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“Revenge is indeed a dish best served cold in this fast-paced, thrilling story. Lila Carmichael is the Queen of Comedy, a wealthy TV actress with legions of adoring fans, who capitalizes on her less-than-gorgeous looks and snarky sense of humor. When she invites the former fellow members of her Evergreen State College theater group, the Thespians, to her private island off the coast of Seattle for a mini-reunion, initially they’re all thrilled. They all need something from their old friend, whether it be connections or cold hard cash: Della Roman needs money and a Hollywood connection; Dick Ferrol needs a cash bailout to get him out of a shady business deal; his kind, overweight wife Millie needs some excitement; Jonathan Levin needs Lila’s influence to save his directing career, and Davis Gregory needs a reminder that he was once a hot actor, not just a dull businessman. At first Lila’s guests try to ignore her barbed, acerbic humor, and reminisce over beach volleyball and drinks. But Lila hasn’t forgotten how cruel they were to her when she was a heavy, unhappy preacher’s daughter too naive to know they were using her. And now she’s got them trapped right where she wants them, and she turns them on each other, bringing to light their greed and the dark secrets they’ve been keeping all these years. Before the weekend is over, one of them will end up dead. . . . This is a page-turning thrill-ride that will have readers holding their breaths the whole way through.”
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Prologue

 


With the motor at a putter, Mac Dobson steered his trawler through the clammy fog, stretching his neck to spot jutting rocks before they punched holes in his hull. Even though he’d maneuvered through this maze of islands for over thirty years, he knew to keep his confidence in check. Forceful waves slapped the bow, splashing salt water into his beard. Tree branches tumbled and bobbed in the churning water, debris from the weekend storm littering the narrow channel. Sherpa whined, pressing against Mac’s legs.

“We’ll be there soon, ol’ boy. Then a bowl of hot soup for the both of us.” Mac pulled the yellow rain slicker tighter to stave off the wind, then dodged a hefty limb with the jerk of the wheel. He gave Sherpa a brusque pat on the head as the dog sought purchase with his paws on the slick deck. “Folks must be crazy to be vacationing this time of year.”

Through the drifts of gray, he could make out the island a dozen yards to starboard. The soughing of the surf as it pounded the beach rolled toward him, growing in pitch. As in a dream, the pier and moorings materialized, then the flag pole jutting from the sand.

A shiver raced across the back of his neck at the sight.

Someone had raised the signal flag; it flapped in the wind, smacking the pole. The pulley clanged against metal, tolling like a bell in a churchyard. As the boat nosed to shore, Mac made out a small group on the beach standing solemn and still, a curious contrast to their excited manner two days ago when he dropped them off.

But dream turned nightmare when his gaze followed theirs to the ground. A bulky shape lay at their feet, wrapped in a gray canvas tarp. Mac tossed the line over the post at the dock and whistled under his breath as the prow nudged the pilings. He didn’t need to take a mental count to know someone was missing—and just where that someone happened to be.

 


 







Chapter 1

 


 


January 1st

Bel Air, California

 


Lila Carmichael’s massive face, frozen in Living Technicolor, bore down on them from the eight-foot-wide plasma TV mounted on the wall.

“Ugh—I’ve got a voice that grates cheese.”

Lila tossed sandwich crusts into her mouth as she half-heartedly trotted on the treadmill. “I’m not that funny, you know. People think a fat broad with a big mouth is an easy target.”

She narrowed her eyes at the screen. Her short, thick, carrot-red hair flared out around her face—a pretty-enough face, but overpowered by bulging cheeks and a double chin. Her beady brown eyes resembled raisins pushed into a blob of dough.

She turned to Peter, her lithe assistant. “Here’s what I think. They laugh at me because no matter how rotten their life is, they can look in the mirror and say, ‘I may be a loser, but thank God I don’t look like Lila Carmichael.’ She looked again at her image. “Sheesh, what an ugly mug.”

“A face the whole world loves, sweets.” Peter helped her climb off the treadmill. “And pays plenty to watch.”

Lila stepped onto the scale and squinted at numbers that flashed her weight in both pounds and kilos. Neither number flattered her. With a disgusted grunt, she pasted a piece of lettuce over the digital readout.

Her head throbbed from last night’s New Year’s bash, an event she barely remembered attending. She surveyed the room she liked to call her “fat farm.” Garish-green walls with floor-to-ceiling mirrors reflected back her sizable body from the ceilings and domed archways. More like a fun house sideshow than a fancy French chateau sequestered in Beverly Hills. Just who was she fooling with all this exercise equipment and indoor lap pool? She was never going to get in shape unless that shape was round. Her sixteen-million-dollar estate—her little “tear-down”—boasted spacious rose gardens, closed-circuit security cameras, and privet hedges galore. All designed to induce peace of mind. But Lila felt constrained, like a restless lion in a tight cage.

She fell back into an overstuffed chair with a sigh and wiggled a finger at the screen. “Play the DVD again.”

“Darling, it’s great. You’ve watched it a thousand times. Why torture yourself? You got rave reviews. You always do.”

“Shut up, Peter, please, and obey.” She shot him a saccharine-sweet smile.

He was right, though. She did torture herself. She did get rave reviews. This time. This week. You could never be sure when your little kingdom would topple and the crown would be yanked out of your greedy hands. There were plenty of wolves clawing their way to the top, with the bodies of half-chewed has-beens littered along the wayside.

Peter picked up the remote. Garrett came in, three poodles trailing like coifed models on a runway.

“Meeting’s all set. Three tomorrow. Oh, and by the way, they’re sweating over at NBC. They’re afraid you might go to one of the other networks.”

“Make them sweat. Now call them back and cancel the meeting. Tell them something’s come up and change it to Monday.”

“They’ll be furious.”

Lila shrugged. “What do I care? It’s just an act. They know they’ll have to meet my price in the end.”

“Are you really thinking about breaking from Cable?” Peter asked. “The nets will demand you clean up your act.”

“When they clean up theirs, I’ll clean up mine. They should talk. Besides, it’s only money” Lila turned back to Garrett. “Ring my manicurist, and tell the cook to go easy on the garlic. My stomach’s been a mess all day.”

Garrett nodded and left the room, with poodles’ toenails clicking on the pristine marble floor.

Peter pressed the remote and stood off to the side. Lila watched the screen, then sat up abruptly. “Hey now, what about those invitations?”

“Sent them all out this morning.”

She clapped her hands. “Ah, the game’s afoot.”

Peter smirked. “Wait till they open their mail. The look on their faces. Ooh . . . think they’ll all come?”

“They wouldn’t dare turn me down. Not a frigging chance they’d miss a weekend with the rich and famous Lila Carmichael.”

Peter exaggerated a sigh. “I’d give my right kidney to be a fly on the wall that weekend.”

“I’ll do you one better. You can be my ‘escort.’ ”

Peter blushed. “Oh, Lila.”

“Cut the crap, Peter. We have a lot of work to do to get ready. This is not one of your run-of-the-mill, everyone sit around and gleefully reminisce about the good ol’ days—because they weren’t any. They’re going to wish they never came.”

Lila grew pensive, and then a smile inched up her face. “They just don’t know it yet.”

 


 







Chapter 2

 


 


Brooklyn, New York

 


Snow pelted the window of Della Roman’s tiny room in the brownstone apartment on Montague Street. Della looked out on the neighborhood where snow piled in drifts and wind whipped the clouds in a frenzy. The street lamps cast an eerie glow onto the blanketed sidewalks. She squinted to read the illuminated numbers on her alarm clock. Three fifteen.

Her white cat lay curled in her lap as Della read and reread the same page over and over. She brushed her cat’s fur with a small comb and lit another menthol cigarette.

It was no use—she couldn’t concentrate.

She threw down the book, Meditating with Purpose, and stumbled into the bathroom, cringing under the glaring light. Why did she persist in reading herself to sleep when it never worked?

She opened the mirrored cabinet to a dozen bottles of prescription medication, most of them empty. She popped open the Valium cap and shook out a tablet, then two. As she washed the pills down, she caught her gaze in the mirror.

Della forced herself to look at her reflection. Her face was deathly pale, with dark circles under her eyes from repeated bouts of insomnia. Her skin was taut and dry, her black hair greasy and unkempt. Mascara smeared her eyelids. Her looks reflected her life—a total mess.

How had she ended up like this? Living with her condescending brother and his annoying wife in the hoity-toity section of Brooklyn. Barbie and Ken, she called them behind their backs. Ever so right, ever so plastic. They lived by “the rules,” they liked to say. Della snorted. Let them drop dead with their rules. What joy did they get out of their absolutely eat-off-the-floor spotless house? They hardly dared sit on a chair for fear of mussing it.

And her niece and nephew. Sweet kids but so spoiled. She was sure they’d grow up exactly like their parents and just as dull. They all treated her like a slave. Della, be a honey, fix the lunches, pick up the kids, vacuum the rug. Her brother Edward encouraged her when she went on auditions, but she knew he pitied her. He and his patronizing support—he never believed for a minute she had talent. Nothing Della did was good enough. She was tolerated because she was cheap labor.

She went back to her small single bed and climbed under the patchwork quilt. What humiliation, having to live in the “maid’s room” littered with the detritus of former Puerto-Rican live-in help: plaster crucifixes, half-empty purple nail polish, hairbrushes knotted with hair. She pulled her cat up to her face and hugged her.

“Oh, Princess,” she cooed, stroking the cat’s fur, “when am I going to get out of this prison? You’re my only friend, you know.” She lit another cigarette, dropping ashes on the bed. “You hate this place too, I know. But tomorrow’s the day. We finally have our ticket out. I’m going to go into Manhattan real early for a try-out. This time I know I’ll get the part. Jack Rolands is casting his soap and I’m sure he’ll remember me. Well, maybe not with my clothes on.” She giggled and the giggle became a hiccup.

