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FOR “SIDNEY”




“Why don’t you fuck the bimbo
and have the cigarette with me?”


CARRIE FISHER,
Postcards from the Edge





One


My boyfriend wanted to visit me on location, but his parole officer wouldn’t let him. That phone call was the beginning of the end of our relationship. Not because he couldn’t make the trip. Of course he couldn’t make it. He’d been in prison for drugs, and I was working in Miami. It was the beginning of the end because of the conversation that followed. “I’m really bummed,” he said.


“It’s probably better,” I replied. “I’m working sixteen hours a day rewriting an action movie while it’s shooting. I only operate on two modes. Insecure and exhausted.”


“No, no, no,” he interrupted. “I’m bummed ’cause it would have been good for me. Being on the set would have been good for my career.”


Something about the way he said “on the set”—as if he’d been hanging out on one for years—stopped me cold. Six weeks out after doing two years in prison and already he was talking the talk. I had to proceed cautiously here, fearing that the next sign on this highway to unhappiness would be a large one. A large neon one, warning there’d be no food, gas, or lodging for the next five hundred miles.


“Which career?” I asked gently.


“Acting,” he said as if he were stating the obvious.


There it was, the giant, flashing, neon sign that foretold a future filled with acting classes, head shots, more classes, more head shots. None of which he could afford. And the truth is, he wasn’t even a good enough actor to convince me he was in love with me. If he had been, I probably would have gladly paid for all those classes and photos, which I couldn’t afford either. But he wasn’t, and I wouldn’t, and the unraveling of our brief relationship began with that phone call.


It was not a pretty picture. My search for Mr. Maybe had led me to an ex-con actor wannabe. This is not where I thought I’d be at twenty-eight.


I never thought I’d be the kind of woman who searched for a guy. I always thought it would just happen. And it always did. But things change when you move into the zone—that seven-year period between the ages of twenty-eight and thirty-five when women feel the pressure to resolve the marriage and baby issues.


Before my twenty-eighth birthday hit, I was perfectly happy to live my single life. Work. Work out. And sex. That’s all I needed. Maybe that’s a little on the shallow side, but I live in Los Angeles. Shallow is politically correct here. Besides, Southern California is all about velocity and optimism, which has everything to do with its two most glaring characteristics: freeways and sunshine. They do something to you. You start believing that “it,” whatever “it” is, will all work out. That is, until you hit the zone. Then it doesn’t matter how fast you’re moving or how beautiful the day, you start believing that whatever “it” is, it’ll never work out and you were crazy to belive in “it” in the first place.


The zone changes everything. It confuses everything. Sometimes you can talk yourself into believing something’s on track until you’re so far into it that the realization that it isn’t can’t stop the runaway train.


Hollywood abounds with runaway trains. No one wants to be a fantasy buster in fantasyland. Example. My friend Marcy. She used to be a real party girl. She literally danced on tables. And chairs. And—occasionally—laps. She loved hanging out at clubs and being up on any info that had to do with hot guys, hot gossip, and shoe sales at Barneys. She could always be counted on for key info—like the name of a bikini waxer who would take it all off.


“You’ll love this woman,” she told me. “She’ll wax the whole thing. I brought her a photo from a porno magazine and said, ‘Can you make my pussy look like that?’ And she said, ‘No problem, hon.’ She even makes you get on your hands and knees so she can deliver the full porno wax job. Rumor is, a Warner Brothers executive was so pleased with his wife’s new look, he went out the very next day and bought her an emerald ring and sent the waxer flowers. Orchids.”


That was typical Marcy—until she hit the zone and left her wild-girl ways behind to become engaged to a humorless corporate lawyer. Their marriage was a serious WASP event, breaking tradition only briefly when the minister quoted from Kahlil Gibran. I wasn’t buying the new Marcy and her zone-inspired conservatism. None of her friends did. But we all made toasts to the happy couple, drank a lot of champagne, and left thinking, Okay, it’ll last a year or two … which by L. A. standards is a respectable length of time.


What I didn’t expect was a call from Marcy the next morning at nine A.M., just seventeen hours after saying “I do.” She was phoning from the bathroom of their honeymoon suite at the Hotel Bel-Air.


“I don’t know about this marriage business,” she said, using the same tone she used to use when she was about to shift her allegiance from one club to the next new thing. “I don’t knoooow,” she repeated, dragging out the word so there was no mistaking her meaning. Her “knoooow” was a “no.” Sometimes even the zone isn’t powerful enough to squash a killer attack of Oh my God, what have I done?


