and drink with the drinkers;

            The echoes ring with our indecent calls;

            I take for my love some prostitute—I pick out some low person for my dearest friend,

            He shall be lawless, rude, illiterate—he shall be one condemn’d by others for deeds done;

            I will play a part no longer—Why should I exile myself from my companions?

            O you shunn’d persons! I at least do not shun you,

            I come forwith in your midst—I will be your poet,

            I will be more to you than to any of the rest.

             

            —Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass
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            Los Angeles, Summer 2009

         

         I knew he was waiting for me, stretched out on his long leather couch, the back of his wrist pressed to his third eye, his elbow a pale antenna, searching for my signal.

         I stepped on the gas. It was all too easy to drive away from my life and the book I was trying to write about what happened to me in high school. I turned north on Rossmore and the Ravenswood came into view. The 1930s Art Deco landmark announced itself from a half mile away in red vintage neon. The N and the D in the sign were burned out, so it read the RAVE SWOO, and I thought that was the perfect name for what Sam Spade did in that old building, beneath those sputtering neon tubes: rave and woo.

         Spade never suffered writer’s block. Books poured out of him. “Imitate the virtue you wish to achieve,” he told me, which meant, sit down and work. I knew what that looked like. It looked like my father, hunched over his IBM Selectric, cigarette ash between the keys, cold coffee in his mug, firing off movie reviews and film biographies like a turret gunner.

         It wasn’t work I was afraid of. It was the story itself. The story of what happened to me in high school. Every time I probed it for some hilarious anecdote about my “bad girl” past, it spat venom at me. It hissed truths at me that I didn’t want to face, much less describe on the page.

         The whole thing was terrifying, and running into the arms of a predator I barely knew felt like a safer plan, or at least a familiar one. My interest in my painful past was no match for the fascination of the present with Sam Spade.

         The electric crackle over the building’s intercom evoked a Pavlovian response in my cunt. All I wanted these days was this moment, the moment when I was about to see him again: Sam Spade, author, lothario, famously sober, son of a murdered woman.

         The Ravenswood had an ancient sarcophagus of an elevator that moved too slowly, so I took the wide, smooth stairs two at a time, the wrought-iron railing slipping beneath my damp palm. The halls were dimly lit and reeked of microwaved meats and Bubba Kush. As I approached the third floor, the smell shifted. A distinct twang of coffee crept in. As I walked down the hallway to Apartment 301 the smell intensified, and other notes were added: leather, oatmeal, sweat. The smell of Spade surrounded me before I was even within knocking range of his door. I paused for a moment to deeply inhale the sweetly bitter tang of him.

         It had only been a month since my first visit to his apartment. “It’s a brood den,” he had said when he opened the door to me. The décor was death chic. The walls were painted scab red. An animal hide lay on the floor. His coffee table was a hewn slab of tree mounted on a hospital gurney. On the kitchen wall was a framed vintage morgue photo of a murdered woman. She looked like a sleeping hippie, but she had died thirty-five years before Woodstock and hers was a dirt nap. Every wall had photographs of stiffs, crooks, DOAs, and in the bathroom, a black-and-white photo of 1940s cops in a men’s room, standing at a long sink, washing their hands of it all. Sin and absolution. This was the home of a Lutheran.

         Spade’s office had two more dead people on the wall, the Black Dahlia and his redheaded mother, perched on a fence in jodhpurs. But in general, this room was more alive. It was brightly functional in a way the other rooms were not. There was a stair climber in the corner, upon which Spade performed his daily exertions—staggering ever forward, sweating and panting, the digital readout giving him illuminated proof of his virility and endurance. Occupying the center of the room was an enormous desk upon which he wrote enormous works of historic political murder fiction. The desk was bare but for a blotter and a gooseneck lamp. He pointed to the lamp. “I used to have a Post-it note stuck to the shade that read, ‘No sports cars. No married women.’” We laughed. He had an M5 parked in the basement. My husband thought I was at yoga.

         The office window looked out over the community pool. The building was tenanted by Hollywood hipsters and their purse dogs. They gathered around the pool on weekends, playing house music, clad in scanties that showed off their tattoos. Spade watched them like a bird of prey from his third-floor aerie, observing interracial shenanigans through the slats of his Venetian blinds. He told me he had called the cops once and had a black guy arrested because he just didn’t like the man’s looks from a distance. When I expressed horror at this, he said no, he didn’t really do that. Later, when we fought, that was one of the stories he would change to either infuriate or placate me. But I didn’t know any of that yet. I just looked out at the pool and saw my kids splashing in it some sunny Saturday in a happy, impossible future.

         Spade showed me his bedroom. The walls were a soft blue. Heavy, lined dupioni drapes blocked out the day. There were a zebra-stripe rug and a manly club chair upholstered in what looked like herringbone suiting material. His headboard was covered in a wool felt, piped and buttoned, masculine, adult. The bedspread was a satiny matelassé. Over the headboard a portrait of Beethoven scowled down at us. The overall effect was one of louche asceticism. This was not a room in which people made love, it was the room where Spade masturbated. On his nightstand sat the Bible and an 8x10 framed photograph of his second ex-wife—“the Cougar Woman,” as he called her—a prim, furious, little mid-lister with a pixie cut and a razor-edged tongue. The Cougar was still his best friend and daily telephone confidante.

         “Look at this,” he said. “Are you ready?” He opened a door to reveal a cedar-lined closet with evenly spaced hangers holding perfectly draped suits. They were all cashmere and custom-made; windowpane, Glen check, chalk-striped. Everything about him was fierce and dark and masculine and sexy and weird.

         I should have known better. I should have picked up my purse and walked out, and I have no excuse, other than I was fooled by the three plush alligators on his bed.