“Anyway, even if I don’t get the part, I’m signing up for that class at Actor’s Studio. I mean it this time. Edward said he’d pay all the expenses. So, let him. He can afford it.”

Della rocked the cat in her arms and lit another cigarette off the one she was finishing. “I can’t take care of his snotty kids forever. Besides, he’ll do anything to get rid of me. I’m not a good ‘role model’ for his brats. Do you believe he said that to me? Damn, these pills don’t work. They must be diluted.”

She reached down beside her bed and opened the bottle of wine. She looked around for a glass and, finding none, drank out of the bottle. After finishing off the wine, she went back to the bathroom and shook out two more pills from the near-empty bottle. Back in bed, she switched off her lamp and put the headphones on. Soft music filtered into her head and the calm voice of her therapist set her mind adrift.

“Imagine yourself lying on a fluffy white cloud. You are weightless.”

Della closed her eyes and listened. The timbre of Daniel’s voice began to arouse her. Throughout the night she waited anxiously for sleep. After rearranging pillows and untangling blankets for the hundredth time, she picked up her phone and punched in a number. Daniel’s voicemail informed her of what it always did. He was not available and to please leave a message.

“Daniel. It’s me again. I still can’t fall asleep. Call me. I need you and why the hell aren’t you ever in?” She slammed the receiver down.

She started seeing her therapist two years ago. Nothing helped until that night he finally told her she needed the ultimate therapy. She knew sleeping with her therapist was against the rules, but she had wanted him from day one, anyway. For awhile they had their weekly “therapy session,” but lately he was seeing her less and less. And she needed his “therapy” to get herself to sleep.

Della finally started to doze as the sun lit up the apartment building across the street. The door to her room swung open and disoriented her. Her sister-in-law’s gaze lighted on her, groggy in bed, then took in the empty bottle of wine on the floor, the headphones still hanging from one ear, the ashtray full of cigarette butts. Della knew the room smelled stale.

Margaret could hardly contain her disgust. “Della, I’ve got a doctor’s appointment this afternoon after work. I’ll expect you to be home to take care of the kids.” Della barely moved her head in response.

“Do you hear me? I’ll be back by six. Feed them supper at five. I’m defrosting some ground beef.”

Della attempted to sit up. Princess stretched and jumped off the bed.

“And clean that disgusting cat box already. It’s stinking up the house.”

Later, Della heard the front door slam. She found the clock that had been knocked to the floor. Ten thirty. She had slept through breakfast and the kids getting off to school. And missed Jack Roland’s casting session.

Screw the audition. It was a lousy underfive, so big deal. A couple of lines in a dumb soap amounted to zilch. She looked like garbage anyway. She hadn’t been eating much lately and her clothes hung on her. All that juice fasting was supposed to give her more energy, but that was a joke.

After boiling some eggs, she tried to reach Daniel again, this time getting his service. She left a message for him to call, stressing it was urgent.

After picking at the eggs, Della searched for something to wear. The closet was a jumble of dirty clothes strewn on the floor. She couldn’t tell what was clean. She picked up a dress and smelled the armpits, then threw it back down.

She sighed and turned to look out the window. Snow continued to pile in drifts. What did she want to go outside for? The house was empty, her brother was at the office, the kids were at school, her sister-in-law at her beauty shop. She shut the closet door and went into the bathroom for some more Valium. This time she’d take four. If only she could get some sleep, she’d be fine; then she could deal with her imprisonment.

She climbed back into bed and lit a cigarette, smoking five before she finally closed her eyes and buried her head under the covers.

 


 


Little daylight remained when Stacy and Mark, bundled in coats and scarves and hats, stomped up the steps and rang the bell.

“Hurry up,” Stacy said, “I’m freezing.”

“Maybe the bell’s not working. The door’s locked.”

“Ring again. Aunt Della’s s’posed to be home.”

Mark banged with his fist. “Aunt Della!”

They waited, shivering. Mark looked at his sister. “Maybe she forgot and went out.”

“Don’t say that. What’re we going to do?” Stacy started to cry. “I want Momma.”

“Cut it out, Stace. Crying won’t get us in. Maybe I could try the window.”

Mark climbed the wrought iron railing in front of the window but his legs were too short to get over. He scratched his knees getting back down.

“Mark, don’t. You’ll fall!”

“Stacy, shut up. You want to stay out here and freeze to death? You could, you know.” He pounded on the door.

Stacy cried harder. “Maybe we should call the police or something.”

“With what phone, dumbbell?” Mark attempted the railing again with renewed determination. He managed to grab the ledge with his gloved hand and lean over to push at the window.

“It’s unlocked. Maybe I can shove it. Then we can get in.”

His gloves slipped on the slick surface of the window, so he threw them down to the sidewalk. Stacy kept crying and pounding on the door.

“Della, Della, where are you?” She whimpered in between gasps. Just then, she heard a crash and looked over to see Mark’s arm going through the window pane. The shards had penetrated through his coat, and blood dripped down his fingertips and onto the snow.

“Oh no!” Stacy screamed. “Mark, get down!”

Startled by the sight of his blood, Mark fell from the railing and onto the sidewalk. The door to the adjoining brownstone opened and a gray-haired woman peered out, the chain still latched across her door.

“What are you two kids up to?”

“Mrs. Peabody, Mark’s hurt!” Stacy ran down the stairs toward her. “Momma’s not home and we tried to get in, but the door’s locked.”

Mrs. Peabody unlatched her door and ushered in the children. “How can your mother leave you like that—to catch your death of cold? Let’s wrap that arm. I’ll take you to the hospital and then try to find your mother. Come on children, hurry now.”

 


 


Della turned over in bed and hit her wrist against the night table. She abruptly sat up, disoriented in the dark room. Her head felt like straw. She strained to read the clock, realizing it was hours past the time her niece and nephew were supposed to be home from school. For a moment she listened to the ominous silence in the house, then, still groggy, stumbled out of bed and turned on the light. The room spun. She threw on her jeans and reached for the phone, then punched in the number for the elementary school.

“Come on, come on,” she said, listening to the interminable ringing. “Answer, damn you!” She slammed down the receiver, ran into the hall, then the kitchen, turning on lights.

“Mark, Stacy, are you here? Where are you? Don’t you play games with me or I’ll tan you.” She went out onto the front stoop and looked up and down the street. Snow drifted down from the dark sky, the flakes yellow in the street lamps’ glow. As she searched for footprints, something sticking out of the snow on the sidewalk caught her attention. Mark’s glove. She suppressed a cry. And then she looked back up to the apartment and saw the broken window, and blood streaking the glass.

Della’s breath caught in her throat. She raced inside and phoned the police. “Please, please help me.”

“One moment please,” the dispatcher said. The wait was unbearable.

“Damn you, my niece and nephew have been kidnapped. Something’s happened. Please help me!”

“Calm down, lady. I can’t help you if you’re gonna bite my head off. Let’s start with some names and addresses here, all right?”

After giving the dispatcher an earful, she hung up the phone and fell back onto the couch. The reality of the situation began to sink in. The fog in her head cleared, leaving her with pure terror. She had done this—this terrible thing. And whatever happened to her brother’s kids would be all her fault. The police assured her they would be right over, that she should stay put. She clutched the arms of the couch, feeling each second pass in agonizing slowness. Unbearable agony.

Della ran to the bathroom and rummaged through the medicine cabinet, this time emptying an entire bottle of pills into her hand. She didn’t even bother to look at the label. Whatever she was taking, it wasn’t going to be potent enough to help her face what lay ahead.

 


 


The sound of the door opening summoned Della from her euphoric haze. From her position on the living room couch, the odd shapes moving in the dark formed into her brother and sister-in-law. Her eyes then drifted over to Mark’s bandaged arm.

Della barely made out the words her brother and his wife screamed at her. “How dare you, you ungrateful, lazy tramp!” More curses, words accompanied with spittle. She saw and heard them in a fog. The accusations floated past her. Della found it amusing to see their polished manners crumble. They were giants looming over her, pelting her with anger. Their anger took grotesque shapes, gigantic fur-balls, which rolled off her and onto the floor.

A laugh erupted from her mouth.

Her sister-in-law stopped yelling and stared.

“Edward, she’s flipped. Look at her eyes. She’s on those drugs again. God help us!”

“Fur balls,” Della muttered, then laughed again.

Margaret’s voice came out in a screech. “Edward, why is she talking about her cat?”

Edward turned and looked at his children standing in the hall, watching and listening. He lowered his voice. “Go into the kitchen. I’ll be right there.” After the children left the room, he turned to Della, who was still sprawled on the couch. Della kept chuckling, tears running down her face.

Edward spoke through clenched teeth. “This is the last straw, Della. You hear me? I’ve put up with your . . . lifestyle for too long. I’ve tried to be patient—God knows I’ve tried. But this is it. Tomorrow, you’re out, you’re on your own.”

Margaret pulled at his sleeve. “Edward, look at her. Shouldn’t we get her to a doctor?”

“Hey, if she wants to kill herself, it’s fine with me. I’m through with this. I’m tired of being responsible for her. She’s thirty-six and I have a family to take care of here. I don’t need this.” He stormed out of the room and his wife followed.

Della lay for what felt like an eternity, floating in the dark. She became aware of the quiet in the house, then realized she had dozed off again. By now everyone had gone to bed. Groping for furniture, she edged her way back to her room and found her phone. This time her therapist answered.