Personally, I had few illusions about married life, and my heart was still with the wild girls, yet there was a part of me … call it female instinct or millions of years of DNA memory, that felt a tug toward—if not yet motherhood—some kind of couplehood. Clearly I was ambivalent though, fighting it all the way. You don’t hook up with an ex-con if you’re seriously looking for a partner. Someone “fresh out” has to go through reentry. He has to reacclimate. He has to find a job. That said, he was not a bad guy. I thought of him as a cross between Spicoli (Sean Penn) in Fast Times at Ridgemont High and McMurphy (Jack Nicholson) in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. What can I say? I’ve always been a sucker for someone who fights the system. Plus, he was good-looking in that bad-boy kind of way. And the first time I met him—at the gym (of course) he came up with the kind of provocative line that jumpstarts my hormones.


He was supposed to be selling me on the idea of hiring him as my trainer. He was giving me a free workout to demonstrate his method.


“Let’s start off with two sets of lunges,” he suggested.


“Hmmm,” I replied, not moving an inch. “I don’t do lunges.”


“You don’t do lunges? What’s the problem? Knees? Hamstring pull?”


“Nope. Just don’t like them.”


He took a moment to compute that. “Okay.” He nodded. “Then let’s start with squats.”


“I don’t do squats.”


“You don’t do squats?” He looked at me like I was an alien creature.


“Nope. I hate them.”


He took a few moments to assess the situation, took another gulp of his Power Blast protein drink. “Uh, I don’t know you very well,” he said calmly, “so this might sound weird. But you might want to consider the concept of surrender.”


Loved that line. It put a big smile on my face. Okay, now it was getting interesting. I didn’t do the lunges or the squats and never worked out with him again. But I did invite him to lunch.


We went to a trendy place on La Brea. One of those restaurants known for salads made from ingredients that should never be put in the same bowl. Feta and beans. Fennel and tangerines. Walnuts and zucchini. We sat outside and talked about sex. I had to ask him the question anyone would ask a guy who’d just gotten out of prison.


“Two years. No sex?”


He didn’t seem at all put off by my bluntness. “I was in prison for one year, eleven months, and six days,” he said. “I didn’t have sex for one year, eleven months, and twenty-one days.”


“So,” I continued, “what was that like? The first time after almost two years?”


He put down his fork. “Well, to be honest, when I was done with her, she didn’t know if she wanted to call the cops or marry me.”


I have to admit it. Hearing that intrigued me even more. But then again, I’ve always been a curious girl.


At first it was pretty great. And though I never contemplated marrying him after one of our sexcapades, I did for a moment consider having his teeth marks tattooed on my shoulder. But thankfully I didn’t, and a few weeks later I left for Miami.


I tell you all this as a way of introducing myself. I guess I should also tell you my name: Elizabeth West. I’m a writer—obviously—but this Miami job was the first significant action movie I’d ever worked on. I’d been brought in to rewrite part of the script that had already been written and rewritten by eight other writers. The big news was I wasn’t there just to do chick dialogue. I got to do the scenes leading up to and including the big shoot-out finale. Not that my other script assignments have called for a gentler touch. You want Little Women or Waiting to Exhale, don’t hire me. Estrogen movies, I call them. All emotion, no edge. Not my thing.


Of course one of the reasons I like working in action is I meet a lot of cute guys. Cute actors. Cute stunt men. Cute special-effects dudes. So you see, in spite of my testosterone-heavy résumé, I’m all girl.


Even though I can sit in a story meeting and sound like one of the boys—“Guys, in this scene, I think we need to see some MP5 semiautomatic carbines”—nothing proves I’m more of a girl than my relationship to the telephone. And it is a relationship. I’m very attached, and it’s very emotional.


There are times when I’m so frustrated (call after call, and not one from the right guy) that I want to throw the phone out the window. Other times (when the right guy finally checks in) it becomes my lust link. My pit stop to pleasure. The instrument of my seduction.


But that afternoon, with my relationship with the ex-con approaching splitsville, I had every reason to expect the next call would be some work-related headache—the worst case scenario being writer number ten already en route from Hollywood to replace me. When the phone finally did ring and I reluctantly answered, it was more heartache than headache.


“What are you doing?” he asked. It was the way he often opened a conversation. “He” was Jake, the forty-year-old director of the movie and the guy who hired me or, more accurately, forced me down the studio’s throat. He was my boss. My mentor. My buddy. He was also for a long time a level-one crush.