         “This is Al,” Spade said, showing me the biggest gator and wiggling him at me. He was velvety-soft, with felt teeth. He picked up the two smaller alligators next to Al and waggled them at me. “This is Gertie, Al’s wife. Al is jealous of Gertie because she has a bigger tail than him. And this is their daughter, Betty.” He had made a small nuclear family there on his bedspread, with a mommy and a daddy and an only child. Spade looked me in the eyes with the seriousness of a first grader and said, “I believe that stuffed animals have souls.” That is when I went all in with him.

         These past four weeks after that we had toed a shaky line. As long as our bodies stayed in separate corners, we could continue our endless flirtation. Every visit was a negotiation. We constantly discussed the boundary and where it was that day and whether it could be moved a fraction of an inch. We kept our activities to the dining-room table at first, with my manuscript—our alibi—sitting between us like a chaperone. He had read it all and returned it fringed in sticky notes that said things like “Strong idea; wrong context” or “Describe in Overview Narrative,” mixed in with more colorful commentary: “Fuck Holden Caulfield, he’s an un-hung fag!”

         We held the vertical line like the good WASPs we were, but the horizontal beckoned. Slowly and inevitably, the boundaries began to crumble. We wondered whether it wouldn’t be more comfortable to work in the living room, side by side on the sofa. After a few days of this, we discussed the pros and cons of lying down next to each other on the sofa so that we might rest. We needed to know what it felt like to lie next to each other, and, after all, it was just a sofa, not a bed. In our cockamamie construction that seemed acceptable, and so it came to pass, on a late summer afternoon, that I first lay my head down on Sam Spade’s chest and felt I had finally found home.

         All of it was adultery and none of it was ever enough. Soon we were crossways on his satiny bedspread, the afternoon rolling out from under us. Los Angeles surged outside his windows, a rodeo bull-run three stories below. The bellow of late-afternoon traffic from Rossmore soared up through his open windows and came in on the breeze as a caress.

         We had not yet kissed, but we imagined each other’s bodies in excruciating detail. We explored every available surface of our lives, where we came from, what we believed in, who we had fucked, how our paths had crossed and missed and finally led us to each other. In his gaze I was transformed from a depressed, perimenopausal housewife into his femme fatale. I knew it was too good to be any good for me, but I just wanted a little taste of it. I wanted, at long last, to be tasted.

         “Baby, we’re doomed,” he would joke. “We’re going to end up in the Green Room at Big Q.” But the danger was real for me. I had children. Lives were at stake.

         Then he would do that thing with his hand, little spider push-ups on the top of my head, and he would ask me, his baritone rolling up through my ribs, “Do you feel loved? Do you feel seen? Do you feel acknowledged and understood?” No one had ever asked me these questions before. I was surprised by his sweetness. No one had ever been willing to lie still with me for as long as I needed, but Spade needed my embrace as much as I needed his. He stirred something deep and yeasty in me. With him I felt warm and fed and known and loved and…“This is the sweetest shit ever,” we would purr together, stoned on dopamine and projection.

         In the warmth of his gaze, my ego underwent a superbloom. I felt vigorous, electric, charged with sex and specialness, and all I wanted to do was fuck the man but he wouldn’t even let me unbutton my blouse. What was between us was far too important for the cheapness of infidelity, he said. We were Beethoven and his Immortal Beloved. We would not besmirch our love with a tawdry affair. He insisted our bodies couldn’t join until we were “free and clear,” which, I was to learn later, was a prerequisite meant only for me.

         We were both on the lam from ourselves, and broken by the loss of our beautiful, brilliant redheaded mothers. His had been murdered and mine had thrown me away at fourteen. In order to tell my story I would have to account for her. The more I came to understand what happened to me in high school, the more I wanted to disappear into his story and abandon my own.

         Spade was a master of complex narrative, and our excuse was I was here to learn from him. He would be my teacher. The problem was, I was a proven teacher-fucker. Rather than tell the truth about my past, it would be easier for me to sacrifice my reputation, my career, my marriage, my closest friendships, my children, and my identity to become his lover.

         So that is what I did.
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            The Okey-Doke

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Los Angeles, April 2007

         

         Every April the solitary writers of Los Angeles cast off their house pants, don their statement jewelry, and cavort for two glorious days at the L.A. Times Festival of Books, or the LATFOB as it is locally known, held, in those days, on the campus of UCLA. The festival’s Green Room was a literary hive where authors, editors, publicists, and personalities buzzed around one another, making endless passes at the complimentary and bottomless buffet before they flew off to their various panels.

         It was the most exciting place in the world to me. I was part of a small but fruitful literary community in L.A. All us locals knew one another. We blurbed one another, bantered on book panels together, and presented each other with prizes. At the helm of it all was my friend and mentor Jack Margolin, who had just been made the book editor at the local paper. His wife, Diana, was my best friend. We had all met at our kids’ preschool and formed a deep bond in the early aughts. Our collective four tweenaged children, who had grown up together as ersatz siblings, loved the festival as much as we did. They were free-ranging out there, stuffing publishing swag into their free tote bags, feeling large and in charge, the older kids keeping an eye on their little sisters.

         I was there because I had just published my first book that winter, a collection of down-and-dirty parenting essays, written in a witty, voicey way that had gotten me dubbed by one reviewer as “Erma Bombeck in leather.” This book festival felt like my coming-out party.

         I swanned around, my lanyard flapping in my downdraft as I raced to panels, handing out postcards for my book like a blackjack dealer, working the schmooze relentlessly. I introduced myself to my literary heroes, glad-handed my colleagues, and felt acknowledged and accepted by my peers. I could not have felt more plugged in to my community, my family, or my career that day.

         Not only was my ambition being rewarded, but I was carrying on a family tradition by being a professional writer. Every branch of my family tree going back to the Mayflower bore writers: critics, novelists, sitcom writers, memoirists, diarists, and sermonizing pastors. The biggest apple on our tree was my father, Richard Schickel, legendary film critic and the author of thirty-seven books. He was sitting next to me, tucked into a tuna sandwich, when my friends Diana and Dagmar came and found me.

