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In my extended family, arguing over versions of our history is practically a blood sport. My relatives will wrestle each other to the mat about the way it all went down. In reality, there is no such thing as absolute truth, only our personal interpretations of it. The best way I’ve ever heard it described was by a woman I met in a writing group. She said as her mother lay dying, she and her sister sat on either side of the hospital bed, holding their mother’s hands. At the moment of her passing, the sisters spoke simultaneously. One said, “She’s gone cold!” The other said, “She’s still warm.” And both statements were true to the women who made them.


Anyone who writes memoir will tell you it is a grueling, gut-wrenching task. Drudging up the past to examine your mistakes and weaknesses and relive old wounds is not for the faint of heart. Not to mention the cloud hovering over you every second; the fact that some of the people in your story may be hurt by words you’ve written. Some may even take offense at details you thought were small and innocuous. For that reason, I have changed some of the names in this book to protect their privacy and out of love, because I do love them all.


I have done my best, as a flawed and complex person myself, to write with compassion and understanding. There are no heroes or villains in this book, only imperfect humans each doing the best they can. That being said, I believe that we own the rights to our own life stories, and if we were born with the compulsion to write, we must do it. I wrote this book based on journals I’ve kept throughout my life. It is not the elusive “absolute” truth, but it is my truth.





WHAT DOESN’T KILL YOU
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“We all live in a house on fire, no fire department to call; no way out, just the upstairs window to look out of while the fire burns the house down with us trapped, locked in it.”


— TENNESSEE WILLIAMS


You’d think there would have been more leading up to it, this moment when everything changes forever, but November 18, 1994 is just an average night. Fresh out of the bath, I zip our four-year-old son, Taylor, up into his footie pajamas. We have a Peter Pan versus Captain Hook sword fight with toothbrushes, then I chase him to bed. Outside his bedroom window, a full harvest moon hangs low in the sky, grazing the mountaintop. Huge and blindingly blue white, it shines like an icy sun, giving me an ominous feeling. I sidle next to Taylor in his bed, an extra down comforter piled on top us, while I read his favorite book The Grouchy Ladybug, acting out the voices of all the bugs.


On the six o’clock news, they’d said temperatures would drop tonight to the low thirties, a record-breaking cold for Southern California. Bonfires blaze in citrus groves all over the state, as farmers try to save their crops from freezing. We are not accustomed to this kind of cold.


I close the book and sing Taylor the same song I’d sung every night since he was born, the song that saddled him with the unfortunate childhood nickname of La-la.


La la lu, la la lu, little wandering angel


Hold up your wings, close your eyes


La la lu, la la lu, and may love be your keeper


La la lu, la la lu, la la lu


He is sound asleep by the last line. I kiss his forehead and tuck the covers in around him, even though he will kick them off within minutes. Turning out the light, I hesitate in the doorway, looking between his and Cissy’s beds, hers empty tonight. I don’t know that I will ever get used to sharing her with my ex.


In the next room, my husband Troy and our friend Donna tune their guitars, getting ready for our rehearsal. I poke my head into the recording studio, “I’m just going to check on the dogs, okay? I’ll be up in five minutes.”


Outside, I wrap my arms around myself to quell my shivers. Whitney and Lady romp and play on the patio, unfazed by the weather. A layer of ice floats on the surface of their water dish.


“Come on, girls!” I shout, ushering them inside. I will spend years regretting this.


A fire burns in the living room hearth, illuminating the walls with a soft glow. I lay blankets on the kitchen floor, in the nook where Lady and Whitney like to sleep. My neck is tight. Mounting the stairs, I stop every few steps, eyes closed, hand to my heart. What am I feeling?


In the recording studio, Troy, Donna, and I rehearse for an upcoming gig. We sing together in three-part harmony, Donna and Troy strumming their guitars, while I pace back and forth.


“Everything okay, honey?” Troy asks.


I wave my hand, “I’m good … keep going.” My vocal chords are tight, my breathing shallow. I shift my weight from one foot to the other, shaking my shoulders, rolling my neck to release the tension building inside. Donna is not only a musician, she’s a life coach, so I can act crazy in front of her. And Troy, well, he knows I’ve been like this all day.


My rib cage is tight. I’m not hitting my notes. Donna tilts her head, her soft chocolate-brown eyes registering concern. “What’s up, girl? You’re not yourself.”


I tell her why.


That morning I woke from a horrible, vivid dream. I jolted straight up in bed, heart pounding, my face wet with tears. Troy sat up, startled, and put his arm around me.


“What’s wrong?”


“I was falling backward down a hill … in this huge avalanche,” I sobbed, “and everything I owned, everything I’d ever accomplished in my life was tumbling over me, pounding and crushing me until there was nothing but dust.”


“It was just a dream, honey.” He pulled me to him, wrapping his arms around me.


“Everything was gone! Everything …” My tears rolled onto his chest.


“You’re awake now, it’s not real.”


“But it felt so real!”


He held me tighter. “You’re safe, you’re safe.”


Cissy and Taylor were downstairs eating Cheerios that morning as I laid out their clothes for school. Cartoons hummed cheerily in the background. The dogs were under the dining room table, waiting to catch any stray crumbs or scraps. I threw myself into my routine, trying to shake the residual feelings from the dream. Everything’s fine, everything’s fine, I repeated out loud to myself, all day long.


I chaperoned a field trip for Cissy’s fourth-grade class in the afternoon. As we made our way through the Autry Museum, the docent told stories about the Wild West. I smiled, while still grinding my teeth and wringing my hands.