Level-one crushes are crushes that are so strong they wipe out any preexisting or potential crushes. When in the throes of a level-one crush, Brad Pitt could hit on you at some bar and you wouldn’t care. You might not even mention it to your girlfriends. Someone you once obsessed over could ask out a girl you despise and you’d be sincerely happy for her. When you have a level-one crush, your object of desire is the only guy on the map. Life is very simple. It’s all about him.


The thing is, I can sustain a level-one crush only if the crushee is available. If, as in Jake’s case, he starts dating somone, then he becomes a level two-crush. Level-two crushes are still great, but you don’t automatically blow off Brad Pitt, or anyone else.


And Jake was always dating someone else, usually someone under twenty-five who could be called a bimbo, but not by Jake. He really believed that Ashley (or Lacy or Cyndi) was smart. He’d boast that she was studying archaeology or something like that at UCLA. I always wanted to pull one of them aside and say, “Uh … Ashley? Pop quiz. Spell archaeology.”


“What am I doing?” I echoed his question to stall for time. Whenever he started off a conversation like that, I felt the pressure to say something smart and funny or at least interesting. But I never did because even a level-two crush can throw me off my game.


“Want to meet me for a drink downstairs?” he asked. “I’m hating this city. I can’t get laid here. I need a martini.”


“I’m sure you can get laid wherever you want,” I said. “Besides, what happened to Berri?”


“Barri. Her name is Barri. She hurt her ankle Roller-blading.”


“There are lots of things you can still do with a hurt ankle,” I reminded him.


“Not as many as you might think.” He laughed. “At least not with Barri. Anyway, it’s not happening,” he concluded, which is as much as he ever says about the end of any of his affairs. “I’ll see you downstairs in ten,” he said and hung up.


When I arrived at the hotel bar, Jake was already there. His martini half drunk, he was snacking out of a bowl of mixed nuts.


“Answer this,” he said. “How come it’s impossible, and I mean fucking impossible, to get a decent curried chicken salad from room service?”


Before I could reply, he had the waiter at our table.


“Get her a …?” Jake looked at me.


I drew a blank. I was still trying to come up with a clever response to the curry chicken line. “A … whatever he’s having,” I stammered.


The waiter scurried away.


“I think you scare him.” I smiled.


“Good. People need to be scared.”


I laughed. That’s Jake. He loves his rep as a tough guy. A wild guy. A guy who understands the bottom line and the one below that. But anyone who spends any significant time around him knows he’s a real teddy bear. He even looks a little bit like one, though he’d hate me for saying that. Less so now than when I first met him, seven years ago. Back then he was sporting a beard and a bit of a belly and on that particular night was even wearing a soft, fuzzy sweater. Since then he’s shaved the beard, gotten rid of the excess bulge with the help of a twenty-four hour on-call trainer and is now seen only in dark-colored clothing by Italian or Japanese designers.


The event seven years ago was a Christmas party. I knew Jake was one of the town’s legendary bad boys. His rep was intimidating, but he also had a way of looking at a girl that made her (me) feel as if there were no one else in the room. His stare might have made me feel special but I was smart enough to know that I was probably nothing more than a blip on his radar screen.


He was standing off in a corner talking to a couple who looked like their idea of having an edge was to occasionally tune in to a rap station while cruising in their Range Rover. I hung out within hearing distance while they discussed some girl Jake was seeing. The wife seemed excited by the update.


“So you’re still seeing Linda? That’s great.”


“Yeah,” Jake said. “It’s great.”


“She’s a great girl,” the husband chimed in. “Always liked Linda. How long have you two been going out?”


“Let me see,” Jake mused. “About four months?”


“Four months!” The wife cheered. “I’m so happy for you.”


“Yeah,” Jake said again, finishing off his drink. “It’s really working out great.” He paused. A slight, mischievous smile crossed his face. “I would have brought her tonight … but you know, she is living with someone.”


I burst out laughing. That was the moment I decided I had to meet him. I had to work with him. Any guy who could embrace ambiguity like that had something to teach me. Although when I later mentioned it to my friend Mimi, she said, “What the fuck are you talking about? He’s just another loser terrified of commitment.”