         “Hey, we’re going to go introduce ourselves to Sam Spade,” Diana said. “Want to come?”

         “Oh hell yes,” I said, abandoning my plate and my father, who tut-tutted at me.

         “Oh fine, just leave the old man here to go meet the famous person.” Dad sighed as we left. This was just his shtick, being a kind of put-upon curmudgeon.

         “I’ll be right back,” I called over my shoulder.

         Sam Spade was a writer of crime novels and historical fiction. He was perhaps Los Angeles’s most notorious living literary son, and the author of several noir classics that I had never read. He was a lone wolf with a bad reputation among the locals as a lothario. He was also currently dating a woman I knew, another writer, who was probably somewhere in the room. Yes, I definitely wanted to meet him.

         Among the slouchy, Dockers-clad Green Room crowd Spade stood out like a golem in a seersucker suit. He was six-foot-three, had a big shiny pate, and sported a bow tie and a silk pocket square. He was eyeballing the room with pursed lips. He drew himself up and sucked in his gut when he spotted the three of us heading his way. I was prepared to meet a loose-limbed hepcat, but instead I was confronted by a Lutheran choirboy with starched manners and a fiercely direct gaze.

         Dagmar made introductions all around. Each time he was introduced to one of us he said, “Sam Spade; it’s a pleasure to meet you,” as though we hadn’t just heard him say it, or didn’t know who he was. I could tell he took pleasure in saying his own name.

         Diana mentioned that her husband, Jack, was the book editor as a way of breaking the ice, but Spade was unimpressed. I stood there, suddenly unsure of my own puny bona fides, so I simply told him my name and shook his hand.

         “Ms. Schickel.” He repeated my surname back to me formally, crisply, as if he were introducing me to myself. His handshake was big and possessory. “Sam Spade; it’s a pleasure to meet you. Are you in any manner related to the film critic Richard Schickel?”

         “Yes, that’s my father. He’s here.” I looked to where I had left Dad sitting but he had wandered off, probably out for a smoke. I was used to people being interested in me because of my father.

         “I really dug his stuff back in the ’80s. And you are, I presume, a writer as well?”

         “Yes, I’m on the ‘Momoir’ panel at three p.m.”

         “Ah,” he said, and swept his eyes over the expanse of the Green Room. There was something fiercely present about Spade—an utter lack of bullshit—that felt wrong for the room.

         We attempted some small talk, which was clearly not Spade’s métier, especially when he clearly had other matters on his mind. “Are you acquainted with Maggie Barlow?” Spade asked our group. We were, and he asked if we had seen her, but we hadn’t. Maggie was the friend he was dating. I hadn’t seen Maggie since the day before, when I had sat with her for a minute and asked her how it was going with him. She had laughed nervously and said, “He’s pretty intense. Actually, he’s kind of freaking me out.”

         Standing in front of Spade, I could see the problem. Spade was like a pit bull tied to a parking meter, alert and quivering, ears cocked, ready to bite anyone who wasn’t his owner.

         We said our goodbyes and took our leave. As I walked away I glanced back. He had sat back down, but his eyes were darting around the room, and his jaw was moving sideways. There was something so utterly raw and inside-out about him, something so deeply vulnerable that I was caught off guard and an odd thought occurred to me: If that man knew who I really was, he would come right over here and get me.

         That one little thought made something wink on inside of me, an ember of excitement from a fire that I thought I had banked long ago.

         I got a grip on myself and went to look for my father.

      

   


   
      
         
            Los Angeles, Winter 2008

         

         I was living a life of pure privilege. I had a solid, nearly twenty-year marriage, a home in a decent neighborhood, with a vintage trailer parked in the leafy backyard for me to work in. I had two thriving children, still in the dream stage of latency, in school full-time and out of my hair most of the day.

         My husband was off working with my father in the small production company that my father owned. My father wrote and produced documentaries about film history, directors, and stars. My husband, Paul, was his co-producer, and their office, Lorac Productions, was not five miles from our home. It was a cushy job that gave Paul leeway to be around the house and help with the kids when necessary.

         I was fully set up to start my second book, and it was time to get to it.

         I was going to write a full-length memoir called Unsupervised, my coming-of-age story set in a progressive, bohemian boarding school from 1978 to 1982.

         I thought my book would be a pastiche of stories, sneaking out of dorms, rolling around in the tall grass with boys, smoking dope out of apple pipes in the woods, ice-skating on quaaludes. It would be a funny bad-girl story that would bring back all the richness of that weird time and place. Featuring a colorful cast of characters, it would be hilarious, and a Gossip Girl would play me in the movie adaptation for which I would be paid a wheelbarrow full of money, the end!

         The problem was, the story wasn’t funny, and the more I rummaged through the memories I had put away three decades ago, the sadder it became. This wasn’t the story of a rebellious bad girl, this was the story of an abandoned child. Worse, the climax, my expulsion from boarding school, which I had imagined writing as a kind of sex-capade gone awry, was neither fun nor romantic.

         I was forty-four years old, I had two daughters nearing the age I had been when my family got rid of me. The idea of abandoning either of them in any way was revulsive and unimaginable to me.

         What if every decision I had made since 1982 was built on the faulty premise that I was a “bad girl”? What if all along I had just been a very hurt girl trying to survive in a predatory world?

         My story wasn’t comedy, it was tragedy. The minute I understood that, I stopped writing.

      

   


   
      
         
            Los Angeles, April 2008

         

         Every year I would wangle a Green Room guest pass to the book festival for my friend Mark Netter and his two boys, so Mark could drink in the rarefied literary air while his kids drank down a thousand complimentary Cokes.

         Mark spotted Spade sitting at a table nearby. I had told him about meeting Spade the previous year. “Holy shit, there he is! Introduce me to him!”

         Mark had read everything Spade had ever written, whereas Spade’s famous first memoir still sat unread on my bookshelf at home. It wasn’t as though I wasn’t curious. Whenever I had stumbled across him in my mind over the previous twelve months I would feel that flicker of interest, which I would shake off. He was good right where he was on the periphery of my mind, no nearer.