“Daniel. It’s me, Della. I need to see you.”

“Della,” he said, his voice tired. “I thought I told you not to call my home number unless it was life or death.”

“I know. It is. I screwed up today. I really blew it . . .”

“Can’t this wait until tomorrow? Don’t we have a session at ten?”

“Yes, but can’t I meet you tonight? I need you.”

“Della. I thought we discussed this. I thought we decided to keep to the schedule.”

“Oh, Daniel, don’t do this to me. I’m a mess. I’ve taken pills. Too many pills. Please.” She knew she was begging but couldn’t help herself.

“You always take pills. Until you get a handle on the drugs, Della, I can’t see you outside the office. Have you been listening to the tapes? They should help you relax.”

“I don’t need the damn tapes, I need you. I need to feel you touch me and kiss me. Hold me . . .”

“Della. Enough. Go to sleep, it’s two o’clock. Just sleep and you’ll feel better in the morning. Trust me.”

“But—”

“Good night, Della.”

Della held her phone for a moment, the silence penetrating the stillness of the late night. She then slammed it down and wobbled into the bathroom, turning on the water to fill the tub. As she undressed, she watched herself in the mirror with detachment, then eased into the steaming, hot water.

She was surprised at how soothing such a simple thing like a bath could be. Submerging herself deeper, she felt the warmth penetrate her weary bones as she ran the edge of the razor blade across the crease line of first one wrist and then the other. As the bath water turned from pink to red, the last thing she saw was the white and gold envelope she had taped to the medicine cabinet become unglued from the curls of steam and flutter down like a dove from heaven into her placid, wet hands.

 


 







Chapter 3

 


 


Hollywood, California

 


“Bend over a little more—that’s it, baby, more, more.”

Jonathan Levin clapped his hands impatiently. He heard snickering and hushed whispers in the darkness behind him. “Quiet, please, let’s have it quiet so we can wrap up. Everybody! Let’s shoot this piece of trash.”

The A. D. held the slate inches from the actress’s chest. The scantily dressed nurse leaned over the patient in the hospital bed, her short skirt hiked up, her long legs spread.

“My favorite position,” someone whispered.

“Quiet!” Levin said.

“Bedside Manners. Scene twelve, take six. Marker.” The horn sounded, the red light flashed. Jonathan waited for absolute silence.

“. . . Rolling . . .”

“. . . Speed. And action . . .”

The actress spoke in a soft southern accent. “Now, Mr. Barnes, you’re going to have to cooperate a little with me here. Take your medicine like a good boy. Doctor’s orders, now.” She leaned over and bumped the patient’s food cart, sending it rolling across the set.

Jonathan waved his arms in the air. “Cut, cut!” Exasperated sighs rippled through the room. Jonathan tugged at the heavy gold chain around his neck. Sweat dripped down his chest where his silk Italian shirt was halfway unbuttoned, soaking into his waistband.

“You’re off your mark, Priscilla—again!” The young actress showed distress. She rechecked her feet and moved over two inches. She sweltered under the hot lights. Makeup strolled over and patted her face. Props lethargically replaced the cart. The whole crew had given up making an effort to hurry things along.

“Let’s go again, right away. We’re already into gold. Move, move!” He purposely ignored the crew’s grumbling. They had been on the set for fourteen hours—the second time that week.

Jonathan seethed. Mindless crew, stuck-up actors who thought they were God’s gift to the public. And that Priscilla. Great body but absolutely no talent. Some hotshot’s broad. When was he ever going to get to work with real actors?

“Have to reload again, Jonny,” the cameraman called out, not even bothering to hide his apathy.

Jonathan exploded with a string of curses.

First the network boys told him they wanted all the angles, lots of cleavage and closeups from behind, when everyone knew the scenes would end up on the cutting room floor. Who were they kidding—they were getting their thrills from the dailies.

He shot another take. Passable enough for this mindless Movie-of-the-Week.

“Okay, it’s a wrap. Get the hell home and be here on time tomorrow.” He turned to the actress who was hurrying to her dressing room. “We don’t pay you to keep everyone waiting.”

The script supervisor picked up her papers and stuffed them into her bag. Jonathan noticed the disgusted look on her face.

“You can always find another job if you’re not happy, Louise. A lot of people would give their firstborn to be here.”

She started to say something and then changed her mind.

“Right, Jonny,” she said, walking away.

“A bunch of ungrateful jerks,” he said under his breath. The lights went off one by one, leaving him standing in the dark. The sound stage grew quiet. Jonathan realized his fists were still clenched. How much more of this could he take?

Someone approached; he squinted in the dim light and recognized his agent.

“Billy.” Jonathan gulped. “What brings you here? No problems with the deal . . .?”

The thin, wiry man took him by the arm. “We need to talk, Jonny-boy.” He whisked him over to a small set in the corner of the stage.

Jonathan studied the older man as he sat in a chair and patted his neck with a large handkerchief, clearly stalling for time.

“How come the visit? Don’t the phones work in West L.A. anymore?”

Jonathan knew he was notorious for firing agents. He’d been through just about everyone in Hollywood by now. He started with the big guys—William Morris, ICM, and on down the list. Then he decided the big agencies didn’t give clients enough of their time, so he went to the small, boutique guys. His complaint was always the same. They had their pets and the rest fell into the black hole. Bill Evans was a one-man operation. He’d been around forever. He had few clients and he gave them his all, but he was small-time.

“It’s like this, Jonny. Let me cut to the chase. There’s this guy. He’s Goldstein’s nephew or something. He’s been bugging his uncle for a chance to direct.”

Jonathan’s stomach churned. “Tell me this is a big joke. You’re pulling my leg? They’re trying to get my price down, is that the scam?” He managed a laugh.

“No joke, Jonny. They’re pulling you out.” He threw up his hands in defense. “Now, I’m doing everything I can . . .”

“Dammit, you know how much this feature means to me. This is a classy flick, Oscar material. It was made for me. I’ve waited years for this kind of deal to come my way. I’ve earned it. No stupid relative of some damn producer is going to take it away from me!” Jonathan’s face flushed hot; blood pounded his temples.

“Jonny, Jonny baby, calm down. Now, I’m meeting with Goldstein tomorrow.”

He pounded on the table beside him. “No way, Evans. I’ve had it with you and these deals that seem to slip through your fingers.” His agent recoiled, sinking lower in the chair. “There’s no way I’m going to let you keep screwing up my life. You’re fired. Get your ugly face out of here, old man.”

“Call me tomorrow, Jonny. When you calm down. We’ll talk.” His agent edged his way out of the sound stage, the heavy door slamming behind him.

Jonathan sank back into the chair, holding his head in his hands. This could not be happening. He heard a car horn sound outside. He got up and paced. The car honked again.

Jonathan walked outside. A woman climbed out of a Mercedes coupe.

“Here’s tomorrow’s shooting schedule, Jon. Can you give me a lift home?”

Jonathan looked at the young blonde, one of his many ambitious assistants, leaning seductively against the car in a tight miniskirt. Trying to appear casual. He snorted. All these Hollywood hopefuls, worming their way through the studios for a chance under the lights.

Jonathan got behind the wheel and drove out of the lot. Few cars were leaving the studio this late in the evening. Tiffany thumbed through the papers on her lap. “Okay,” she said, snapping chewing gum over her tongue, “here’s one from the DGA.”

Jonathan looked over at the envelope. “Dues. What else?”

“A couple office memos, one from Derringer, about casting the beach scene . . .”

“What’s that?” He pointed to the gold and white envelope that rested in her lap. Tiffany shrugged and ripped it open, then pulled out a card.

“You’re invited to a party, no, a college reunion. Get this—Lila Carmichael.”

Jonathan grabbed the invitation out of her hand and read it while waiting at the light at Westwood Boulevard. His heart pounded; he could barely keep his foot on the brake.

Tiffany snapped her gum again. “Hey, I didn’t know you knew Lila Carmichael.”

While his assistant blabbed on about Lila’s show, hope flooded Jonathan’s heart. He wanted to kiss the ground for the break in his luck. If anyone could save his neck, the rich and influential Lila Carmichael could do it. Damn, why hadn’t he thought of her before? This was Hollywood—rub my back, I’ll rub yours. Well, he had to admit, he had thought of her before. But he didn’t have the guts to approach her now that she was so successful.

He turned and glanced at Tiffany. Every hair in place, her makeup perfectly applied. She must spend hours in front of a mirror. “I directed Lila in her very first play in college.”

Tiffany’s eyes widened. “Really?”

Jonathan thought about Lila’s reputation of grinding men to pieces. He frowned. She probably didn’t feel she owed him any favors. But now. Out of the blue, a personal invitation to her island home. This was a great sign.

Jonathan’s hands jerked the steering wheel. Tiffany stopped her rambling and studied his face. Sweat trickled along his temples.

“Jonny, are you all right?” She ran her manicured nails through his curly black hair. “You seem nervous.”

Jonathan fidgeted in his seat. The traffic on Sunset was moving at a crawl. “It’s been a rough day, Tiff. A rough week.” He deliberately rolled his eyes. “A rough life.”

Tiffany gave a little pout. "Aw, poor Jonny.” She reached her hand across the seat and rubbed his chest. A wave of adrenaline swept through him.

Jonathan drove erratically along the palm tree-lined avenue. Tiffany leaned her head into his shoulder and started nibbling his neck. Her hand started to roam. Jonathan gripped the wheel, his knuckles turning white.

Tiffany stopped her amorous play and frowned.

“So which play was it?” she said.

“What? What play?”

“You know. The one with Lila.”

Jonathan looked at Tiffany. Her face was easy to read. Another Lila fanatic.