I disagreed with her then and still do. Okay, I admit Jake might have a little problem with emotional intimacy, but a loser? Never. To me he’s one of the coolest, smartest guys around, but don’t ask me to define cool. The best I can come up with is that I think it has something to do with honesty. And as crazy as Jake is, he has no secret agenda. Plus, he’s also the only guy I’ve ever called on a Saturday night who was home reading a biography of Thomas Jefferson—and not because he was thinking of turning it into a movie. He’d hate for that story to get around. He’d prefer I’d spread stories about his decadent Palm Springs weekends with one of his Ashleys.


“So what are you doing for sex these days?” he asked as the nervous waiter brought over my martini.


Now I truly was tongue-tied. Was he asking me to see if I was available, or was he just asking? Was it bait or fake bait?


“I just broke up with my boyfriend, but he doesn’t know it yet. Well, he suspects, but I haven’t come right out and said it’s over.”


“Should never have to,” Jake shrugged. “If someone can’t read the road signs, fuck ‘em.”


“I don’t know,” I said. “I think the road signs are getting harder to read. I just turned twenty-eight, and I feel like I’m making the same mistakes over and over. I’ve got to try making new mistakes.”


“New mistakes? I like that.” He chuckled. Then he leaned in closer. “You know what my philosophy is? My philosophy is: It’s all math. Problem/solution. If the total is zero, it’s zero. Get some new numbers. Let your mantra be ‘next.’”


“Guys are good at that,” I said. “That’s what makes them guys. Girls get into things like, Well, maybe the total isn’t zero. Maybe I just added wrong.”


Suddenly he got this look in his eyes. The kind he sometimes got on the set when he had figured out how to get a particularly difficult actor to do the scene his way. He reached for his cell phone and punched in a number. I could hear a voice-mail message click on at the other end.


“David, where the fuck are you?” Jake barked. “I’m sitting here with your next wife. She’s going to be back in L.A. in two weeks. You’ve got to call her. Although if you had any balls you’d be on the next plane to Miami.” He hung up, laughing.


“Next wife? How many has he had?” I asked, not really caring. Did I feel flattered that Jake was trying to fix me up with a friend of his? No, I felt like a reject because he wasn’t trying to fix me up with himself.


“He’s the perfect guy for you,” Jake said earnestly.


“What makes him so perfect?” I sounded less than enthusiastic. In fact I was sulking, but he didn’t notice.


“Trust me. Uncle Jake knows.”


“Uncle Jake” was what he sometimes called himself when he was playing the role of my personal adviser. He thought it was cute. I hated it. It made me feel small and prepubescent, like a cute, cuddly stuffed animal. Not like the fuckable babe I wanted to be.


I finished off my martini. “There are some things Uncle Jake doesn’t know.” I was trying to be provocative, but he was already on to the next thing.


“I know this,” he exclaimed. He was on a roll. Putting his phone back in his pocket, he pulled out a few script pages. “These lines you wrote for the heist scene are great. I love this.”


JOE


I don’t deal with dickbrains.


LESTER


Funny thing about that word,


“dick.” If you’re gonna use it,


you better have one.


He read them in character, really getting into it, as if he were auditioning. Not hard to see he harbored a not-so-secret desire to be Mel Gibson. Probably Mel Gibson of the first Lethal Weapon.


He went on to the next page. “And this scene with Karin. When Joe says ‘I’d love to be with a girl just like you but ten years younger.’ Her response is genius.”


KARIN


Really.


(twirling a piece of her hair)


And I’d love to be with a guy


just like you …


(pause … smile)


but ten times smarter.


Now he had reached the final page. “But this is my favorite. When Karin looks in the mirror in the party scene and says …”


KARIN


All dressed up and no one to blow.


“That’s really my friend Shane’s line,” I confessed. “He gave it to me. You know we do that. Writers give each other lines from time to time.”


Jake playfully punched my shoulder. “Never admit that. It’s in a script with your name on it. What’s he going do, sue you? Besides, there are probably people stealing your lines as we speak. Writers in pitch meetings spewing out your words as theirs. Not to mention the studio execs who passed on your pitch but used your ideas to sound smart at their weekly staff meeting.”


I was about to argue against his cynicism when a girl walked in. Not just a girl. An Ashley. A Miami Ashley, except her name was Blaze. She was wearing tight white pants against sun-kissed skin, and a little black top that exposed a stomach that looked like it had never been fed anything more than a few celery sticks a day. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a perky ponytail.


“Hi there,” she said as she sidled up to Jake and gave him a kiss. “Am I late?”


He enthusiastically pulled over a chair. “Sit down. Want a drink?”


“Just water.” She smiled at the waiter, who was instantly charmed. His first good moment of the night, and he was grateful.