         “I can’t.” There were protocols of cool in the Green Room, chief among them being no shameless fawning over the famous writers. “He won’t even remember me.”

         “Riko, do this for me, please?”

         I braced myself for an awkward reintroduction, but to my surprise, as we approached Spade, his eyes drew an immediate bead on me and he rose to pointed attention. This year he was dressed more casually, in a crisp, pink polo shirt and white jeans, but his carriage was the same. His hands were clasped tightly in front of his groin, his gut was sucked in, his chest puffed out. He extended a firm hand at the end of a ramrod arm and looked at me point-blank.

         “Ms. Schickel, it is a pleasure to see you again.”

         I was stunned that Spade remembered both me and my awkward, Germanic last name. I stammered out introductions, and Mark got right down to asking Spade about his views on the second-gunman theory, which kept the conversation afloat while I quietly observed the great author.

         I didn’t see the yearning choirboy this time. I saw a man just exiting middle age, extraordinarily self-possessed, intense, focused, entirely in control of the conversation. He was undeniably handsome, but not classically so. His features seemed carved from granite. His lips had a rudeness to them that I found simultaneously ugly and seductive. His bald skull, mounted atop a long neck, was both noble and buzzard-like. He had warm, intelligent, brown eyes. He was rigorously polite and acutely attentive, but there was also something jittery and off-centered about him, a sense of something barely contained.

         Mark’s boys interrupted us, needing the bathroom—the many free Cokes had taken their toll. Mark dutifully excused himself and I was left standing side by side with Spade. We looked out over the Green Room. Spade’s long arms hung at his sides. He was taller than I remembered, bigger. Not just in size, but in the amount of space he seemed to occupy.

         He politely asked me what I was working on. I gave him a thumbnail portrait of my book that was currently going nowhere, though I tried not to say so to Mr. Spade. I immediately felt self-conscious and dumb. Even when they are going well, memoirs are difficult to talk about, and no matter how I spun it, my life felt ridiculously inconsequential beside his epic one. Spade let me speak without interjection or interruption until I redirected the conversation back to him. “What are you working on?”

         “I have just completed a novel that will be published in the fall by Alfred A. Knopf.”

         He told me the title, which he said he had gotten from an A. E. Housman poem. Then, suddenly he began to recite the poem, something about clay and breath. He had a lazy way of rushing his words together and dropping his voice at the end of his sentences, which made him hard to understand over the thrum of the room. I didn’t want to miss a single word, but I only caught the end:

         
            Up, lad; when the journey’s over

            There’ll be time enough to sleep.

         

         “Wow, that sounds like a call to adventure,” I said, as though I were reading from a party-talk handbook.

         “It is the final volume of my breathtaking trilogy,” he said. “It’s about lonely, haunted men, their moral and spiritual exhaustion, their never-ending search for ‘The Woman,’ and their hellish transit with history.”

         It seemed Spade only spoke in declarative sentences. He didn’t mumble or slur; he never said “it’s like” or otherwise spackled his conversation with lazy placeholders. Everything about him was intentional. What could I possibly have to say that would interest him? But it didn’t matter, because he was still talking.

         “In addition to my forthcoming work I am currently concluding work on my second memoir, the first two parts of which have already been serialized in Playboy magazine.” We were careening dangerously toward a moment where it would be revealed I’d never read his first memoir, or anything else he’d written for that matter.

         “What’s your constraint?” I said, using some newly acquired memoir-writer lingo. He ignored the question.

         “I’m a career yearner. Women rule me. Of course, some of the material was covered in my first memoir, but this book more specifically parses my search for atonement in women.”

         Everyone in L.A. knew that Spade was a big-league, serial pussy hound. L.A. County was a veritable body dump of his exes. Maggie had bolted out of town not long after last year’s book fest, taking a teaching gig in a faraway state. An editor I knew was still haunted by a brief fling she had had with Spade back in the ’90s. There were literary ladies stretched from Santa Monica to San Francisco whom he had famously romanced, rolled, and rooked over the years. I didn’t know much more about his pursuit of women, other than it had left a high body count.

         “As always, the book is about my dead mother.” He said this casually, and why not? Everyone knew about Spade’s dead mother. One need not have read his first memoir to know his mother had been raped and murdered when he was ten years old. It remains an unsolved crime, forever a part of Literary L.A. lore, referred to in countless articles I had read in local press over the many years I had lived in Los Angeles.

         Spade gestured, and his pale wrist caught my eye. His fourth and fifth fingers stood delicately apart from the other three. It was a hand so faultless, so unaware of itself and almost innocent, I felt his mythos transform into pathos. Here was the lost boy himself. I felt my heart squeeze a bit. This is a dangerous dude, I reminded myself.

         “This sounds like a great book. Do you have a title?” I interjected, trying to stay in the conversation.

         “Yes,” he said, allowing for a drama-building beat. “It’s called The Big Hurt.”

         I felt an odd narrowing, as though an aperture inside of me was tightening, bringing my whole life sharply and startlingly into focus. This man was just as vulnerable as I. Spade was a sheep in wolf’s clothing. I knew this man.

         An idea disengaged from the morass of thoughts tumbling through me and floated upward with helium clarity presenting itself as a simple and indisputable truth: I am going to be in his book.

         “The Big Hurt,” I repeated. “Great title. It sounds like it’s been used before, but I can’t think where.”

         “You cannot copyright a title. That said, Toni Fisher had a bubblegum hit with it in 1959.” He sang a few bars of the song to me in a cracked, tuneless falsetto. “Otherwise, the title hasn’t been used.”

         “I guess I’m also thinking of The Big Sleep.”

         “Yes. There’s also The Big Love, the story of Errol Flynn’s affair with the fifteen-year-old Beverly Aadland, written by her mother, Florence Aadland.” Spade appeared to be encyclopedic.