After the field trip, I dropped Cissy at her dad’s house for an overnight visit, feeling that familiar pang as I watched her slip behind his front door. Driving home, my chest muscles seized, pulling tighter the closer I got to home. I wondered what the hell was wrong with me. Maybe I need to go back to therapy. Maybe I need medication. Maybe it’s just that I’ll never get used to sharing my daughter with my ex-husband.


By the time I walked through the front door of our house, I could barely breathe—a weight on my chest, my pulse drumming in my ears. I dropped my head between my knees, grabbed a paper bag, and breathed into it. This kept me from passing out—I knew the drill. I slowed my breathing, but was no calmer. I thought, maybe if I lie down and nap I’ll feel better after, like hitting the reset button on my day. I brought my dogs Whitney and Lady, my cats Angel and Munchkin, and my bunny, Bunny, into my bedroom and closed the door. It was an odd thing I had never done before. They surrounded me on the bed and we all fell into a deep sleep. When I woke later, nothing had changed. I was still edgy as the sun set on this strange day, even more agitated when I saw the full moon rising.


I CONTINUE PACING THE STUDIO, squeaking out my parts, back and forth, back and forth. Donna touches my arm as I breeze past her, “Hols, we don’t need to do this now. We can reschedule.”


I exhale, “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me!”


“Whatever it is, just honor your feelings, okay? Ask your intuition what it’s trying to tell you.”


“I’ve been asking all day, and getting no answer.” I collapse into a chair, my head in my hands. “I’m sorry, you guys.”


“It’s okay, you don’t have to apologize to us,” she says.


Troy puts his guitar in its case and an arm around me. “Everything’s okay, honey. You’re safe.” He knows these are always the best words to say to me. Safe—all my life that’s all I’d ever wanted to feel—but tonight his words can’t reach me.


I’m supposed to be the girl who has it all together. I own a national business, volunteer at my kids’ school, am a Daisy Scout leader, and still manage to do gigs on the weekends. I can spin a hundred plates at once—it’s my specialty. But this bad dream rattles me. I see the plates falling in slow motion, about to shatter.


At about 10 p.m., we give up on rehearsing and walk Donna downstairs. “Want to try tomorrow night, same time?” she asks.


“Absolutely. I’ll be fine tomorrow. All I need is a good night’s sleep.” Even as I say this it doesn’t feel true.


At the bottom of the stairs, smoke from the fireplace stings our eyes. Donna coughs, waving her hand in front of her face. The living room is dark. I was sure I left the lights on for the dogs, but seeing how whacked out I am tonight, anything is possible. I flip the light switch, but nothing happens. I try another, nothing.


“That’s weird,” I say.


“Must’ve blown a fuse,” Troy says, and sets off to find a flashlight.


By the glow of the fire I see smoke backing out of the chimney, filling the room with an eerie haze. I squint, making my way across the smoky room to crack a window.


“We heard crows making a racket in the chimney the other day …”


Donna pipes up, “Ah. They probably built a nest up there—that’s why the smoke is trapped. That’s happened to me before.” The side of her face is strangely shadowed by the flames.


“Nothing we can do but wait for the fire to die out, I guess.” My entire body thrums, my pulse so loud I wonder if everyone can hear it.


Donna stands by the front door, one hand on the knob. “You guys want me to stay?”


I wave my hand, “No! No, everything’s fine.”


“Get some rest. Love you.” She envelops me in a long, wordless hug.


“Love you, too,” I say. “Thanks for being so understanding.”


In the hallway, Troy shines a flashlight on the breaker box. The smoke swirls in its beam. As he flips the override switch, a deafening buzz sends us both hurling backward. “What the hell …” He catches his balance, one hand to his heart.


“Honey, don’t touch it,” I warn.


He steps closer to inspect, rubbing his eyes. “It’s gotta be a fuse … I can fix it.”


“Please! I have a bad feeling. Let’s get an electrician here in the morning.”


“Okay, okay.”


Cold air blows in through cracked windows. I cross my arms, shivering. “This day is really freaking me out.”


“Sweetie,” he takes my hand, “everything is okay. Don’t worry.” His touch is warm, his voice soothing, but his words leave a frost cloud in the air.


We climb the stairs together, peeking in on Taylor. I love to sneak a few glimpses of my children while they’re sleeping, their faces so like little cherubs when they aren’t arguing or being willful. Taylor is snuggled with his favorite blankie.


“See?” Troy says, putting a reassuring arm around me, “Everything’s fine.”


Our cat Angel jumps on the bed, pouncing on Taylor’s toes beneath the covers. I swoop Angel up, tucking him under my arm. “Come on, you crazy maniac.” I ruffle his sleek black fur and take him into our bedroom.


Our room sits three stories above the street, our house built into a hillside. At street level is the converted garage where my kids’ clothing business is centered. I’m down there Monday through Friday, on the phone, packing orders, typing up invoices. UPS pulls up at three o’clock each day to load orders and ship them all over the country. Above my office is our living room and kitchen, with an alcove we turned into a playroom for Cissy and Taylor. On the third level are our bedrooms and Troy’s recording studio. Because our room sits so high above the neighbors, it’s completely private—an eagle’s nest. We don’t cover the windows. The light eases through the trees every morning as our natural alarm clock.


I wash my face, brush my teeth, and slip on the pink satin nightgown Troy bought me for Mother’s Day. All ordinary things on an ordinary night, but I am still anxious, warily eyeing the full moon outside our window. I sit cross-legged on our bed, attempting to meditate, while Troy falls asleep beside me. I wish I could feel safe in the world like he does, but he and I grew up in very different worlds. Angel and Munchkin curl on either side of me, purring contentedly. I run my fingers through their fur, trying to center myself, while my mind prattles on with possibilities to rationalize my behavior. I come to the realization: maybe an aftershock is about to hit.