“Want lemon or lime with that?” he asked.


She looked at him with awe, as if he’d inspired an epiphany. “What a great idea. Uh … lemon. No, lime. No, lemon.”


“Blaze is studying art at the University of Miami,” Jake said proudly. Only then did she look at me, and I swear I could see her adding up the numbers. This one’s no threat. Not a model. Not a celebrity. Not a problem.


“Hi,” she said, her ponytail bobbing. Her attention then swung right back to Jake and, a moment later, to the pages in front of him.


“Is this part of your script?” she asked, picking them up.


“What do you think of it?” He smiled.


She reached into her Gucci bag and pulled out a pair of black-rimmed serious glasses. More than anything I wanted to try them on, convinced they had clear lenses. Glasses like that are usually a prop for girls like her. As if thick frames equal IQ points.


The waiter briefly interrupted her concentration when he brought over what can only be described as a family-sized side order of lemons. “Thank you soooo much,” she cooed as Jake glared at the waiter, once again sending him scurrying to the other side of the room.


Blaze read the pages carefully, intently, her brow furrowed cutely. Finally, she took off her glasses and put them back in her bag.


Damn. If she’d put them on the table I would have gone for it. I would have grabbed them to check whether the lenses were as transparent as her ambition.


“That’s really good,” she said. “Who’s playing Karin?”


“They are good pages, aren’t they?” Jake beamed.


I couldn’t remain silent any longer. I needed to bring the competition back around to a game I knew I could win. The mental game.


“Oh great,” I said, looking right at Jake. “Use my words to seduce another woman. What am I, Cyrano?”


“Now that’s a good line,” he said. “Too smart for an action movie, but a good line.”


“Who’s playing Karin?” Blaze repeated, predictably ignoring me and my smart line. She tugged on Jake’s shoulder. Then she whispered something in his ear that made him roar with laughter. I would have given a week’s salary to know what it was.


My martini glass was empty, and clearly there wasn’t going to be a second round. I felt like I was simply the warmup act for Jake’s main attraction. Being Cyrano was bad enough; now I was turning into Ed McMahon.


As I watched them leave together, Blaze leaned into Jake, her hand lightly touching his lower back. She knew how to work it. She knew how to offer the promise of whatever it is guys like Jake think they want.





Two


L.A. can be a tough place to come home to even if you’ve lived here all your life. The drive from the airport always makes me feel like a first-time visitor. Who are these people? What’s the deal with all these ugly strip malls? Where’s the city’s fucking pulse? Even when the cab heads north on La Cienega and then east to my neighborhood, known for its quaint bungalows and sycamore (not palm) trees, I still don’t feel like I’m on familiar ground. It’s not until I’m back in my car, a four-wheel-drive 4Runner that’ll never be put into four-wheel-drive, that I start to feel my emotional alignment return.


And I do mean return. Being in Miami taught me that my alignment doesn’t travel. When in L.A., I feel reasonably confident I can handle anything. That confidence didn’t make it to Florida—a fact made clear when I found myself sitting in a production meeting biting my lip so hard it bled. But now I was back on terra firma. Putting on my Nikes and heading for the gym made me happy. And on my first morning back, the phone, my favorite means of torture and pleasure, didn’t stop ringing.


Andrew called. He’s one of my best friends. Make that best friend. Best male friend, anyway. He’s a guy you can talk to about the big stuff. “So how are you really?” he’ll ask when I’m being especially glib. And here’s the thing. He really wants to know.


Andrew looks like he should be in a J.Crew catalog. He even has a dog that looks like it should be in a J.Crew catalog. But he hasn’t had a J.Crew life. A wild child in New York in the eighties, he crashed, burned, and through a Herculean effort, resurrected himself. Wait a minute. Maybe that is a typical J.Crew scenario. Preppie bad boy gone good. Anyway, at thirty-four, he’s got a small art gallery and a big heart. Need proof? One day when I was being painfully selfdeprecating, he interrupted me to say, “Elizabeth, since you clearly have no self-esteem today, I’m going to have selfesteem for you.” That’s a friend.


Mimi was my next call. She thinks Andrew and I should go out, but I can’t do it. There was a moment when it could have happened. The first time I met Andrew I thought, He’s so cute and sexy and smart … and not an actor. We immedi ately liked each other, but the next day he was off to New York for two weeks, and when he got back I was away. And when I got back he had a girlfriend, and when they broke up I had a boyfriend. That’s the thing about L.A., there’s always a lot of moving around. It’s easy to miss your window of opportunity. Before you know it, you’ve become friends, which for me is an anti-aphrodisiac.