He fumed, but the corners of his mouth rose. If Lila came through for him, then he’d convert. He’d become Lila’s greatest fan. She just had to help him. Why wouldn’t she? He started her on her road to stardom.

She owed him.

 


 







Chapter 4

 


 


Olympia, Washington

 


Dick Ferrol tried to figure a way out of the mess he’d gotten into, but always came up with the same conclusion. You are dead, pal. He knew he had taken chances, involved too many people—any one of them could have talked. Hey, they couldn’t pay him enough for the kind of aggravation he had to contend with. His roof needed repairing. His youngest girl was going to need braces soon. Millie’s salary fell short. Life was just too damned expensive.

As he drove past the State Legislature building lit up against the winter sky, he felt a heavy ache in his heart. Not even a year ago the sight used to fill him with a sense of pride. Now it loomed ominously in judgment of him. Why were people always trying to dig up dirt? Tonight’s rambling city council meeting had left Dick with his stomach roiling in acid. He popped a Rolaids in his mouth and cringed as he relived the encounter in the parking lot. He thought he had made a sneaky getaway with that excuse about needing the restroom. But, no, just as he slipped into his car a hand had gripped his arm, and the oh-so-cheerful clerk shoved the subpoena into his face.

“Sorry to do this to you, pal.” Sure he was sorry.

Dick had hoped against all odds it wouldn’t come to this, and now his worst fears materialized. He clutched the handle of his car and felt his knees give way.

The man had given him a brusque pat on the back. “Weather it out, pal. Like you always say—you can get away with anything because people have short memories.”

Couldn’t they tell he was on their side, trying to make this town a better place? He was the good guy; why couldn’t they see that?

The last eight months he had barely kept his head above water, but now he was drowning. As much as he hated to admit it, Millie had been right. She knew how stubbornly he grabbed onto his ideas, like a mean dog with a bone. She told him to let others take over part of the project. And that’s damn well what he should have done from the get-go. But, how could he have? The Community Center was his baby and if it failed, then he failed. Why didn’t she understand that? Dick crunched his Rolaids and bit his tongue.

And now what? A public hearing. The thought of a trial sent another stabbing pain to his gut. He could just see his mother reading the “Daily O” with her morning coffee—with his name plastered all over the front page. There would be hell to pay.

Dick parked the car and climbed the steps to the small clapboard house trimmed with green shutters and bordered by a postage-stamp-sized lawn. It looked like every other house on the block. He heard his older daughter yell, “Daddy’s home!”

He cringed. Millie stood stiffly at the far end of the foyer, watching Sally and Debby bounce around him, hemming him in.

“Hi, Daddy. You’ll never guess—we’re doing Swan Lake and I’m going to audition for the lead. Can you believe it?” Sally was fourteen and frighteningly skinny. Dick blamed her anorexia on Millie. Just looking at his obese wife was enough to frighten anyone off food. He had a little paunch himself, but, hey, that was normal for a man in his thirties. But Millie—since college she must have gained sixty pounds.

Their younger daughter, Debby, was like Millie—withdrawn and overweight. She grabbed Dick by the hand and pulled him into the kitchen.

“I made you a chocolate cake, Daddy. Come on.”

“Not tonight, angel, I can’t eat a thing.”

Debby pouted. Like her mother, she equated love with eating.

“Now don’t cry, angel. I promise I’ll have some in the morning. Shouldn’t you girls be off to bed? It’s late. School tomorrow.”

They kissed him goodnight and Millie followed them upstairs. As she passed Dick she asked, “How’d it go?” He avoided her suspicious gaze.

“Just fine.” He waved her away. “Get ready for bed. I’ll be up in awhile.”

He watched his wife trudge up the stairs. Living in rainy Washington wreaked havoc with her hair, keeping it frizzy and unkempt. As always, she wore her matching sweat pants and sweatshirt. A real joke, since the only sweat his wife ever raised was when she lifted her fork to her mouth. However, she never failed to mention how hard she slaved all day at the store, how she was too exhausted to fix a proper dinner. If he had macaroni and frozen peas one more time he would throw up. Oh, to have enough money to eat out every night. Now, Penny, she had some class. If only she didn’t have this thing about clothes. Already this week he shelled out over a hundred on some little “outfit” she just had to have.

He poured himself a double scotch and sat on the couch in his den. He thought of the room as his sanctum sanctorum—an expression he heard once in a movie. In fact, he patterned the den after a movie he’d seen, with pine-paneled walls and floor-to-ceiling bookshelves—though he hardly read anything unless it pertained to his political aspirations. Plaques testifying to his civic endeavors adorned the walls. Yet, he had to admit his career was small potatoes. He knew he had the makings of State Senator, and here he was in this dumpy end of town with a dumpy wife. His life, his marriage, everything made him feel claustrophobic these days. And unappreciated.

Dick picked up the TV remote and punched in the local access channel to watch the rest of the council meeting. Then he remembered the subpoena in his pocket. He pulled out the envelope and ripped it open. He didn’t see Millie hovering by the door.

“What’s that?” she asked.

He quickly pocketed the envelope. “Nothing you need to worry about.” He scanned her face. “Why are you giving me that look?”

“I’m just worried about your blood pressure.”

Dick sipped his drink and forced a smile. “Thank you for caring. I’m fine.”

Millie walked over and put her hand on his shoulder. “Hey, guess what? We got an invitation to a college reunion. It’s been fifteen years. Can you believe it?”

“I thought we already got that thing and threw it in the garbage. Who do you give a hoot about after all those years? Who wants to stand around and drink and see how fat and old everyone’s gotten?”

Dick noticed Millie wince at another reference to her weight. He knew it irked her, but when was she ever going to take her diet seriously?

“This is different.” Millie handed him a white and gold envelope. “It’s a private invite. For the weekend before the reunion. From Lila.”

He didn’t get it.

“Lila Carmichael. The Thespian Society? Remember?”

Dick almost spilled his glass. “Let me see that!” He pulled the card out and read it. He grinned. The very famous, very rich, Lila Carmichael. “Why didn’t I think of her before? This is at her house—that mansion she keeps in the San Juans. I don’t believe it.”

“Hon, why would she invite us to her home after all these years? She didn’t even graduate with us. We never stayed in touch. Maybe this is some kind of a joke.”

“What’s wrong with you? You two were best friends in school. We all were. We helped launch her career in Thespians. Now look at her. The richest, most successful woman in show biz today. If it wasn’t for us, she’d have stayed a fat homely nothing.”

Millie winced again. “I don’t think I want to go.”

What timing. What a perfect opportunity to get out of town and let things cool off. And when I tell them down at city hall. Lila Carmichael!

Dick took a good look at his weak, pathetic wife. “Too bad, Mil. We’re going.”

 


 







Chapter 5

 


 


Sausalito, California

 


Davis Gregory stared out the window of his spacious Sausalito office, watching boats sail in and out of the marina. He was sure he had the best view around; he could even see Coit Tower and the Bay Bridge over in the city. It was a sunny, crisp day—unusually warm for January—but, hey, that was the way his luck went. He and Cynthia had been hoping the weather would clear for their engagement party at the country club that evening. All the important people in Marin County would be there, giving him more opportunities to pitch more projects. Although Cynthia would kill him if he brought up business. Well, he would just have to be discreet, wouldn’t he?

He turned at the sound of Roger McFarland’s voice. His foreman peeked into the office.

“Hey, Davis, what’s the word on the Ignacio mall? Is it a go or not? What do I do about the delivery schedule?”

“Come in, Rog.” Davis opened a mahogany cupboard and poured two shots of whiskey. He handed one to his friend. “Rog, do you believe I’m finally getting married?”

“I’ll believe it when I see it.” He pulled off his cap and downed his drink. “Good stuff. Thanks boss. So, where are we?”

“I just got off the phone with the agent. Escrow finally closed.” Davis sighed. “I really sweated this one out.”

“It’d be a shame to have to quit after putting in all those sewers, gutters, the works.”

“Tell me about it.”

Roger lowered his voice and slid a black leather chair closer to Davis. “So how’d you pull it off—between you and me. I warned you about jumping the gun—slipping the guys at public works a few bills.”

“Aw, come on, everybody does it. You know that.” He ran a hand through his hair and realized it needed cutting. “That wasn’t the problem. How was I supposed to know my principal investor was going to skip town with his company payroll? I had to stall until I could round up some new investors; I couldn’t let the job go idle.”

“So who did you end up signing with?”

“Here’s the surprise—a corporation out of Los Angeles. No one I ever heard of. But, they’re big. And they just called out of the blue.”

“You’re one lucky dog.”

“Yea, well, don’t let any of this reach Cynthia’s ears. She doesn’t understand what a slippery business real estate is. She didn’t grow up like I did, watching the way my father wheeled and dealed.” And turned dreams into floodgates of money.

Roger narrowed his eyes. “He taught you well.”

Davis laughed. “Yeah, and I fought him the whole way.” He put his feet up on his cherrywood desk and leaned back. And sometimes I wish I had fought him harder.

Fifteen years—pouring over blueprints, filing permits, building one useless shopping center after another. What kind of legacy was that? Sure, he had plenty of cash and all the toys to go with it, but how many dressy parties can you stand, with all that meaningless chit-chat of high society? Boring, boring. Gone were the days of reckless impulses, drunken binges, and spontaneous vacations. What was so thrilling about closing a real estate deal?

Being on a dark stage, under bright lights with an enthralled audience soaking in your every word, your every move—now that was a thrill. So what if it was just a college crowd in a dumpy theatre? Acting on stage had been more exhilarating than anything he experienced in his “exciting” world of construction.