In January, an earthquake struck in the middle of the night. We thought it was the end of the world. The earth let out a terrifying roar. Power lines outside snapped and transformers blew, lighting the sky like flash pot bombs. The house shook with such violent force we thought we were under attack. As Troy and I ran for our kids’ room, we were tossed around like rag dolls, bouncing off walls. Fires erupted all over the city, water mains broke and flooded the streets, freeways crumbled. Fifty-seven people were killed. The sounds of sirens and helicopters filled the air. We had no power or phone lines for weeks. It’s taken months for the four of us to be able to sleep through the night again. Strong aftershocks have rocked California all year. Many of us are attuned to the signs. Like animals, we feel the shifts in weather, the particular stillness in the air.


So maybe that’s it, I think. Maybe I’m feeling the onset of another aftershock. Or maybe an emotional aftershock. Or maybe it’s my childhood rising up to haunt me again. I lie back in bed, staring at the ceiling. What is wrong with me?


Too agitated to find inner peace, I give up and walk the house in the dark, checking for … for what? I don’t know. I wander into the kids’ bedroom. Although we have four bedrooms, my kids share a room. I like the idea of them giggling in the dark, telling stories, having each other to turn to when they’re afraid, at least until they’re older. But Taylor sleeps alone tonight, stretched out in his Winnie the Pooh pajamas, lightly snoring, his sweet little face smushed against the pillow. I pull the covers around him and kiss his forehead.


I walk downstairs, running my hands along the oak banister. The fire in the hearth is almost out, the smoke dissipating. Whitney and Lady snooze in the kitchen, curled up on the blankets I put down for them. I lean over the safety gate to scratch Lady behind her velvety ears, causing Whitney to jump up on her short hind legs and hop around like a circus dog.


“Oh Whitty, don’t be jealous.” I pat her head. “Go lie down, girl.” She snuggles into Lady’s side, the two of them spooning like an old married couple.


I climb the stairs and fall back in bed, my wheels turning until thinking exhausts me into sleep. An hour later, panic wakes me. My stomach churns. It is still in the house, too still. The cats have disappeared. A thin veil of smoke still lingers in the air, and I hear the words in my head, check the baby. I walk down the hall that connects our rooms. Taylor is sound asleep, as is Troy. Everything is okay, so why can’t I rest? I force myself back to bed, tossing and turning until I’m too groggy to keep my eyes open.


Within an hour I am awake again, my pulse racing … check the baby. I get up, wander the halls, check the baby. He’s fine. I stand still in the center of the kids’ room. What am I feeling? The house is still smoky, in fact it seems worse but how can that be when the fire burned out hours ago? Maybe the smell is trapped because the upstairs windows are closed, I reason. I crack a window and lie down beside Taylor.


The kids’ room is illuminated by the full moon. Cissy has been learning about the rainforest in school. She and Taylor have lemonade stands to raise money, with hand-scrawled signs saying Save the Rainforest. In support of this new interest, I bought them bedspreads with brightly colored cheetahs and macaws, and draped their beds in mosquito nets. Over the windows I mounted wooden branches we’d found on our family hikes, and wrapped them in vines and silk flowers. I bought thirty butterflies made from bird feathers, all different species and colors, and hung them from the ceiling with clear fishing wire. When the breeze comes through the open windows, they dance and sway as though they’ve come alive. The kids love those butterflies. But tonight, they hang still and somber.


I kneel at Taylor’s bedside, my face just inches from his. Everything is okay. Our life is good—everything I ever dreamed of—so why can’t I just relax and be happy? I breathe him in, brushing his blond hair off his sweaty forehead. It astounds me that he can sweat while my hands are so cold my bones could snap.


“Must be hard work growing so much while you sleep.” I whisper, tucking the covers up around his chin.


I crawl back into bed, exhausted. Without waking, Troy throws an arm over me.


The third time I wake, I can hardly open my eyes but the words won’t stop. Check the baby … check the baby. I’m groggy, trying to emerge but sleep pulls me back like undertow. Check the baby. I feel drugged. My breathing is shallow. With all the strength I have I push my woozy self onto one elbow, forcing myself up. My feet are leaden as I drag myself down the hall to the kids’ room. I move through a grey haze, like a dream. Am I dreaming? I lean over, put my cheek against Taylor’s, feeling his warm, soft, baby breathing. Still sound asleep. I push his bedroom door closed to keep the smoke out. I shuffle over, my eyes at half-mast, and collapse into bed with him. I don’t remember the moment I fall into a comatose sleep.


I HEAR SCREAMS.


It’s Troy. Troy is screaming.


I open my eyes—this is not a dream.


“Hollye! Get out of the house!”


Hearing the panic in his voice I instinctively bolt upright and run to him. I swing open the bedroom door and am blown back, knocked to the floor. Backdraft, I’ll later learn, is what it’s called. Searing heat and black smoke overtake me, burning my skin. Through the deafening roar of fire, the shrill, distant sound of a smoke alarm whines like a mosquito. In one second, the fire sucks all the oxygen out of the room. I gasp for breath, taking in only smoke. I crawl across the floor, gagging, and then I collapse.


The smell of that fire is something I will never forget. It is not the warm, cozy smell of a campfire, but the putrid stench of synthetic carpeting and drywall plaster and household appliances melting, the toxic cloud of our life disintegrating.


For a moment, I lie motionless on the floor. I am strangely calm. Everything moves around me in slow motion, like walking underwater. I am transfixed by the butterflies on the ceiling, and for what seems like a very long time, that’s all I see—those butterflies. They dance feverishly, and start to spin as if they’re panicked, struggling to break free. As the heat melts the fishing wire, one by one they curl, wilt and drop to the floor. A few at first, then a deluge of charred butterflies rain down on me. I am detached, floating inside my own head: Oh, I’m going to die. I guess this is my time. I see my son, lying still. His arm hangs limp over the edge of the bed.