“Can’t turn friends into lovers,” I explained to Mimi. “Don’t know how to do that.”


“Oh, it’s easy,” she said, somewhat exasperated by my ineptness. “Just have a couple of drinks and fuck.”


I’m sure Mimi finds me as mystifying as I find her. She has no patience for my analytical nature, and I consider her the most self-obsessed person I know—and that’s saying a lot when you’ve grown up around actresses. She owns a small clothing store, and no customer spends more time in front of the mirror than Mimi. Her name says it all: me-me. But I prefer that kind of narcisssism to the “Why me?” variety. Mimi will never wallow in victimhood. She’s a get-on-with-it kind of girl. And often getting on with it simply entails checking herself out in a new Nicole Miller mini. She wishes I’d talk less and shop more, and I don’t blame her. I do overthink everything, and my standard uniform of jeans, T-shirt, and motorcycle boots is getting tired. “Getting?” I can imagine Mimi shouting. “It is so tired. Tired and over.” But we didn’t even discuss my tired look this time around because our conversation was cut short by call waiting. My call. Had to take it.


“Elizabeth, this is David. Jake’s friend.”


It took me a second before it clicked. “Oh, David, the perfect guy.”


“Is that what Jake told you?” he replied smoothly. Right away there was something about his voice that I liked. As Mimi always says, a good voice and good shoes are a must for a guy. Nonnegotiable.


“Jake’s a great advance man for you,” I said coyly.


“Well, he told me you’re pretty special, which is why I’m calling.” He paused. “Uh … this is going to sound a little strange, but I’m calling to say I’ve started seeing someone. So I won’t be able to get together with you.”


“What?” I shrieked, and I never shriek. “You’re calling to tell me what?”


“That I’ve started to see someone …”


“No, no, no,” I interrupted. “I get that part. I heard the words. What I can’t believe is I’m being rejected by someone I’ve never even met. Whoa, that’s a first.”


He laughed. “I know it’s a little unusual, but Jake said you were waiting for my call, so I figured I should …”


“That you should what?” I jumped in again. “Call, introduce yourself, and dump me?”


“Dump you?” That smooth voice of his developed the hint of an edge. “I don’t think you can call this dumping.”


“Well,” I conceded, “it’s a conceptual dumping, because never having met me, you just have a conception of who I might be and that’s what you’re rejecting.”


“I’m not rejecting you at all,” he stated adamantly. “I told Jake I’d love to meet you, but a couple of weeks ago I met this girl, so it doesn’t seem like this is the right time to start up with someone else.”


I felt the need to switch gears, to get into my hmmm mode. “Hmmm, I understand.” I softened. “It’s kind of sweet. Almost old-fashioned. Just curious, though. How old is this girl?”


He hesitated. “Twenty-one, but she’s really very mature and sophisticated.”


“An actress?”


“Yes, but New York-trained.”


I saw a path opening up in front of me. A way out of this conceptual rejection, which felt too much like the real thing.


“Well, all right,” I purred. “Here’s what I have to say. If things with the twenty-one-year-old, sophisticated, mature, New York-trained actress don’t work out, give me a call.” I paused, drumroll to the finale. “Preferably after midnight.”


With that I hung up. I know a good exit line when I hear one. I get paid to come up with lines like that. Two minutes later the phone rang.


I picked it up to hear that smooth voice in a more playful mood. “How about drinks at Jones? Do you know that restaurant?”


“Sounds good,” I said.


“Seven o’clock?”


“I’ll be there.” Then it hit me. “Wait, what do you look like?”


“Don’t worry,” David said. “I’ll find you.”


I think I should stop right here and say I know this is not what I’m supposed to do. I’m not supposed to be so aggressive with men. How many books out there advise women that the way to a man’s heart is through withholding? So many they should devote a whole section to them in bookstores. Next to the fiction and nonfiction sections could be the withholding section. That’s where these books belong. They pretend to be talking about real love, but they’re really talking about real cash. They pretend to be talking about the wonderful world of marriage and how to get there, but they’re really talking about the wonderful world of financial security and how to close the deal. A more accurate title for one of those books would be How to Land the Big One Using the Lure of Sex for Ante.