Davis let out a long breath. He always tried to keep up a cheerful appearance at these social gatherings—for Cynthia’s sake—knowing how much she needed to mingle and make friends. He knew he shouldn’t complain; he wanted Cyn to be happy, more than anything else. But, well, it bothered him, nevertheless.

He brought his attention around to Rog. “You are coming to the party tonight?”

Roger stood. “Hey, thanks for reminding me. I better get home and shower. It’ll take me awhile to dig up some appropriate clothes.”

“Eight o’clock sharp.”

Roger threw an arm around Davis’s shoulder. “Oh, I’ll be there—can’t turn down free food, free booze, beautiful women . . .”

After Roger left, Davis called in his secretary. He chastised himself for his melancholy. Surely, he had a lot to be happy about. Not only was he about to marry the woman of his dreams, but she was unbelievably rich—richer by far than his family—and classy, too. She practically worshipped him. How bad was that?

Helen came into his office and handed him his mail.

“Helen, would you be a darling and call the cleaners to see if my suit’s ready?” He flashed her a smile and she blushed. Davis knew she had it big for him. But what the hell, most women did. And what did a smile buy him? Undying loyalty.

“Excited about tonight?” she asked.

“Nervous as all hell. I better get going.”

The phone rang in the outer office. Davis answered it at his desk. “Mount Tam Realty, Davis Gregory.”

“Darling—you’re answering the phone now? What did you do, fire Helen?”

Davis laughed. “Where are you?” He winked at Helen as she waited at the door. Another blush.

“Downstairs.”

“Oh, I guess I’m out of here. Close up for me, Helen, would you?”

He grabbed his coat and the mail and went down the elevator. A black limousine waited at the curb, and standing beside the open door next to a well-dressed chauffeur was his petite and attractive bride-to-be. A stunning pale blue evening gown clung to her curves, and her ash brown hair was swept up in a bun, adorned with pearls.

“What are you staring at?” Cynthia chuckled. “Get in.”

Davis gathered her in his arms and kissed her as they stood on the sidewalk. Pulling back, he touched her face. So young, almost a child. Her skin was a soft pink, without a blemish. She never needed to wear makeup. Helen teased them about being the classic California couple, complete with their matching tans and blond hair. The truth was, Davis felt like a teenager himself—a perpetual teenager when around Cynthia.

“You have got to be the most beautiful woman on the face of the earth.”

“I bet you say that to all the girls you’re about to marry.”

“You’re the only one, darling. But it’s not like you had to twist my arm to say it. The way you look, no one will ever think I’m marrying you for your money.”

Cynthia slugged his arm. “Wise guy. The way I look at it, I’ve snagged Marin County’s most wanted bachelor. Get in. Let’s celebrate.”

She slid into the cool interior of the limo. “I picked up your suit. You can dress in here.” She pulled him into the back seat and reached over to close the door. His black tux hung on the side hook.

Cynthia started unbuttoning his shirt with her long, manicured nails. “Don’t worry about the driver. He’s being paid to ignore us.” She giggled.

The driver eased the car into traffic. Davis shed his jacket as Cynthia opened up the bar and reached for a bottle of champagne and two fluted glasses.

“Take a look at this,” he said, pulling a white and gold envelope out of his pocket. “It came today.”

Cynthia set the champagne glasses on the drop-down tray. Davis handed her the envelope.

“What is it? Looks like an invitation.”

“Now, isn’t this a kick? I’m invited to a private college reunion at Lila Carmichael’s.”

“The Lila Carmichael?”

“Remember,” Davis said, sipping the champagne as the limo merged into freeway traffic, “I told you I went to school with Hollywood’s hottest star. You should have seen her back then: shy and self-conscious, a total nerd. Talented, but nothing like she is now. I actually played her leading man in my senior year.”

“Hon, you’re not thinking of going, are you? I mean . . . she’s so vulgar.” As Davis pulled off his shirt, Cynthia picked up her glass and took a small sip. “I can’t even watch her show. Can’t we just stay home that weekend?”

“Oh come on, it’ll be fun. You can meet the gang I went to school with, and we can see her spread up in the San Juans.”

Cynthia frowned. “I don’t know.”

“Hey, loosen up. You know, Lila used to be poor and disadvantaged—just like the people you help with your charities. You mingle with them; what’s the difference? She’s just gotten lucky and made a few million dollars.”

“I don’t mingle with those people. I watch them walk the streets from the comfort of my chauffeured car. I sit in my upscale office in Terra Linda and decide who gets to eat today, who gets shoes for their feet.” She sighed.

“Cyn, we’ve been through this before. You’re doing good work. But, you’re not going to eliminate poverty and hunger in one fell swoop. And there’s nothing wrong with distancing yourself from the masses. You’re a cut above.”

“And Lila?”

“She’s, well, she’s in her own class. But, she’s harmless, believe me.”

Davis caressed her hair. “Listen, I’ve got this big deal sewn up. We have some time before the wedding. We can go up to Vancouver and see the sights. Besides, maybe I can interest Lila in investing in the mall project.”

Cynthia jerked back in mock anger. “Davis, you’re impossible. Always some deal on the horizon. Another opportunity knocking. Can’t we just have some uncluttered, romantic fun?”

“That too.” He held up his glass. “I love you, Cyn. A toast.”

Cynthia lifted her glass to his and gave Davis a smile. He gently kissed her lips and pulled back, taking her in. “To us.”

“To us.” Cynthia clinked her glass against his. “Forever and always.”

 


 







Chapter 6

 


 


Friday, March 6

Seattle, Washington

 


“Damn!” Lila muttered under her breath, clutching the sleeve of Peter’s London Fog trench coat. “How do these vultures know every time? I can’t piss without a crowd trailing behind me.” She tiptoed down the plane’s steep steps, clutching her flowing skirts, Peter leading the way.

Swollen, gray clouds hovered over the flooded tarmac. At the chain-link fence, a mob of people screamed and cheered, many waving blow-ups of Lila and banners with her name written in bright colors. Lila pasted on a smile as she pressed through the crowd, pulling away from grabbing hands and prying fingers. Sea-Tac Airport security worked the waves of people back as they whisked Lila whisked inside the terminal and deposited her at the private executive lounge. With the door locked behind her, she fell back onto a plush couch and splayed her legs open. Four gray-suited Japanese businessmen stared at her, then grabbed their cameras and started clicking away. VIP lounges promised good manners and privacy, dammit! She turned her back on them. Outside, the chanting voices subsided.

A uniformed hostess hurried over to Lila and Peter. “Ms. Carmichael, such a pleasure to meet you. May I get you something?”

Lila glued her smile back on. “A drink would be appreciated. Screwdriver with Absolut.”

Peter placed his hand over hers. “Lila, sweetie. It’s only nine a.m. A bit early, don’t you think?”

“Make that a double.” She whipped her hand out from under his touch. The hostess moved efficiently toward the bar area. “And see if the limo’s here,” she yelled after her.

“So, Peter, how do you like Seattle so far? It only rains about three hundred friggin’ days out of the year. I don’t know how I ever stood it. Rain depresses the hell out of me. It always reminds me of my lousy childhood.”

“I don’t get it. Then why buy an island retreat up here? Why not Hawaii?”

“ ’Cause I like to be reminded of how far I’ve come and how much I’m willing to do to never go back again.”

Peter tilted forward to listen, but Lila grew sullen and silent. She hardly ever talked of her past. She once told Peter her most vivid childhood memory was of her father pushing her head down during her daily prayers. He begged to hear more, but even that short recount made her physically ill.

Lila tapped her fingers on the side table, watching for the hostess who had disappeared behind the oriental screen. Peter stroked her arm. “Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?” Empathy oozed from his eyes.

Lila patted his hand. “No, Sugar. But, thanks anyway. You better stay in the limo where you’ll be safe. The good Reverend Carmichael would take one look at the likes of you and call down the wrath of God. Or even reach for the silver crucifix and a couple of wooden stakes. Besides, knowing how much dear daddy loves me, I won’t be gone more than a few minutes.”

“Then why do this to yourself? Why don’t we head directly to the island?”

“Hey, what kind of daughter would be this close by and not stop for a quick hello?” Her smile turned into a grimace. “Besides, my parents are such a riot. Who knows—they might inspire yet another comedy routine. Which may have something to do with their continual inhospitality.”

Lila looked over at the hostess scurrying around the room. The dark-suited businessmen resumed shooting photos. “Hey, lady, where’s my damn drink?”

 


 


Lila had the limo driver park around the corner from where her parents lived on a quiet, tree-lined street in the bedroom community of Tumwater, outside of Olympia. For forty years they had stayed in the same gray box of a house. The paint had long since peeled and hung in shreds from the siding. Rusted gutters dangled precariously. The steps to the front door warped. Their lone spruce was the only dead tree on the block.

Lila grumbled as the driver helped her out of the car.

“Excuse me, Miss Carmichael?”

“Wait here. I surely won’t be gone long.”

Each time she came back to Olympia she realized how much she missed the wildlife refuge at Nisqually, the Sound, and picking blackberries in Watershed Park. But she could count the good memories on three fingers of one hand. Innumerable bad ones were contained in the house in front of her. And she certainly didn’t miss the rancid smell of beer hops that pervaded the air when the wind was right—or wrong—depending on your point of view.

Lila’s arms overflowed with roses that barely hid her shaking hands. After steadying herself, she rang the bell. Her mother answered the door, but Lila caught a glimpse of her father as he squinted through the blinds in the front room, then shut them. Lila forced a smile.