What happens next, I can’t be sure. Maternal instinct startles me awake? Without knowing how, I have Taylor in my arms and am at the window, kicking out the screen. Taylor hangs deadweight, as I suspend him from the ledge. The moment I open the window, the firestorm rushes toward the oxygen like a tsunami. Ashes and black smoke blow through us into the night sky, as the fire and heat are pulled toward us.


A gutteral, instinctual wailing fills the air—a voice I’ve never heard before. It is my voice.


Fire behind me, a thirty-foot drop to concrete below.


Troy shouts from our bedroom window, “Hold on! I’m coming—I’m gonna jump!” Following his words is the loud thwack of his body, the sickening sound of bones against cement. I scream his name over and over but he doesn’t respond. I start to cry, but there is no time for panic.


Taylor and I hang out the window, engulfed in smoke, suffocating. I lower him as far as my arms will stretch so he can breathe. I hold only his tiny hands, his body dangling midair. I am in the center of the firestorm. My body betrays me by instinctively gasping for breath, pulling in heat that sears my lungs. I choke, spitting out black grease. Sparks and ashes dance around my head. Blisters rise on the backs of my legs, the pain becomes unbearable. I have to do something. Now. No one is responding to my screams. Troy may be unconscious or worse. Without oxygen, I will soon lose consciousness. But there is no grass below, no trees or bushes, no soft place to fall.


My brain searches for options. If I hold Taylor while I jump, I could crush him. I have to let go of his hands. I know that if I do this, he may break bones, or suffer a brain or spinal injury. But if I do nothing, I will burn to death, and he will fall. There are no options. Years later I will watch men and women jump from the twin towers on 9/11. I’ll know the horror that drove them to the ledge.


Stretching my body over the windowsill to make Taylor’s drop as short as possible, I lower him as far as I can, until I’m holding just the ends of his chubby fingers. The smoke is so thick around me I can’t see him anymore. I beg God to protect him. Blind faith.


I let go.


At that very moment Troy shouts from below, “Drop him! I’m here!” I throw my legs over and scramble out the window. Hanging onto the window casing by my fingertips, I take a deep breath then let myself free fall. I hear the loud thump of a hip against concrete but it’s as though it happened to someone else. I feel nothing; my body is in deep shock. Troy grabs my hand, yanking me to my feet. Taylor is clutched tight against his chest. “I caught him,” Troy says, wild-eyed. We look at each other in disbelief. We are alive.


Clinging to each other, we run. I look over my shoulder at our life engulfed in flames. The children’s Little Tikes playhouse on the front patio has melted in a puddle like ice cream. Neighbors run toward the house with a garden hose, but stop short at the sight of it. All three levels are consumed, flames shooting out the windows we’d just jumped from. My body trembles violently. I can’t speak or move, until the sight of the burning doghouse snaps me to my senses. “Oh God! The animals!!” I wail like a mad woman. Troy thrusts Taylor into my arms and runs back. A few neighbors follow him. “No!” I scream, but he doesn’t hear me. As they near the house, the windows blow out. Maybe a gasline exploding, or another backdraft. Shattered glass is everywhere, apocalyptic flames rage. There is no way to get back in. All is lost.


All is lost.


Our neighbor Melissa throws a blanket around me and Taylor, then runs in hysterical circles, crying, “I don’t know what to do! I don’t know what to do!” She screams, “Her little girl is in there!”


Still in shock, my brain goes into a frenzy. Cissy. Cissy. What is real? Troy runs toward me. I hear him shouting, “We can’t get in!”


Someone grabs my shoulders, shaking me, “Where is your daughter?”


I am disoriented, doubting my own memory. I grab Troy’s arm, “Cissy’s not in there, right? She’s not there!” I become hysterical, squeezing my son, who is silent and dazed.


Troy grips both my arms and says in a firm voice, “Hollye, she’s not in there. She’s at her dad’s house.”


“Are you sure?”


“Look at me, Hollye!” He gets in my face, “She’s safe! She’s not here!”


Troy will later tell me that I repeated this panicked scenario many times that night. There is mayhem in my head, mayhem in the street. The property next door has caught fire and still no fire department. I stand at the edge of the road, clutching my son, watching our life go up in flames, knowing our animals are dead. This horror is too gruesome to be real. It can’t be real. Our neighbors pace, some are crying. Everyone on the street knows our dogs. No one knows what to do, how to help. Troy wraps his arms around Taylor and me, his eyes filled with tears. He whispers, maybe to himself, maybe to me, maybe to God, “We will come back stronger.”


I look up to meet his eyes, wanting so much to believe him, my sunny, optimistic man. But the morning before, he was the one who told me my nightmare was just a dream. Now I am wide-awake, and the nightmare is real.


Inside I sense this is only the beginning of the avalanche … just as I dreamed it.





MY ROMANCE
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My journey with Troy began in 1987, a time of skyscraping Aqua Net hair and Hammer pants, when Michael Jackson was moonwalking, and Governor Dukakis was mulling over his decision to run for president. I was twenty-three years old. I took college classes in the mornings, spent afternoons with my baby daughter Cissy, and worked nights at a French café. A relationship was the last thing on my mind. My loveless three-year marriage had just crumbled, and I was determined to make it on my own, hoping to find the self I lost in the rubble. I wasn’t looking for any company. I still wore my wedding ring. Living in the aftermath of my mother’s relationships, I swore I’d never divorce. I held a thin thread of hope that, for my daughter’s sake, maybe I could make my marriage with Gary work. A foolish hope, when you consider that I left him because he suggested that I have an affair. Gary was a good guy, but he didn’t, and couldn’t, love me. He found me needy, because I needed something from him that he was never given—love. But I walked into that marriage set on fixing everything. When you’re young, you cling to the delusional belief that you can change people.