Sometimes I wonder. Did I do a Rip Van Winkle in reverse? Did I awake after decades of sleeping to find we’ve drifted back to the fifties? Let me go on record right here and say I never have been and never will be a Rules girl. Zone or no zone, I refuse to turn my love life into a strategic arms agreement. If their advice is don’t fuck him for the first four dates, my advice is don’t fuck him for the first four hours.


And magazines are as bad as these silly books. I’ve read countless articles about dating that sound as if everyone they’ve interviewed is or soon will be sexaphobic. The other day I was reading one of those articles, I think it was in Marie Claire. They quoted a guy saying, “If a girl calls me up the same day we’ve met, I think she probably sleeps with everyone. I’ll go out with her maybe once, have sex with her once or twice, but it’ll never be a relationship.”


This is what I say to that guy: If what you want is a woman who though wanting to call you represses her natural and harmless instinct to do so because strategically it’s a bad move, then you deserve all the alimony payments in your future.


I have no trouble acting on my instincts, and I don’t care what the guy thinks of that. I’ll say what I want. Do what I want. I’ll be as provocative as I want. Until we actually sleep together.


Sex changes everything except the sex. The initial erotic connection remains intact, but what it inspires is at the very least a terminal case of free-floating anxiety. It’s the “Does he like me or like me not?” syndrome. All my preorgasm bravado dissipates, and I become yet another neurotic female waiting for the phone to ring. But not having slept with David, or even met him, it was easy to sound “cocksure.”


Jones is a restaurant that inspires trouble. The good kind. No windows. Dark wood and comfortable booths. It’s the sort of place where you drink, eat, drink some more, and end up engaging in public displays of affection. I’ve never been at Jones when there hasn’t been at least one couple kissing as if they’re surgically attached.


When I checked in with the hostess, a beautiful girl named Marika who looked like she too could be a twenty-one-year-old New York-trained actress, she immediately led me over to my date.


“You get points for being on time,” I said as I slid into the side of the booth opposite him.


“You lose points for keeping points,” David teased.


That whole exchange took five seconds, and that’s all it took for me to decide Jake was right. This could be the guy. Right age (thirty-six). Smart (he had to be if he was Jake’s friend). Accomplished (ditto). Sexy (that smile of his). A bad boy who had enough of an edge to excite me but not so much I’d end up over some cliff. Adventure and security. Isn’t that the ultimate Mr. Maybe?


He looked a little like Denis Leary, which had me fantasizing his whole bio. A working-class Irish Catholic smart-ass who was too ambitious for his factory town. A quick study with great survival skills who’d come to L.A. by way of New York.


“That’s okay,” I flirted. “I like being the underdog.”


“Yeah, well, we all do,” he said, “as long as we cross the finish line first.”


“And what would crossing the finish line be in this case?” I asked.


“This case? Right here? Right now?”


“Yeah.”


“Hard to say.”


I looked at him and smiled. “Hmm, not that hard.”


There are certain times when you have to drink to get through a night, and there are other times when your balance is so precarious you have to make sure you don’t drink to get through the night. After my first drink I knew I had to put the brakes on. There we were, getting along great, no mention of his new girl. But he did admit to a former wife. A quick postcollege union that lasted a year. And even though he didn’t have a Denis Leary bio (grew up in an upscale neighborhood in Dallas), it didn’t matter.


What did matter and had me ordering an espresso was that this guy wasn’t just trouble, he was dangerous. As dangerous as they get. He was an SCU—a self-contained unit. He was one of those guys who might look and talk like he wanted a relationship, might even talk about marriage and babies, but my gut intinct told me he was a solo act. He liked not needing anyone. His idea of commitment was probably a three-day weekend. What was it about him that made me come to this conclusion? Again, instinct, but also the fact that he’d been living in a hotel for the last two years—and loving it. “Only until I find a house or a piece of land I want to buy,” he explained. “Plus, I’m getting a really good rate.”


Yeah. Sure. Make note, I told myself. This guy can’t even commit to an address. The espresso was definitely the right choice. It kept me from operating with my two feet firmly planted in midair. I had resigned myself to the fact that this would be a drinks date and nothing more. But then a funny thing happened. Suddenly everything going on seemed to conspire to make us fall in lust. The songs playing on the restaurant’s CD jukebox. The electricity that comes from witnessing random acts of lunacy. We both happened to be glancing over at the next booth when a guy who had been carrying on for the last hour, the life of his party, literally fell asleep while talking. That provoked uncontrollable laughter from us and an order for another round of drinks. Fuck the brakes—I ordered a martini. We discovered we both loved early Elvis Costello and Norman Mailer. He quoted from An American Dream, I offered my favorite bit of wisdom from The Deer Park. We both thought Paris and East Hampton were alike in that they were two of the most beautiful spots inhabited by some of the worst people. We also loved college basketball, the idea of surfing but not actually surfing, and talking about sex.