“Mom, hi.” She tried to thrust the bouquet at her mother, but the woman’s hands flew up, resisting the offering as if it would burst into flames. Lila took note of the familiar attire—the drab dress, the scarf restraining her hair, the loose pantyhose sagging around her ankles. Quickly closing the door behind her, her mother stood on the steps, shaking her head spasmodically.

“So, Mom. How are you and Dad?”

Darla Carmichael spoke in a hushed, hurried voice. “What is this dropping in on us without notice? Your father is home. You know what he told you the last time.”

“Hey, Mom, I’m just passing through. And I knew if I called first, you’d be sure to be out or sick or something.” Out of the corner of her eye she noticed the neighbor across the street step out on her porch and, upon recognizing Lila, rush back inside. The circus had begun.

The Carmichaels’ front door flew open. Lila’s father loomed in the threshold. Squat and hefty, George Carmichael’s presence was imposing as ever. His strong, square face sported a bulbous nose, and a shock of black hair hung over his forehead. Lila had the softer features of her mother and her mother’s red hair, but wasn’t spared her father’s eyes and heavy eyebrows.

The Reverend scowled. He glared at Lila’s clothes and makeup, summing up everything he felt about his daughter in one expression of disgust. The only expression Lila ever got from him.

“Hi Dad,” she said, plunging into the abyss. “Hey, you look great. How ’bout I come in for a few minutes? I brought you some mementos from Hollywood. Mom, I know how much you love ‘Days of our Lives.’ ”

Her father shoved his hand out, inches from her face. “You know you are not welcome in this home.” He cast an angry look around at the small clusters of his whispering neighbors who had suddenly appeared on the sidewalk in front of their homes. “I don’t want a spectacle here, so leave!”

“Oh, come now, Dad. Aren’t you going to invite your own daughter in?” A stickiness spread in her armpits and sweat dripped down her sides. She shifted the bulky bouquet to her other arm.

“Young lady, I will remind you what Saint Paul said to the Romans: ‘And since they did not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up to a base mind and to improper conduct. They were filled with all manner of wickedness, evil, covetousness—’ ”

Lila joined in sing-song with her father, “ ‘—malice. Full of envy, murder, strife . . .’ ”

The Reverend waited for Lila to stop talking. Then he bellowed. “ ‘Disobedient to parents, foolish, faithless. They know God’s decree that those who do such things deserve to die.’ ” He shoved the words into Lila’s face. “We all must appear before the judgment seat of Christ, young lady, ‘so that each one may receive good or evil according to what he has done in the body.’ I’m through listening to your blasphemy.” George Carmichael’s face and neck flushed red. His nostrils flared like an impatient horse.

By this time, the crowd lining the sidewalk began to resemble a minor congregation, gathered around the small wooden podium of her father’s doorstep. Someone waved a sheet of paper in the air. “Hey, Lila, how about an autograph?”

Lila tried to focus. “Fine, Dad. I was only paying a friendly visit. But remember, your beloved apostle Paul in Hebrews said not to neglect showing hospitality, for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.”

“How dare you quote Scripture to me, young lady. You use Scripture to fit your whim, like Satan when he tested our Lord Jesus . . .”

Darla Carmichael placed her hand on her husband’s shoulder, separating him from Lila with her short, stocky body. She looked at Lila with that familiar fearful expression. Lila could only guess what tirade would follow behind that closed door.

“Please, daughter, go. Your father’s blood pressure is up. He doesn’t need this aggravation.”

Lila sighed. She observed her mother’s fierce control, developed from living with this man for forty years. Lila didn’t know whether to hate or pity the woman.

“Don’t say I didn’t try,” she said, turning to walk down the street. George Carmichael disappeared into the house. Lila ignored the faceless people who flanked her as she hurried down the block, her skirts dragging on the sidewalk. Their babble was bee buzzings in her ears.

She called back to where her mother stood, biting at her cuticles. “ ‘Love bears all things, hopes all things . . .’ ”

Her mother hurried inside. As Lila rounded the corner to the parked limo, she found Peter pacing at the curb. She turned and yelled back, knowing the whole neighborhood was listening by now.

“’A slave of the lord does not need to fight, but needs to be gentle toward all, keeping restrained under evil.’ ” Lila smirked. “So there.”

She tossed the bouquet of roses onto the nearby manicured lawn and flounced into the limo. As they drove off, she watched through the tinted window as a flurry of bodies fought over the trampled flowers.

 


 







Chapter 7

 


 


Della looked nervously around the Annacortes ferry terminal lounge for a familiar face. Finding none, she panicked and pulled out the wrinkled and water-stained invitation. She reread the words for the twentieth time. It was the correct date, but where was everyone? She slumped into a chair in the corner of the room, but as soon as she sat down, she rose and paced the floor. After buying a cup of coffee at the snack stand, she reached into her bulging shoulder bag and rummaged through the bottles of prescription medication. She washed three pills down with the lukewarm coffee.

Looking out the large windows, she saw cars lining up in the marked lanes, but the traffic was light on this stormy spring day. The mountain peaks were capped with snow and Puget Sound spread out before her in a dazzle. Water sparkled and rippled, reflecting the clouds passing overhead. Della felt out of place in the midst of the beauty surrounding her. She had taken a shuttle from the airport to the ferry as soon as she deplaned and was now feeling the jet lag compound her lethargy. The airplane food combined with three martinis didn’t sit well in her stomach, either. She hurried to the ladies’ room. She had spent most of the plane trip in the claustrophobic bathroom, crouched miserably on the cold, smelly floor next to the toilet. And now she was on another cold bathroom floor, waiting for her heaving to subside. All she could think about was her meager belongings, packed in boxes and stacked in the corner of her “maid’s room” in her brother’s apartment.

After she had gotten out of the hospital, Margaret and Edward hardly spoke to her; they just waited for her to get better. When it was time to leave for her class reunion, Edward watched her pack, handing her a one way ticket for Seattle and an envelope with four hundred dollars in cash. He told her that was the last of his generosity. When she tried to explain she had nowhere to go afterward, he wasn’t interested. She was on her own and he didn’t want to hear from her. Ever again.

So, fine, keep your stinking little place in Brooklyn. The only difficult thing was leaving Daniel, her shrink. He had even urged her to stay in New York, almost begged her. Well, at least that’s how it sounded to Della. But she noticed he never suggested she move in with him. She hinted she would be a real asset to have around. She could do his paperwork, type letters, cook dinner. No strings. But wouldn’t even consider it. At least he was willing to keep her cat. Poor Princess!

She felt nothing inside for Daniel now. In fact, she felt nothing inside for anything or anyone. She knew she had to start over, somewhere. Not one lousy friend in that foul city offered to put her up. Lila was her last chance. She knew she was hoping against all hope, that Lila would give her a job, any job—any menial, demeaning job—just as long as she’d give her a roof over her head. But Della steeled herself to ask. What other alternative did she have?

Della got up off the floor and washed her face in the sink. She brushed her hair, touched up her makeup, and felt barely human. She tugged at her long-sleeved blouse, making sure it covered the marks on her wrists. The damp weather made her hands achy and stiff.

As she walked back to the food counter to get another cup of coffee, she felt a tap on her shoulder.

“Hello, stranger.”

Della turned. A tall, blond-haired man was smiling at her. It took Della a moment to recognize him.

“Oh, Davis!” She hugged him tightly. He seemed startled at the intensity of her embrace. Davis drew back, taking a good look at her, unsettling her. He looked terrific—healthy, happy—a contrast from the way she knew she appeared.

“So, Della—after all these years. Wow, I was hoping you’d be here. I lost track of you after college. Where’d you go?” Davis grabbed her shoulders. “Isn’t it a kick that Lila invited the old Thespian group to her island?”

His enthusiasm set off a nervous spasm in her stomach. He took her hands and she winced in pain. “So, tell me, how are you and where are you living these days?”

“Well. . .” She reached for a cigarette and lit it. “Actually, I’m in the process of relocating. I lived in New York the last few years. Tried out for some parts in theater, but I got tired of it. Too hard to break in.”

“I thought you and Jon headed for L. A. together.”

Della’s laugh spilled over with bitterness.

“So you never got to L. A.?”

Della pulled hard on her cigarette. “And what about you? You didn’t really go into your father’s business, did you? I thought you wanted to be a big star, too. You could have been, you know.” She knew Davis must be wondering what had happened to the sexy, confident woman who could turn him on with a smile. She felt like crying.

“Yeah, I did go into real estate. But . . . hey.” Davis motioned over to the door. “Here’s someone I want you to meet.” A young, gorgeous woman walked over to Davis’s side.

“Hi, I’m Cynthia.” She took Della’s hand in hers.

“I’m Della.”

“My fiancée,” Davis said.

Engaged? She looked Cynthia over. Of course she would be stunning. Confident, friendly, well-mannered. Class and culture oozed from her. But, so young. She couldn’t possibly be twenty.

Della turned to Davis. “I thought you would have married ages ago.”

“Never found the perfect woman,” he said, hugging Cynthia closely. “Now I have.”

“So, what do you do, Della?” Cynthia said.

Della forced a smile. “Nothing at the moment. I think I’m looking for a new career.” She reached into her bag and fumbled for another cigarette.

Cynthia excused herself to browse through the travel brochures on the wall rack.

Della sat down in a plastic chair and listened while Davis told her about his life in Marin and how he met Cynthia. She smiled politely, but the sound of his voice after all those years triggered so many memories—memories of such a different life—that she found it hard to believe they were hers. She had nursed a lingering image of his conceited smugness all these years, only to be abruptly reminded of his charm. Maybe he had changed, she thought. People do change—and some for the worse, she berated herself. But, wasn’t it easy to be happy when everything in your life went right? And Davis still seemed like the boy with the golden touch.