I worked at L’Express Cafe, the hot spot in the San Fernando Valley where all the hipsters hung out drinking espresso until 2 a.m. One night, picking up orders at the bar, I felt someone staring at me. I met his gaze and he quickly looked away. I know him, I thought. Where have I seen him before? Later I caught him staring again. I smiled and waved. Again, he looked away. I remembered meeting him the week before—a friend of a friend. I tried to make eye contact, but he avoided me. I walked straight up and smiled widely. “Hello!” I said.


“Hey,” he nodded, barely glancing at me.


I crossed my arms. “You really don’t remember me?”


“No,” he said, sitting back in his chair.


“We met last week. I’m Mitzi’s friend. Remember?”


He shook his head. “I don’t know anyone named Mitzi, and I was in Australia so I definitely didn’t meet you last week,” he said.


My face flushed. “Oh … sorry.” I turned and sped away, thinking, What the hell? I’m sure I know that guy!


His friend followed me. “Hey! Wait a minute, come back!”


Humiliated, I turned around.


“We may not know you, but we want to know you. How about we get to know you now?” I offered a weak courtesy laugh, wanting only to slink away. He kept on about us all getting to know each other. He was funny and sweet. Dave was his name, and his snobby friend, the one I thought I knew, was Troy. They hung out all night at the bar trying to make me laugh, flirting relentlessly.


Finally I said, “Look guys, you’re sweet, but I’m married.” I flashed the ring. “But I have a couple cute girlfriends who would love to meet you.” I told them to come back the next Saturday to meet my friends Mitzi and Deirdre.


A week later, I was making my way through the café with a huge tray over my head, when Dave and Troy walked in. I ducked behind the wall. Shoot—I forgot to tell the girls! I delivered the cappuccinos and casually waved to the guys from a distance, then ran to the payphone in back to call Mitzi and Deirdre, who knew nothing about this and were home in sweats watching Dynasty.


“Please come! They’re really cute and funny, I swear!” I pleaded with them. They were less than enthusiastic about it.


Dave and Troy tossed back a few beers at the bar, teasing me about my stellar matchmaking skills whenever I’d rush past. An hour later, Deirdre walked in alone. Mitzi refused to come. My badly arranged double date turned out to be a super-awkward disaster. Deirdre’s loud nervous laugh pierced through the café buzz and hum. When my shift ended at 1 a.m., the trio was still there. To make up for my colossal blunder, and to rescue Deirdre, I stood in for Mitzi and joined them at Denny’s for coffee. Dave and Troy held court at our Formica table, telling animated stories that doubled me over with gasping-for-breath laughter. This kind of joy had been absent from my life, after three years trapped in a loveless marriage, my days spent alone, changing diapers and pacing the halls with my colicky baby daughter. But over bitter coffee and stacks of cold, half-eaten pancakes, I was awake, uncaged. I felt like the young woman I was. We drained three pots of coffee before I realized it was four in the morning, and even then I could hardly pull myself away. Cissy would be waking up and needing me in just a few hours.


FOR THE NEXT SIX MONTHS, the four of us were inseparable. Troy’s band Race To L.A. played all the best clubs in the LA circuit. He played guitar and keyboards and wrote the songs, and I was his biggest fan. He had that pop-star look, too. Sort of a cross between Don Johnson and Shawn Cassidy. Dave, Deirdre, and I went to most of Troy’s gigs. During the week we’d head off to the gym, lunches, late-night dinners, game nights, and barbeques. We were the four musketeers, and Cissy, who everyone adored, was our little mascot.


Troy and I had a weekly ritual of going to the gym and then taking Cissy to lunch at Sizzler—it was her favorite place. As we were leaving, Cissy would often take both our hands and beg us to swing her back and forth between us. It wasn’t something we ever discussed, but it felt easy and natural. Sometimes when I had to work an extra shift and Gary couldn’t watch Cissy, Troy and his drummer roommate Russ babysat her—a scenario that would have made a good sitcom. From Cissy, they learned how to change a diaper, cut crusts off sandwiches, and rock a baby to sleep. One night at Troy’s apartment, Cissy got the stomach flu. I expected Troy to bolt but instead, he brought towels and a wet washcloth, and sat next to me on the cold bathroom tile, rubbing Cissy’s back with concern. I studied his hands, the question in my head—Who is this man?


Troy would often stop by the café after a gig, and hang out long after everyone else had gone. We’d talk while I emptied ashtrays and wiped down tables. Sometimes about silly stuff—Saturday Night Live characters, and inside jokes. Sometimes he’d be starry-eyed, telling me about some girl he had a crush on, or he’d listen as I unloaded the mess of my divorce, my fears about being a single mom just like my mom had been. “You don’t have to figure it all out now,” he’d say. “Just a little bit today.”


One night, he was keeping me company as I cashed out, divvying up my checks. That damn MTV video played on the overhead TV again, and I clicked it off.


“You don’t like that song?” he asked.


“That girl?” I gestured to the TV. “I used to be in a singing duo with her when we were teenagers. We were best friends since second grade. We performed all over LA and were making a name for ourselves …”


“Really? I never knew that about you. That’s so cool!”


“Not really. We got a chance at a record deal and she ditched me. And that was the end of our friendship.”


“Man, that sucks.”


“What sucks is working here every night while her video is playing. I mean … this isn’t what I imagined for myself.” I slumped down into a chair. “I didn’t plan to be divorced, working nights, a single mom, you know? I was an honors student and …”


I put my hands over my face and sighed, “whatever …”


“Hey, let’s write a song together,” he said, “You and me.” He smiled, hopeful.