The sex talk put me right smack in the middle of the intersection of danger and trouble. What was I going to do?


“Let’s get out of here,” David said. “Want to follow me?”


I looked at my watch. I’d known him for four hours and twenty-five minutes. “Sure,” I said. “I love following someone when I have no idea where I’m going.”


“Oh, you know where you’re going.” He smiled.


I wasn’t exactly sure what he meant, but I liked the sound of it.


On the way out to Santa Monica, I thought about Jake. Would sleeping with his good friend make it more or less likely I might someday sleep with him? It was a thought, not a debate, because as I said before, I’m not a big believer in strategizing my way into a relationship, or even a one-night stand. I also don’t intend to put my life on hold because Jake is a constant level-one (or -two) crush in my life. I’m all for worshipping my number-one lust object, but I’m not about to become a burnt offering.


During the drive, I also kept thinking … it takes half an hour to get to David’s place from mine. Maybe longer at rush hour, unless I take Robertson to Lincoln. I contemplated this as if I’d be making the trip often. Stop it, I scolded myself. What are you, eleven? I was acting like I did in fifth grade, when I’d write down my first name and the last name of my latest crush and stare at the paper as if I were staring at my future. Except now I wasn’t leaping ahead to a future china pattern but to a future traffic pattern. Why am I even doing this? I asked myself. Why am I on this road and not even looking at the road signs? Easy answer. Because sex with a smart, funny, attractive guy who comes highly recommended, knows a lot of the same people you do, but is still a stranger … is hot.


His hotel room, on the other hand, was cold. Like a blank canvas, an empty stage—perfect for any fantasy—with a built-in soundtrack, the ocean outside his window.


Not that I had doubted it, but he definitely had it going. He knew the moves. The way he opened the champagne. The way he pushed me up against the wall, and of course the way he kissed. Mimi says the first kiss is her favorite part of an affair. And though not my favorite part, it can be pretty amazing. If he’s a good kisser, you can pretty much trust that it’s going to be a fun ride. Great liftoff, no turbulence. My kind of flight.


And true to that first kiss, he proved to be a great fuck. The night was part fairy tale, part porno movie. He also passed the Goldilocks test—not too big, not too small. And he didn’t fall asleep after coming.


At three A.M., wearing just a white terrycloth robe, he walked me to the elevator. Don’t say it, I was thinking. Don’t say, “I’ll call you,” because if you say it, I’ll believe it and then I’ll spend every waking minute waiting for the phone to ring. And even if he meant it, there was no telling when he’d call. Tomorrow? Next week? When his twenty-one-year-old sophisticated, mature, New York-trained actress was out of town? None of this ruled out the possibility that I would call him. I do stuff like that all the time. I could handle calling him first, and I could handle never hearing from him again. What I’m not good at is being set up just to fail. Don’t say it, don’t say it, don’t say it, I prayed … unless you mean it. Of course I kept this pleading to myself. We played out the good-bye moment as if it were scripted.


INT : ELEVATOR DOORS: NIGHT


David kisses Elizabeth as the elevator doors open.


DAVID


We’ll talk.


ELIZABETH


(confident)


I’m sure we will.


She steps inside the elevator.


ELIZABETH (cont’d)


Or not.


He looks confused.


ELIZABETH (cont’d)


Did anyone ever tell you


you can eat a girl into


a coma?


She laughs flirtatiously, hits the elevator button. The doors close.


CUT TO:


As I waited for the hotel valets to bring my car around, I analyzed the implications of “We’ll talk.” It could mean anything. It could mean this is a “to be continued.” Or it could mean that we’ll cross paths again sometime, somewhere, and when we do, we’ll say hi. By the time I was halfway home I was convinced David was exactly the kind of guy girls in the zone should avoid. I decided he was a Mr. Never disguised as a Mr. Maybe. He was alluring enough, but he was a friend of Jake’s. If that’s not an advertisement for commitmentphobia, nothing is. Every bit of experience and wisdom I’d earned over twenty-eight years told me that unless I was in it just for fun, this was a hopeless situation. And even if I’d settle for fun, it didn’t mean I shouldn’t book extra sessions with my shrink right now.
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