“I forgot how much I hate this weather. You should come down to Marin County. Maybe it’s all that east coast cold and snow that’s depressing you. California sunshine. That’s the cure.” Davis laughed, but Della felt a wave of despair wash over her.

“My life’s been hell, Davis. You don’t want to know what I’ve been through.”

Davis sat next to her and spoke quietly. “I’m sorry, Del. You had everything going for you.” He lifted her chin with a finger and Della trembled. “But, hey, you’re still young. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you, right?”

“I always wondered if you stayed mad at me.”

“What for?”

“You know—the thing with Jon. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I was young and stupid, I guess. I didn’t think about anyone’s feelings.”

“Hey, darling, that’s ancient history. Sure, I was jealous for a while, and you pulled a few nasty punches, but it was no big deal.” Davis shrugged. “We were just kids then. What did we know about life?”

Della nodded. What did she know about life now? Obviously nothing. She dumped a guy who was crazy about her—and why? Because she was restless and bored. She could have had a safe life with Davis. He would have taken care of her, pampered her. Another stupid choice she made along the way. She inhaled deeply off her cigarette, flicking ashes onto the floor.

Della changed the subject. “So what do you make of this mysterious reunion?”

“I think it’s terrific.”

“Come on,” Della said, “don’t you find it strange that she’s invited us all, after all these years? And why now?”

“Maybe it’s her way of thanking us.”

“Davis, get real. We’re just peons who shared a short year of her life. God knows we weren’t any real friends of hers.”

“Probably wants to rub her success in our faces. So, let her gloat.”

Della thought for a minute. “Did you ever find out what really happened on opening night?”

“She got stage fright; isn’t that obvious? But it didn’t keep her from getting into show business. It’s unbelievable isn’t it? Lila—a star.”

“Talk about people who’ve changed. Remember what she used to be like? A little mouse, afraid to say a word to anyone. Would you think she would, could, ever use the kind of language she uses now?”

“Hey, the boat’s coming in.” Davis pointed to the multideck, green-and-white ferry edging up to the landing.

Davis and Della joined Cynthia on the observation deck. Rain splattered against the glass as they watched men in parkas connect the boat to the ramp. Cars and trucks began pouring out of the ferry, driving toward the highway. Davis looked around him.

“I wonder who else from the old group is coming?” The loudspeaker announced the boarding for Orcas and San Juan Islands. “Come on, Del, let’s get on board.”

Della watched Davis wrap his arm around Cynthia and lead her to the ferry. A pain wrenched her gut—the feeling you’d get standing on a deserted shore, watching the last boat sail away, leaving you stranded for the rest of your life.

She hesitated, wishing she could walk off the ramp and into the sea. But, instead, she hefted her suitcase and trudged after them.

 







Chapter 8

 


 


The jet taxied over to the gate where airport personnel hurried to attach the staircase. Jonathan and his current girlfriend emerged from the plane, breathing in the fresh, salty Seattle air. Dark roiling clouds hung overhead and a biting wind whipped at their faces.

Melodie, twenty-four and heavily made-up, struggled in her spiked heels on the metal steps. She tugged her fur-lined coat close to her neck.

“Oh Jonny, it’s cold up here.”

He waited at the ground level and helped her down. “What did I tell you? This is the Pacific Northwest. Or as we used to call it, the Pacific Knockwurst.”

Jonathan chuckled, feeling happier than he had in ages. He clasped her hand as they hurried to baggage claim, but she had trouble keeping up. Water seeped into her open shoes. She yanked them off and ran in her stocking feet. She didn’t ask Jon why he was in such a hurry.

As they waited for their luggage, Jonathan scrutinized her. Melodie had streaked blonde hair, cut stylishly at the Beverly Hills Vidal Sassoon salon. She stood five feet eight in her heels, dressed in a sequined black pantsuit that accentuated her extremely thin frame. Jonathan liked the feel of Melodie’s sinewy limbs, and the way she held her head aloft really turned him on. She was another studio conquest. Universal thought she had star quality and they were grooming her for the top. It wouldn’t hurt him any if she really did make it big in features. Those big stars got to choose their own directors. The thing he liked most about Melodie was how different she was from Vanessa, his third and most recent wife. Nessie, the sea monster. Good riddance!

Jonathan had been through three successively younger wives during the last ten years of his aspiring career in Hollywood. But they all had one thing in common—they were gorgeous. They looked good on his arm when he attended the DGA awards dinners. And looks were everything in Tinsel town.

After picking up their suitcases, Jonathan walked over to the car rental desk.

Melodie pointed to the Avis sign overhead. “Why are we here? I thought you arranged a limo.”

“The limo services were all booked for the weekend. Can you believe it?” He adjusted his dark glasses. He wore them all the time, inside or out. He figured somebody, somewhere, might recognize him, and he wanted to travel incognito. But, lately—he admitted to himself—he was lucky if anyone even recognized the shows he did, let alone his own name.

What the hell was happening in Hollywood? Most of his friends were swamped with offers—and look at Lila, with a hit show. Why, just two years ago he came close to being nominated for an Emmy. Pretty good money for a kid from the lower East Side. A kid who grew up in a schlock neighborhood, engulfed by the abominable smells of rotting garbage and the roar of the Third Avenue El trains that shook his crumbling apartment and drove his family to constant argument. A kid who worked every spare minute in his parents’ deli downstairs, and ate enough corned beef and pastrami to fill the Vatican. He worked his ass off— no thanks to his tightwad family—and got through college, grad school, and finally in through the studio doors. He shmoozed his way to the top—like everybody did—and look at him now.

Right after the near-Emmy nomination, he bought his Mercedes, his house in Benedict Canyon, married Vanessa, (a big mistake, but, what did he know then?). He was on top of the world. But within two years, his lofty perch came tumbling down. Vanessa left him for that shmuck cinematographer with the biceps, a kid fresh out of UCLA. Ungrateful tramp. Now his business manager was on him to stop blowing money, warning him he was about to spend himself right out of his last pair of designer jeans. But you couldn’t deal in that town without throwing money around. You had to wine and dine ’em at Campanile, throw lavish parties, wear Bijan’s suits. His manager was a cheap tightwad anyway. Always wanting to meet him for lunch at Solly’s in the valley, when he knew how much he hated deli.

Melodie barely masked her annoyance, pacing impatiently while Jonathan filled out the forms for the rental. He glared at the agent behind the desk.

“Can’t you hurry up? We’re not accustomed to waiting.” He figured by now the woman would realize they were important people. But she kept typing at her slow speed. Eventually, she handed him his keys and rental agreement and pointed to the door.

“Your car will be around momentarily. A white Ford Escort.”

“A Ford?” he said, slapping the counter with his palm. “I reserved your best car.”

The woman scanned her computer screen. “All I see on here is ‘economy two-door.’ That’s all we have left and that’s what you get.” She gave him a look which dared him to challenge her.

Jonathan gritted his teeth. Melodie, standing off at a distance, drank water from the Evian bottle she always carried. It drove him to distraction that she was a health food nut and a vegetarian, which made choosing restaurants a source of aggravation. She always carried a pouch of trail mix, like it was manna from heaven. He couldn’t understand her obsession with resisting impurities since she snorted coke at every opportunity.

“Come on,” he called over to her as the car stopped at the curb. She hesitated, then followed him out to the street, pulling her luggage behind her. Jonathan loaded the two suitcases in the trunk and got in without a word.

They drove north. Mount Rainier loomed behind them, its peak buried in storm clouds. After merging onto the Interstate, Jonathan started to relax. The day was certainly not off to the best start, but he’d turn it around. In only a few hours he’d be at Lila Carmichael’s island hideaway.

He looked over at Melodie, who stared quietly out the window. “Fix your hair, baby.”

Melodie pulled a compact out of her purse and put everything in place. Jonathan smiled. This one knew who was boss, never an argument or a nasty word. Although sometimes her cold silences drove him crazy with curiosity. What did she really think about him? These days he wondered what everyone was thinking. So often, even with those he considered his closest friends, he found cold eyes behind warm, phony smiles. He couldn’t trust anyone anymore.

He turned his attention back to the road. It gave him a rush to drive through the familiar terrain of his college days. He hadn’t been back since the year they all graduated—fifteen years already. As they headed north through the Skagit valley, Jonathan noticed the flatlands flooded from recent rain. The four years he spent in Olympia had been unbearably damp and wet. Not as cold as New York, but worse, because you were always wet, through and through. At The Evergreen State College, when he wasn’t inside for rehearsals, he was warming the chill out of his bones in the sauna. He swore he’d never live in a cold climate again.

And now, looming out the window, was that familiar gray blanket of clouds. He cranked the heater.

“So,” Melodie said, “tell me about Lila.” She stared out at the passing scenery without comment. “Is she everything they say?”

“Meaning?”

“A ball-busting snake with a short fuse.”

“Well, she’s definitely that. But I find her quite charming at times.”

Jonathan hadn’t spoken to Lila since college, but Melodie wouldn’t know that. “Whenever I run into Lila, she’s all smiles for me. I directed her first play, you know. She was different back then—you wouldn’t have recognized her. Shy, but smart. Memorized every line of every play we did. No one wanted to give her a chance to act, because she was, well, fat and homely, but I could tell she had talent, big talent. I gave her first break and look at her now.”

Jonathan smiled, indulging in a little fantasy regarding the manila envelope lying on top of his clothes in his suitcase. He rambled on while Melodie pulled out her compact and reapplied her dark red lipstick. Jonathan reached over and ran his hand up the inside of her thigh.

“So what was the play?” she said.

“The play?” He’d already lost his chain of thought. He was heating up.