         There was something about the way he stood on the balls of his feet, something about his low-slung jeans, his impudent mouth, his fuck this attitude alongside his geeky intellect that felt deeply familiar and oddly stirring. I remembered this guy. Spade was the sixty-year-old version of the boys I had found irresistible in high school: brilliant, misunderstood, full of shit, and deeply sexy in a way that only I could appreciate. I felt a low gyration start in my hips that I hadn’t felt in years.

         But that wasn’t me anymore. I had put in twenty years of monogamy, attachment parenting, school volunteering, knitting, gardening, and roasting free-range chickens, and I was a different person now. I had planted water-wise gardens and served on the PTA and brought orange slices for the soccer team, and so I would never…Wait a minute, now…My old inner fuckup was wide-awake and freshening up her lip gloss: It’s not illegal to just talk to the dude.

         Okay, fine. We’re just talking.

         Then she flipped her hair for him.

         Half of me went home to my family that night to check homework and see to it that children brushed and flossed before bed. But another part of me was already sneaking out of the dorm, spring was in the air, and once again I was in bloom.

         Possibility swelled inside of me like a sponge absorbing the moisture of the moment—the man, the feeling that an epic story had just been hatched. It replaced my own small meandering, domestic tale of disaffection and decay and set me loose on a tide of romance. It was a perfect storm, and Spade was the perfect pirate.

      

   


   
      
         
            Los Angeles, Fall 1988

         

         I met my husband on my first day in Los Angeles. I had moved from New York and was living with my stepsister, Ali, in a Hollywood bungalow. Her boyfriend Allen played bass in a local band, and my second night in town Ali took me to a gig. Even though Paul was the lead guitarist, he was so unassuming he barely registered with me at first. I was wrapping up a messy relationship I had left back in New York, and wasn’t really looking for a new boyfriend. But a few months later, after a couple of failed romantic wingdings, Ali told me she and Allen thought Paul and I would make a great couple. Nobody had ever said anything like this to me. I was so surprised that Ali, who knew me in high school, would think to fix me up with this decent, sober fellow. I decided to go to the gig and take another gander at the guy.

         Raji’s was a dark, sticky rock club on Hollywood Boulevard. Onstage Paul was just as unpresuming as he had seemed when I first saw him. He played his guitar diligently, executing beautiful, meticulous riffs with a look of agony on his face. His swooshy, shiny blond forelock fell across his face as he soloed, but Paul didn’t have any bad-boy Axl Rose swagger. He clearly hated the spotlight. He grimaced when he sang backup vocals. I was intrigued.

         When the gig ended I lured Paul into a deep, dark booth, and we talked together for a couple of hours about whatever it was that people talked about in 1988—XTC, Iran/Contra, I don’t know, I just remember watching Paul’s broad-knuckled hands as he worried the label off his beer bottle, rolling the scraps of paper into perfect curls that he arranged in a geometric pattern on the table between us.

         Paul was born in Ames, Iowa, to a couple of Oklahomans, and spoke with a soft twang that was completely genuine and adorable. His family moved to Southern California when he was five, so he grew up surfing and playing in garage bands. Then he went to law school. He was a magical mix of cool, sweet, and smart.

         We both worked in Santa Monica, he as a paralegal, and I as a clerk in a children’s bookstore. We began meeting at Douglas Park on our lunch break to watch the lawn bowlers, feed the ducks, share every detail from our brief lives up to that point. I told Paul my Buxton story like it was a party joke. I expected him to recoil from me, but he didn’t even bat an eye. He was gently empathetic and nonjudgmental about my scandalous past. Nothing I said seemed to slow or lessen his deepening admiration for me.

         Paul lived in a small bachelor apartment in West Los Angeles. He had been single for a while, and the twin-size mattress in his bedroom spoke of his faded romantic hopes. His closet was impossibly tidy, and I would lie in his twin bed and watch him get ready for work in the morning, carefully tapping talcum powder into his loafers before he put them on. How could anything bad happen with such a man?

         Paul had two big feet firmly planted in the manly arts, and a heart as clean and wide as a prairie. But there was also a sadness and reticence to Paul that was undeniable. He lived in anticipation of regret. He fretted over money, guitar necks, wheel alignments, and tax receipts. He was bound by the mundane cares of the practical world in a way I didn’t understand. I had been raised by impractical people who had never fettered me with any working knowledge of the world. Paul taught me to turn off the air-conditioning before I turned off my car engine. He explained grades of sandpaper and showed me how to Zip-Strip used furniture. In return I thought I would rock his world with sex and fun and lofty ambition and spark him into joy. It seemed like a good trade: stability for passion. I was possessed by the fatuous notion that I would be able to love and fuck him into the fullest expression of himself.

         Paul was the eldest of three siblings, with whom he shared reasonable holidays. His parents were straightforward, honest scions of the Dust Bowl who lived by the adage “Let’s save it for good!” This strange saying, I soon came to understand, had two meanings: Let’s save this fancy tablecloth/pair of good shoes/wool blanket/used wrapping paper for a better occasion than this one. The second meaning was similar, but more long-standing—let’s save it forever, not use it. Let’s pass that nice waffle iron or that complete set of Encyclopedia Britannica from 1943 down to your grandkids and then hopefully nobody will ever need to buy anything new ever, ever, ever again.

         My family, on the other hand, lived by the adage “Let’s give it the old heave-ho!” My parents threw away houses full of furniture, clothes, keepsakes, toys, and anything else that would impede our progress into our bright and infinite futures. Left on the road somewhere between New York City and Los Angeles were my Peggy Nisbet and Madame Alexander dolls, my British Airways poster of the Beefeater I had met at the Tower of London, nearly every scrap of artwork I had ever glued or woven, my pen-pal letters from film director Bill Wellman—all tossed out as my parents streamlined their lives over and over again.