I waved my hand, “Eh, that ship has sailed.”


“I won’t ditch you,” he said, with sweet sincerity.


And because I am notorious for lame comebacks during a tender moment, I responded with, “You say that now …”


A few days later he brought me a tape with a tune he composed on his keyboard. At night, after Cissy was in bed, I worked on the lyrics and melody. This was the eighties, the era of light, dance-pop. So I wrote a light, dance-pop song.


The next week, Cissy and I went to Troy’s apartment. You could tell two guys lived there. The furnishings were black and chrome, with not a single personal touch. No framed photos. No throw pillows. Anvil speakers served as end tables in the living room. I set Cissy up with crayons and paper. Troy sat at the piano, “Ready?”


I got out my lyric sheet, my stomach tight with nerves. He played while I sang. At the end, he stopped and didn’t look at me for a minute.


I broke the silence with, “Well? What do you think? Catchy?”


“To tell you the truth, I kind of expected more from you.”


I could feel the air escaping as I deflated. “What do you mean?” I asked, trying to sound as though I wasn’t dying inside.


“I mean, I know you. You’re capable of writing much deeper lyrics than that.”


My face flushed with the heat that comes from being found out. He sees me. I wasn’t used to being seen, but there was a part of me that liked it. Find me out. My pulse pounded all through my body, but not a nervous pounding. This was something else. Like when you’ve been searching for something all your life, and finally it’s right in front of you.


“Well, I’ll work on it some more, later …”


He paused, but looked like there were words forming in his head and I didn’t want to hear them.


“You know what, I really have to go,” I said, fumbling with my lyric sheets. I heaved Cissy onto my hip and walked to the door. He tried to half hug me but Cissy made a good barrier. As my cheek brushed against his neck I felt electricity, a burning revelation in my solar plexus. Another woman will one day occupy that space. She will lay her head against his chest in the dark. And then I shut it down. What a ridiculous thought! Why am I even thinking that?


I never told anyone and was careful not to let it show, but I felt pulled to Troy. How could I help it? He was practically irresistible with that great head of dirty blond hair, highlighted by the sun (and his hairstylist). He wore trendy clothes in bright colors that matched his personality. He was happy and seemed to have no anger toward the world. And he believed in me. But he was also a touring, professional guitar player, which may have been a strong elixir for some young girls, but not for me. Although I was only twenty-three, I was not a young girl, and never had been. I came with heavy baggage, and a child.


The last thing I needed in my life was a flaky musician, just like my stepdad had been. Eventually they take off on the road and never come back. Stay away from that one, I said to myself. I already knew where that road led. And yes, I’d learned enough in college Psych 101 classes to know that there were Freudian implications that I was eager to avoid.


About six months into our friendship, summer arrived, and with the weather, everyone’s love lives began to heat up. Deirdre was dating an actor. Dave became entangled with a waitress friend of mine from the café. Troy, the doe-eyed romantic, had an unrelenting crush on his downstairs neighbor, and I eventually let the news slip out that I was separated, and began dating a man named Terry, although I still wore my wedding ring.


I also met Terry at the café, where he was a regular customer. We had friendly banter here and there, but nothing more. One day he was watching me as I worked, and when I met his gaze he didn’t look away. His face rested against his palm, his deep-set blue eyes searching me. He sighed heavily while raising the other hand in a balled fist to his chest, pantomiming being psychically stabbed with every beat of his heart. (He had been a Shakespearean actor, so he knew how to work this.) His eyes pleaded with me across the room. Whatever it was those eyes wanted, I was sure I could not deliver. But my resolve buckled with my knees. I was too weak to resist feeling loved. I agreed to one date with Terry, but just as friends.


At the end of our first date, we stood in front of the restaurant under a streetlamp, my hands clasped around the pole.


“You don’t want to get involved with me, Terry. I’m not like other girls,” I warned.


“That’s exactly why I want to get involved with you,” he said, unblinking.


“I’m a disaster zone …”


“I’ll take my chances,” he said.


“It’s just that … you’ve put me on a pedestal.”


“What’s wrong with that?”


“I’m afraid of heights.”


“Wow. That’s a great line,” he said.


Terry was a filmmaker, always writing a screenplay in his head. He was handsome and romantic and kind, and we had much more than one date. Through the lazy summer months, I lay in his lap while he read me passages from Rilke’s Letters to a Young Poet. He carefully chose gifts for me that required more thought than anyone had given me in my whole life. He called me Sunshine, and basking in his gaze, I began to live up to that name. He awakened everything I had forgotten I was. I sparkled again. I was alive and vibrant and happy. It was too easy to forget my vow of not getting involved. But I still wore my ring as a reminder to myself, and to him, that I was not ready for any kind of relationship.


After dating for a couple months, Terry took me to Santa Barbara for a much-needed getaway. We held hands as we strode through the art walk, where California artists gathered to show their works. The exhibit stretched for a mile on a strip of grass above the Pacific shoreline. The towering palm trees swayed above us like hula dancers as we walked along, absorbing the creativity and natural beauty that surrounded us. But I was carrying a heavy weight. Escaping the busyness of my daily routine gave me the space to think, and soon my thoughts consumed me. Terry led me down to the shore, where we took our shoes off, letting the water roll over our feet. The tide pulled back, the ground below me eroding.


“This I how it feels,” I said. “My life. No solid ground. Like everything is washed away …” I fell quiet. Sensing I needed some time, Terry went for a run on the beach. I sat on the shore, digging my toes into the cool damp sand, feeling the warmth of the waning sun on my skin. My thoughts tumbled over themselves like waves, churning up the foundation beneath them, the waters murky. What was I doing, falling for this guy when I still had a wedding band on my finger?