         Paul’s parents lived in a house near San Diego that felt like an archaeological dig. Every closet and cabinet held strata of family memories and mementos—antiques and hand-sewn baby clothes laid between layers of yellowing tissue paper and crumbling newsprint. There were daguerreotypes of thin-lipped, brush-cut ancestors named Wyatt and Earl, letters addressed to farmhouses that had long ago been swept away in the dirty winds of the Dust Bowl.

         I had come from a disposable family, but Paul and his family felt permanent. The Franklin familial relationships were neither strained nor complex. Paul and his siblings rolled their eyes at their mother’s obsessive-compulsive hoarding, but I was entranced. I followed my future mother-in-law into the back bedroom to watch her extract the contents of an armoire. The smell of mothballs was an aphrodisiac for a girl who hadn’t had a home since she was fourteen years old, and Paul’s mother, Vivian, known to the family as Mama V, was validated by my interest. She would pull out ornate costume jewelry and cloche hats made of velvety felt, lingerie, and eveningwear. Her mother, Mama Grace, had worked the sales floor at Bullock’s Wilshire in the 1930s and had spent most of her earnings on clothes. There were bias-cut satin cocktail dresses in dove gray and teal, there was a pink chiffon, a crinoline sundress covered in tea roses, elbow-length opera gloves, and sparkly brooches. The sense of continuity within this family was breathtaking. I felt like Cinderella slipping on a sensible glass Dansko clog, and Paul was the handsome prince kneeling at my feet, asking me to marry him.

         Holidays were celebrated with practical gift-giving and festive meats served on the good china. The Franklins never wrote one another long, angry, impassioned letters that dug up the past, they never went to therapy together or wrote thinly fictionalized books about one another or wife-swapped or name-dropped. The sweet, heartwarming rum-and-Cokes everyone drank together before dinner never turned anybody sour or cynical. I never once heard a door slam.

         Paul was unimpeachable. He was a kind, steady, decent man. Ours would be a plain marriage. If I married Paul I could stop being Erika-the-fuckup and instead be the wife of a genuinely good person. We would have children together and he would be a loving, present father and I would be the mother I had always wanted. That dream, that I could be better than my own parents, was a prize so glittering I had never even considered putting myself in the running for it before: But Paul made all of it feel possible.

         In fact, I would show them. I would flip my family the bird by squandering my culture-making potential and disappearing into quiet domesticity. Not only that, I would never, ever divorce.

         I planned my wedding with the help of my father’s second wife, Carol. My mother, still in New York, sent me $500 for a wedding dress. I found two within my budget. One was in a resale shop. It was long, fishtailed, and satiny, and fit me like a glove. It had a train and hundreds of tiny silk leaves hand-stitched all over it that fluttered when I moved. It made me look like a magical mermaid.

         I found the other dress in a vintage shop. It was an Edwardian-era Irish-linen tea dress, simple and a little sacklike. It looked a lot like the Laura Ashley graduation dress I never had the chance to wear nine years before. I sent Polaroids of both dresses to my mother and sister and they voted unanimously for the leaf dress. In the end, I chose the linen. I wasn’t going to look like some swooshy, sexy beast on my wedding day. The point of this wedding was to expunge the record. I was going to look like Thérèse Bernard, the girl in the Renoir picture postcard I had been carrying around since my freshman year. This wedding was my reinvention of myself.

         I married Paul Franklin on the first day of June 1991. The ceremony was held beside my uncle’s pool in the Pacific Palisades. I wore flats so that in the photos I wouldn’t tower over my modest groom. My two-year-old nephew-in-law fell in the pool and was rescued by his dad. My mother dressed entirely in black and kept her mirror sunglasses on all day and into the evening. Paul’s father, “Pops,” played the flugelhorn with his jazz band and everyone danced on a square of parquet laid out on the patio. As darkness fell my teenage cousins broke out their synthesizers and began to perform their own stuff. The party devolved. Everyone went home tired and a little bit hungry from the budget hors d’oeuvres I had served.

         I escaped with my groom to a nearby bed and breakfast, where I slipped into Paul’s grandmother’s vintage ivory, bias-cut silk nightgown, drank a glass of complimentary Champagne, and passed out. It didn’t matter to me that, technically speaking, I wasn’t madly in love with Paul, for madness was exactly the thing I was renouncing by marrying him. I loved Paul, yes, deeply, absolutely; he was my best friend and the best man I knew. He would never leave me. That I was sacrificing Eros to philia didn’t bother me at all. I was grateful to be done with Eros. Fuck passion. This time I was going for the okey-doke. I was taking the veil, and in so doing, I was drawing a curtain over every screwed-up thing I had ever been before. I was putting the dirty, bad girl I had once been behind me forever.

      

   


   
      
         
            Los Angeles, Spring 2009

         

         Every day Netter would call me up and ask, “Are you writing the book?” I would offer him excuses: I was busy with the kids, I had to write a book review, I wasn’t feeling well, I would start next week. I had some pages but I knew they were just a tepid dry run. I would go out to the trailer and look at Facebook. Facebook was relatively new, and I found it irresistible. I loved looking into people’s lives, curated though they were. All of my writing colleagues were there, not writing, same as me, which was comforting.

         One day one of those Facebook procrastinators turned out to be Sam Spade himself. He appeared in a friend’s friend list. The last place I ever expected to see him.

         His profile picture was his black-and-white author photo. His chin rested on his two balled fists, his mouth set in a pugilistic purse, his eyes full of soul. I thought, Ah, there is my man.

         Spade was no longer on the periphery of my thoughts; he had become a full-time obsession. I finally read his memoir—the story of him working with a detective to solve his mother’s long-cold murder case. I enjoyed it as literature, but I was reading it specifically for clues as to whether this was, indeed, my man. I lapped up the police procedural, which was simultaneously unsparing and tender. The book depicted two relationships: Spade’s dark, yearning, uncomfortable love for his mother, and the much cleaner, more compassionate relationship with the detective he worked with. Both of these stories were dark, threaded through with obsession and deep, painful loss.