A chill overcame me as the evening fog rolled in off the ocean. Fishermen headed to the far end of the pier with rods and buckets. Terry was a distant dot on the horizon, probably reconciling thoughts of his own. Terry was so kind to me, despite the distance I kept between us. I was a broken doll he’d found, but he was so sure of my value, so sure he could put me back together, just like the films he wrote and directed where he’s got the happy ending already mapped out in Technicolor hues. But I was wrongly cast. No matter how he wrote it in his head, he couldn’t fix it, he couldn’t fix me. I had to fix myself.


The truth was my marriage was irreparable, and I couldn’t understand why. I didn’t want to be a divorced woman, but my husband didn’t love me. How did this happen? It’s not like it all fell apart in an instant. Losing Gary was like discovering a tiny crack in your windshield. You wonder how it got there. Days later, the crack has grown and you never saw it happening, until one day, the man who once sent you roses at work and hounded you with twelve-page love letters doesn’t even see you standing in the doorway, your eyes begging him to love you again. I was unlovable to Gary, and I could not face the rest of my life as an unlovable woman. What twisted me inside was the image of Cissy growing up the child of a broken marriage, just like I did. I swore I’d never do that to her. But growing up with miserable parents in a loveless marriage was no better.


As I wiped tears from my cheeks, a sweet memory broke through, a moment I’d had with Cissy earlier that year. She and I were home in our dingy, dark apartment. I held her in my arms and put on my favorite Roxy Music album. Swaying with her, I sang, “As free as the wind … maybe I’m learning why the sea on the tide has no way of turning …” I pressed the side of my face against hers and sang the chorus, “More than this. You know there’s nothing more than this …” I spun with her in my arms, the music carrying us. I was giddy and free in the revelation. Cissy erupted into that deep belly laugh that only babies know, a music all their own. It was just the two of us, spinning and laughing. From the moment she was born I knew I would throw my body in front of a train to protect her, and in that moment I knew, no matter what happened with Gary, Cissy and I would be okay.


Looking out over the ocean, I repeated those words to myself, Cissy and I will be okay. I slipped my wedding ring off my finger. It wasn’t so hard to do. Terry was walking back to me. “Hello, sunshine,” he said.


WHEN I RETURNED FROM MY TRIP, I met my friends for breakfast. Troy noticed the white un-tanned spot on my ring finger right away. “Wow. That’s a new development,” he said.


“Yep.” I nodded. My heart pounded wildly, awaiting the judgment that never came, except from me. Dave, Deirdre, and Troy told me it was the right thing. Cissy will be okay, they assured me. If you’re happy, she’ll grow up happy, they said.


A few days later, Troy called about our weekly lunch. “Sure. Meet at Sizzler?” I asked.


“Actually, let’s meet at La Fiesta. And just this time, could you come alone?”


“And not bring Cissy? Why?”


“I just want to talk to you about something,” he said.


“What’s wrong?”


“Nothing’s wrong. Just … just come.”


I hung up, perplexed. Had something happened while I was gone?


AT THE RESTAURANT, after Troy ordered us margaritas, he took a deep breath and said this, “I think you know by now, I’ve developed strong feelings for you.” I was floored—this being the absolute last thing I expected. Needless to say, no, I did not know. He continued, “When I heard you were going to Santa Barbara with Terry, I knew I had to talk to you. If you’re putting yourself on the market, I want a chance with you.”


My mouth hung open, no words coming out, but the voice in my head was jabbering away. Putting myself on the market? Wait a minute—Troy talks to me about girls he likes, and none of them look like me. I’m already involved with Terry, and he wants a chance with me, now? “What about your neighbor … I thought you had such a crush on her?”


“That’s just a distraction. It isn’t real. What I feel for you is real.”


This set me spinning between stress, a strange kind of elation, and panic. I searched the smoky room for the waiter. “Good lord, how long does it take to make a margarita?” I looked back at Troy. He met my eyes, and didn’t look away this time, but I did. My face flushed.


“I’ve never seen that little smile on your face. That’s a new look,” he said.


I stared down at my silverware. “What look?”


“That sweet, shy smile. I like it.” He’d never made comments like this before. We joked around. That was our thing.


“When did you start to feel this way?” I met his brown eyes, then looked away.


“Since the day I met you.”


I felt woozy, and maybe a little bit like puking. “I don’t understand. Why didn’t you say anything?”


He looked down, and seemed to be gathering his thoughts. “As long as you were wearing that ring … you know … and still had hope for your marriage, I just … I wasn’t going to jeopardize that. I mean, you have a child with him.”


My thoughts turned back to Terry. I’d told him I wasn’t ready for a relationship. But that weekend, Terry told me that he loved me. He wanted to fly me down South to meet his dad. “I … I really don’t know what to say.”


“You don’t have to say anything. I just had to get this off my chest or I was going to explode. I’m not asking anything of you right now,” he said.


The waiter finally arrived with our margaritas and I practically dove in to mine. I left the restaurant dazed.


AUGUST WAS OPPRESSIVELY HOT. The days dragged on forever, the air heavy with the decision I had to make. I was honest with both Troy and Terry, and they, being extraordinary men, each took a step back to give me space. My whole life up until then had been devoid of love, and then, as a sudden storm after a long draught is needed but can also cause great damage, it came rushing at me too fast.


I had always felt that pull to Troy. But he was young: twenty-six to my twenty-three. I’d always been with older men who were established, had homes, stable careers, responsibilities. Troy was a carefree guy who traveled on a whim. He was on the road half the time, gigging nights, going out to jazz clubs until 2 a.m. I was up every morning at seven to feed my daughter breakfast and get her ready for nursery school. Our lives couldn’t have been more incongruent.