         At one point he described his ideal woman: red-headed, middle-aged, wholesome, and punctual. No rocker chicks, definitely no tattoos or piercings, ten extra pounds straining a skirt seam would be a bonus. Of course I knew he was describing his mother, but he was also describing me. I was always on time! I loved a stretchy skirt! I hated tattoos! I felt the cord between us tightening. He might not know it, but I did. Our clash was coming. I knew it with more certainty than I had ever felt about anything in my life.

         This certainty, this strange imaginative dance I did with Spade, sustained me for months. When I became so sad, so lonely, so horny that I couldn’t bear it, I broke him out, turned on his penetrating gaze in my mind’s eye, and felt a surge of power. There was a larger purpose at work. It kept me buzzed as I went about my days.

         In all my feverish fantasies I had never once imagined friending him on Facebook. I scoured Spade’s page for personal details, but it was little more than a vehicle to flog his next big novel. His wall was an endless scroll of friend requests and additions, people saying, “Thanks for the add, Dog!” After all this, here he was, mine for the friending.

         I let my cursor hover over the Add Friend button for a long time. I knew if I clicked it there would be no turning back. He would find me and come for me. It was a very, very bad idea. I got up and did a couple of laps around my backyard to clear my head.

         I did not want an affair. I would never do anything to harm my family. It’s not that I hadn’t had crushes, but I had recovered from all of them. All the years of my marriage I had never seriously considered rocking the boat. My boat, after all, was a lifeboat. The marriage kept me and my children safe and dry. Only a crazy person would invite someone like Sam Spade in to capsize her life. All of these thoughts ran through my head as I pulled weeds, turned the compost, shoved garden chairs back into place, tossed the kids’ yard toys into the toy bin. I knew he knew I was out here. I knew he only needed the tiniest provocation.

         I went back into the trailer and friended him.

         
             

         

         I awoke the next morning to a private message from Sam Spade that made me gasp. It was four stanzas of fervid, erotic imagery and rampant alliteration. Each stanza ending with the line, “My brave bride, I brace at thy breasts.”

         He spoke of his tumescence and of being “tantrically tantalized.” He described me as a tigress, but also as being “lithe, leonine and luminous.” The whole thing was hilarious and ridiculous. No, it was infuriating. How dare he? Didn’t he know I was married?

         It made me blush, laugh, get up from my desk, and pace back and forth in my trailer like a caged…Tigress? What the fuck? Did he actually write this? Could he be serious? And what business did he think he had with my breasts? It was presumptuous. It was embarrassing. It was thrilling.

         I didn’t know how to respond. I didn’t want to encourage him, nor did I want to send him packing. I finally answered back:

         
            Jesus Spade,

            You are one illustrious alliterator. Should I presume you penned this purple prose for my particular person?

            According to this passionate screed I am both tigress and leonine—which gives me…paws.

            Breasts braced by brassiere, the rest in shock,

            Schickel

         

         He wrote back. I wrote him back. My days became shaped around letters. Waiting for them, writing them. Spade dazzled me with gritty truths about himself, generous observations of me, dubbing me “a groove and a gas,” which seemed premature, as he barely knew me, but I needed the compliment too much not to take it.

         Spade was a Luddite who had neither computer nor typewriter. His home tech included a landline and a fax machine. At first he would go over to his assistant’s house and have her connect him to Facebook Messenger on her computer, and he would slowly hunt-and-peck out his replies, having never learned to type. But soon that became too burdensome and she found us a program that could send faxes to computers, and we were off to the races. He furiously block-lettered his words on white lined notebook paper with enough pounds of pressure to make the back of the page read like Braille. He then fed the raw pages straight into his growling fax machine, which would deliver a scan of the letter to my secret email account, which I then filed into a folder on my desktop labeled, innocuously, “Bad Dog.”

         Technology may have radically changed the mode of the epistolary love affair in the three decades since my first such engagement, back in high school, but all the semantic principles were still at work: grand declarations, flowery prose, fevered confessions, tender absolutions. Never mind that we had only met and spoken to each other in person twice.

         Something in you makes me want to offer you wild-ass shit in a wholesale manner, he wrote. He spoke of emeralds, and dressing me in a charcoal-gray flannel chalk-stripe suit, the hemline well below the knee, practically meeting the high black boots he would have me walk all over him in.

         It was so grandiose, so nuts, so lavish, and so inappropriate. He made me feel both alarmed and aroused. He presumed to know me, which I found affronting. He presented me with a version of myself that was a million miles away from who I truly was. Or was it? Dark desires verging on kink had shadowed me my whole life and I felt a deep stirring. I had never imagined being the femme fatale in anyone’s noir fantasy, much less Sam Spade’s Oedipal ideal. The idea of being a woman with dark secrets, tall boots, and sexual power sounded a lot better than being a woman with gnawing self-doubt, skin tags, and a carpool.

         Some part of my brain understood that I was succumbing to an epic midlife crisis. I had read and lived enough to know that these kinds of stories always ended in betrayal and heartbreak. Madame Bovary I was not. In those rare moments of sanity, I saw what a cliché I was being, and I tried to hold the line while still keeping Spade hooked on it. I didn’t want him to think this was going to turn into some crazy affair. He begged for my phone number, but I withheld it, which made him write to me more.

         I am going to bring you to God, he wrote. Spade referred to himself as “a Tory mystic,” which I later came to understand meant a Lutheran with a spotty Sunday attendance record and a savior complex.

         But at the time his moral certitude was a bright lure. In all my liberal atheist lifetime I had never met someone like him. He claimed a close, personal relationship with the Divine, whereas in my atheist circles we snickered at faith unless someone was twelve-stepping, in which case we kept respectfully mum.

         My familial atheism had worn thin: the study of the Sunday book section, the endless genuflection before glittering screens, and the wafer-thin reasoning that “everything happened for a reason” suddenly felt like sheer twaddle. I lacked higher purpose, and here was Spade to serve some up.