Troy told me stories from his Brady Bunch childhood. His parents were all-American high school sweethearts. His dad was class president, his mom a cheerleader. They had three kids, a house in the suburbs. Dad worked, Mom stayed home and raised the kids. His grandparents and great-grandparents were all married forever—divorce was unheard of. His life was full of family vacations, camping and fishing trips, bike rides, and block parties.


Me? I longed for a Brady Bunch life, but I grew up with a single mom who worked nights in a bar, and a father in prison. I ran the household and raised my younger brother, who had psychological problems after being shot in the head by a neighbor at seven years old. I never knew what it was to be young and carefree. I’d already lived a lifetime more than this happy-go-lucky guy who never had to be responsible to anyone.


But there was something about Troy. He was good. Good to the core. And whether I wanted to or not, I loved him.


My head and logic told me to stay with Terry. He was stable, seven years older than I was. He was co-owner of a film production company. He was tall and charming and handsome. He cherished me, and I had never been cherished before. Terry made me happy. And yet, something inside was telling me that although I couldn’t see it then, and on paper it didn’t make sense, Troy was the one.


Late in August, I made the gut wrenching decision. After the awful, tearful break up with Terry, I needed time to be alone. I hated being responsible for hurting him, and I needed time to mourn what was a terrible loss for both of us. My time with Terry was enchanted and sparkling and unbelievably romantic, and I just let him walk out of my life. Was I insane?


The next week, Troy and I met a couple times to talk. I was jumpy, nervous. When he kissed me for the first time, a sweet, tender puppy-love kiss, he gently stepped on both my feet. Maybe it was his way of saying, Don’t run away. My body trembled as I struggled to tamp down whatever it was inside me that was trying to emerge.


He set up a real “date” that weekend. Not that we hadn’t been out together a million times—but this was to be a romantic date. I’d made my decision and was committing myself to him. Kind of. The truth is: I was terrified and unsure.


He took me to dinner in the Marina del Rey harbor, where sailboats glided past. The sky held an orange-and-crimson fire as the sun slipped behind the Pacific Ocean. We toasted to a new beginning. I smiled weakly, with butterflies in my stomach, and not the lovey-dovey kind. I worried I was making a huge mistake. He is so young. Will he be strong enough for me?


As he took my hand across the table, I studied his. They were sturdy, his palms rough and calloused from lugging heavy amps and speakers, fingertips permanently hardened from years of playing guitar. At times he groped me with the enthusiasm of a full-grown puppy, bruising me, not yet aware of his size and strength, clumsy and awkward in his own skin, and with his words. He would sometimes bruise me with those, too. But when his hands flew across the fretboard of a guitar and over the keys of a piano his passion came alive. He played like a starving man being served his first meal. He never met an instrument he couldn’t master, and made music with everything he touched—rims of glasses, spoons, blades of grass. He sat at his piano one day and casually plunked out one of the most gorgeous, haunting melodies I’d ever heard. My eyes filled with tears upon hearing it, because it seemed impossible that someone could just sit down and rock the world off its axis like that. “You like it?” he said. “I wrote it for you.” His hands were strong, but unsteady. Loving, but untested.


After dinner, he took me to the beach and built a fire. I was shivering—he took off his jacket and wrapped it around my shoulders. He played guitar for me, his eyes closed, his head tilted slightly. I studied his face, his perfect profile, the creases in his eyelids. I had to know everything about him. I searched for clues, or reasons to run. His face was unlined, untouched by the world. I, on the other hand, had been touched by the world, sometimes in dark and unspeakable ways. He won’t be able to handle being with someone like me. I drank in his every feature; his full bottom lip, the light stubble on his chin, the heavy Paul McCartney eyebrows. He opened his eyes to meet mine, set the guitar down, and pulled me toward him. We kissed and I shivered again. Looking out over the black water of the Pacific, the moon’s reflection on its surface, I asked the question that had been plaguing me all year. “Are you sure we never met before that first night at the café?”


“Pretty sure. I definitely would’ve remembered you.”


“Then, why were you staring at me like that?”


“I was drawn to that bright smile of yours,” he said, kissing my cheek, “and I was attracted to your posture.”


“My posture?”


“You carry yourself nicely. You stand tall and confident. It’s attractive …”


I laughed, “I’ve never been called tall before,” having a slight, five-foot-four frame.


“You know what I mean … you look like … like you know who you are.”


I let that comment soak in for a moment. Do I know who I am, or do I just walk like I do? “But … why were you so snobby and standoffish to me?”


He ran a hand through his hair, “I guess I was shy. And then I saw your ring. When you walked away, I told Dave, that ring’s gotta be fake.”


“Why would you think it was fake?”


“I don’t know. I guess I wanted it to be.”


We stared up at the sky together, and Troy pointed out a shooting star. To this day, he still has a knack for that. It was a perfect night, as though the scene had been set especially for us. All the signs were there, but I didn’t trust them.


Later when the beach got too chilly, we headed to a restaurant up the road for a drink. We ordered martinis, settling into a quiet corner table, when a man approached us.


“Hey you guys … I’m a psychic, and I’m getting a really shhtrong vibe about you two.” His breath reeked of alcohol. We rolled our eyes, laughing. “No shheriously guys, I’m not kidding. Here, I’ll prove it. I’ll guess both yer weights.” He pointed at me, over-enunciating, “You. One-fourteen. And him … uh … one-forty-seven.”


I looked at Troy, my eyebrows raised. We’d weighed ourselves at the gym a few days before. He was right on the money.


“Okay, you’ve got my attention,” I said.
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“Fire Season blazes onto the page from the opening scene and never lets go.”
—LAURA DAVIS, author of The Courage to Heal and | Thought We'd Never Speak Again
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