         For all his fervor, Spade never preached at me. He was far more likely to quote the poetry of Anne Sexton than the Bible, and he did so prodigiously. It wasn’t long before he declared we were divinely ordained, and I had never felt so deeply called to another human being. He offered me a big belt of God with a humanist chaser and it went down smooth as Ovaltine.

         Then he offered to help me with the book. Sam Spade, literary legend would be my personal tutor. He would teach me his proven formula for writing a big, complicated book. But I would have to do it his way. “Yes, yes,” I swore to him, “please, just tell me what to do.”

         He began with this edict: Do your work. Tell the truth. Don’t smoke dope.

         
              

         

         I believed that if Spade and I stayed safely to the sacred written word, we could achieve these lofty, spiritual ends without ever actually having sex. We called it “the Task.” The Task was our chaperone, our cover. We had official literary business to attend to.

         Once our permission structure was in place, I gave him my phone number.

         There followed many nights of whispered phone calls out in my trailer. We talked about God and art and the meaning of what seemed our ordained connection. Often, when I got excited, or carried away, he would shush me and say, “Be soft with me.”

         Not all of his observations of me were flattering. He told me I had a harsh affect, that I was flip and defensive and he didn’t like it when I was being a “cool girl.” He didn’t want me to be glib, or wry, or too fired-up, even though I had always been told those were some of my best qualities. All that grated on him. He told me I was more profound than how I presented myself, that I should still myself to silence and brood on who I was and what we meant together.

         One night, he called me from a hotel room in San Francisco, where he was attending a wedding. He had worn a kilt and made a speech, then bugged out as soon as the dancing started. He was telling me about how he had waited all day and night to call me. Then he blurted out, “I love you.”

         “No, you don’t,” I blurted back. “You barely know me.” We hadn’t had so much as a cup of coffee together yet. He was jumping the shark on this romance. It was way too early for “I love you.” It was such a startling miscue that I hung up on him, spooked and affronted. I pulled back from him for a few days and refocused on my family and friends. But before long, Spade and I were back on the phone.

         With or without the phone calls, the letters kept coming. Sometimes two or three in a day. They had recurring motifs and lines: this is the sweetest shit ever, I want my mouth on your vagina, Erika Schickel, Erika Schickel, Erika Schickel, I can’t stop saying your name. I loved his name—its twang and alliteration. I rolled its vowels and syllables around on my tongue like an Everlasting Gobstopper, a secret meal upon which I feasted endlessly.

         Through all of this, we had not yet met in person. I wasn’t ready. It wasn’t right. What were we doing? This had to stop. I cycled through resistance and release over and over.

         One midafternoon in early June I was pulling weeds on my patio when he called. “This is ridiculous,” he said. “Meet me at Le Pain Quotidien on Larchmont in half an hour.”

         “Okay, but do not bring flowers,” I said, and hung up.

         I decided I would wear what I was already wearing: brown hiking pants, a bright-hued camisole, and what I called my “fuck-me Crocs,” a pair of black plastic injection-molded platform Dr. Scholl’s that I wore both out to drinks and for turning the compost. I would not dress up for him. He would have to take me as I was. Besides, I reasoned, this was not a date or a seduction. This was coffee at Le Pain Quotidien at two p.m. on a Tuesday with a friend, a colleague. We were going to discuss how he would help with my book. He was a master of plot. This was a fantastic career opportunity. Whatever had been happening between us on the phone lately need not even be mentioned, I thought as I put on lipstick. Shit. I wiped off the lipstick, grabbed my purse, and got in the car.

         He was waiting at the back of the restaurant. When he saw me he stood at fierce attention and watched as I crossed the room. He wore wheat-colored jeans and a crisp, pink, half-placket, short-sleeved shirt. It was a kind of shirt not to be found on any of my T-shirted peers. I was surprised that I felt so moved by the sight of him: tremulous, eager, a little scared. It was the same Spade I saw at the book fair in 2007, a lost boy.

         What were we to do but hug? Why wouldn’t I reach my arms up and wrap them around this man’s neck? Why wouldn’t his hand sweep down the length of my back in response? So we hugged, and our bodies pressed against each other and aligned for the first of what would become many thousands of times. The scent of his neck was a pheromone punch in the face.

         We broke the embrace and he presented me with a bouquet of late-season peonies.

         “Fuck you.” I set them aside. Flowers were one of his signature moves with women. He had written about it. He had been warned.

         “Hey, it’s a joke. Laugh!”

         I placed a fat, brown accordion file on the table between us. We needed to stick to the script. I was here to give him my manuscript. He pushed the file to the side with the flowers.

         We sat across the distressed wood table, our four long legs stuffed awkwardly beneath. Strains of piped-in Mozart and the wheeze of milk being frothed filled the silences between us.

         I was nervous, but he didn’t seem to notice. He was aquiver with the moment—pure ardor, barely contained. His intensity made me feel girlish and vulnerable. Every word and gesture I ventured was clearly being read, recorded, and processed by the supercomputer within his shiny noggin. I was being seen, and it felt like a switch had been flipped in me. I felt juiced and static with energy.

         Spade placed his long, caramel-colored forearms on the table, his proud chin hovering over impossibly tender wrists. He looked at me expectantly. What was I to do but give him my forearms in return? We threaded our arms between our coffees, pushing the raw sugar and Himalayan sea salt aside with our elbows.

         What we said that day didn’t matter, we just wanted to hold each other’s forearms and stare into each other’s eyes. His were deep brown flecked with gold. I tried to take in the full reality of him, but his face was constantly changing. He was older than he had been in my imagination, but also more handsome. When his face relaxed, he was even-featured. His mouth, un-pursed, was wide and sensual. His frame larger than I remembered. We had already spent so much time talking on the phone, we both knew the real conversation here was between our bodies.
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“By turns ravishing and severe, it’s a hook | wanted to reread the moment | finished it.”
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