“The one you directed Lila in.”

He pulled back for a moment. “Inge’s ‘Picnic.’ A silly little romance. You know—that corny college stuff. After I did that play, though, I knew I was destined to direct. When the semester ended, I headed for USC film school and as they say, ‘the rest is history.’ ”

“So, I don’t know that play,” Melodie said, ignoring his roaming hand. “What kind of part was it?”

“Well, actually, we gave her the lead. Madge.” Jonathan laughed. “Madge is this pretty, naive small-town girl. She gets swept off her feet by some smooth-talking city kid who blows into town. We thought it’d be a kick to give homely Lila the lead.”

“So, how’d she do? Did she bring down the house or what?”

Jonathan hesitated. “Well, that’s a story for another time, babe.” He inched his hand further up her thigh.

“It makes me nervous to do this while you’re driving,” she said.

Jonathan reached for the zipper of her pantsuit. “There’s nobody on the road. I’ll drive slowly. Come on.”

Melodie kept her mouth shut while Jonathan unzipped her pants. He slid his hand down. “That’s more like it.”

Traffic passed them on both sides. Jonathan breathed heavily and rolled his eyes. Melodie broke his reverie with a shout.

She pointed at the exit sign. “There’s the turnoff.”

Jonathan caught a glimpse of it as he sped past.

Melodie laughed. “Nice going, Jonny.”

“Who’s driving, anyhow?” he said. “You wanna drive?”

“I don’t like driving, you know that.”

“Well, if you’re going to complain about my driving, then it’s your turn.” He pulled the Ford abruptly to the edge of the highway and cut the engine. Then he threw the keys in her lap. She sat there, unmoving.

“I’m not driving, Jonny.”

“Then you can walk. Or apologize.”

She looked appraisingly at his face, then tossed the keys into his lap.

“I’ll walk,” she said, then got out of the car. Rain began to splatter the highway. He watched her in the rear view mirror as she opened the trunk and got out her suitcase. He rolled down the window and stuck his head out.

“Hey, come on. You’re not going really walk, are you? The ferry’s another fifteen miles.”

She picked up her bag and started heading the opposite direction.

“Hey, Mel, what’s your problem, anyway?”

“I don’t have the problem, hot pants. You do. You’re pathetic, you know?”

“Mel, you get back in this car!”

“I’m going back to L.A., Jonny. You can keep your Pacific Knockwurst. Like maybe you could keep it zipped up in your pants.”

Jonathan, furious, watched her trudge along the shoulder of the highway hefting her small suitcase. The air smelled of steaming asphalt and dust as more rain saturated the highway.

He craned his neck out the window. “Go to hell, you tramp!”

She didn’t bother to look back. He gunned the engine and screeched back into the lane, making an illegal U turn, almost sideswiping a motor home.

“Ungrateful slut.”

 







Chapter 9

 


 


Millie pushed the curtains aside and stared out the window.

Dick tossed a pair of socks at the suitcase that lay open on their bed. His aim was off and the socks tumbled onto the floor. “How many times are you going to check the weather? Turn on CNN, already!” Millie scooped up the socks and placed them neatly in the bag. Then she rearranged everything, refolding and smoothing out their clothes.

“You’re so compulsive,” he said. “Why can’t you throw your stuff in and leave it alone?”

Millie shrugged. “I don’t like wrinkles.”

She stepped back and let Dick finish packing. She hadn’t had much to pack for herself. Two sweat suits, two good black sweaters and one black flair skirt—all too tight. She had refused to buy new clothes until she lost weight, as if that “threat” could make a dent in her eating habits.

“The storm looks bad, honey. Have you called the ferries? Maybe we should have caught the earlier one.”

“Look,” Dick said, turning to face his wife, “we’re going whether the ferries are running or not — whether we have to swim to that island, comprende?” Dick wiped the sweat off his brow and smoothed his hair over his bald spot. No matter how cold the weather, he always worked up a sweat. He patted his pocket, no doubt looking for his Rolaids. Millie sulked.

The doorbell rang. “Your mother’s here,” she said.

Dick’s eyes lit up. He snapped the latches on the suitcase and bounded down the stairs. Millie heard the sappy words of appreciation her husband lavished on his mother as he let her in. Millie came downstairs to Ida’s familiar ritual—puffing up pillows, straightening pictures, wiping counters. When the girls ran in to greet their grandmother, she gave each of them a perfunctory, empty kiss. It amazed Millie what a changed man Dick became around his mother—so gracious and accommodating, eager to make her comfortable. He treated her like a queen, but Ida paid little attention.

Dick went over details, informing his mother of the girls’ ballet and piano lessons, Debby’s diet, and instructions for answering the phone. He told her to let the machine pick up, no matter what. His mother scrutinized his face with a scowl, but Millie knew she wouldn’t ask questions.

Millie was grateful the girls had some family nearby, for what it was worth. She knew she fell short of Ida’s criteria for a daughter-in-law, even though her objections were never voiced. But Ida Ferrol knew how to make her feel unwelcome with just a look and a grunt.

While Dick was a local boy from Tacoma, Millie came from Brussels, Wisconsin, flat farmland she had gladly left behind. Her father argued with her decision to move to Washington; girls didn’t go to college, just married and raised children. Like most of their neighbors in the county, her family made cheese. The thought of staying with her brothers and sisters curdling milk all day repulsed her. Yet, with a big family she had never been lonely. Now, working full-time at Gottschalks, she could no longer afford visits home. And her busy family had only once made the trip west, when the girls were very small. So Millie had to settle for Ida and her monthly, clockwork-like visits.

While Dick carried Ida’s bag up to the guest bedroom, Millie fussed over the girls. Dick came down and noticed her face streaming with tears. Debby and Sally clutched their mother.

“Jeez, we’re only going for three days. What’s with all the tears?”

Millie wiped her eyes and gave her girls a smile.

“Oh, I’m gonna miss my honey-bunnies.” She stroked their cheeks. “Be good for grandma.”

Dick scowled. “Millie, the girls are nearly grown. Why do you always talk to them like they’re babies? Okay, enough already. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

The girls hugged their father and went outside to play. Ida came downstairs and started cleaning the kitchen. Millie’s stomach churned. As hard as she tried, she could never get the house clean enough for her motherin-law—or organize the perpetual clutter. Knick-knacks jammed the shelves, stuffed animals and toys draped the furniture. Walking from room to room was an obstacle nightmare. Millie gave up long ago trying to get the girls to clean up after themselves; they always forgot and she hated to nag them. Holding down a full-time job exhausted her. On top of that, Dick never lifted a hand to help, and he was the sloppiest of all. Millie wondered if he deliberately added to her workload.

All these years she’d hoped he’d get a real job. She knew his work with the city council was important. He had been the impetus behind many great projects the town implemented—the recycling program, the food bank, the new community center. He also managed her money, made sure all the bills were paid, let her know when they were spending too much. But it irked her that he controlled how she spent her money.

And now—all this intrigue. She’d heard rumors, bad ones, and when she tried to talk to Dick about them, he shut her out. Critical talk often plagued the city council, and she mostly ignored it. But now— hints of recall, misuse of funds, possible trials. She cringed when she drove past the municipal buildings with all those picketers holding signs. One even said: “Send Dick Ferrol to jail!” She’d never been this scared before. The life she carefully built in Olympia could be falling to pieces and Dick would never tell her.

Millie pulled her husband aside, out of earshot from Ida, who was washing dishes in the kitchen.

“Honey, we need to talk. Please tell me what’s going on downtown. Gwen told me this morning—”

“Gwen? She makes a career out of gossiping. There’s nothing to worry about. It’ll all clear up soon.”

“I’m worried about you. You’re a wreck. Climbing the walls and snapping at me and the kids. I’m afraid you’re going to have a stroke.”

“Millie, you’re so neurotic. It’s just political baloney—you should be used to it by now.”

Millie took Dick’s arm and drew him close. “When we get back from this reunion, let’s take a real vacation. Away from everything, away from the kids. Let it all blow over, whatever this is.”

Dick pulled out from her entangling arms. “Listen to you talk. You can’t even bear to leave the girls for three days—your whole world falls apart. Besides, running away isn’t going to solve this mess. It’s going to get a lot worse before it gets better.”

“Then why are we going to this stupid reunion anyway, right in the middle of all this trouble?” She put her hand to her head and squinted.

“Don’t tell me—another migraine, right?” He didn’t bother to hide his disgust. “Go take your Advil.”

“It never works.”

“You always get a migraine when the going gets tough.”

Millie looked at Dick’s flushed face. She heard the girls laughing in the yard and the sound of water running in the kitchen sink. She felt faint.

“I’ll go wait in the car,” she said, leaving Dick standing in the hall.

 







Chapter 10

 


“Look what the rain dragged in,” Della said as Jon sprinted up the ramp to catch up with them. She let her eyes drift over his expensive wet coat and shoes, then backed away.

Davis threw an arm around Jon. “Just in time. Hey, good to see you, Jon. You here alone?”

Jon shook the water out of his curly black hair. He walked alongside Davis as they boarded the boat. Della trailed behind, just within earshot.

“Yeah, hey—what a crappy time of year for a trip to Washington, huh? Let’s get upstairs. They must have a bar and I desperately need a drink.” He turned his head. “Hi Della.” He made no attempt to mask the irony in his voice. “Looking good, Della.”

Della glared at him.

As Jon appraised her with his eyes, Della read his amusement. She could hear him thinking, I told you you’d never amount to anything. No doubt still fuming from the time she showed up two hours late on the set—the one time he gave her a break. But, how dare he fire her on the spot and embarrass her in front of the whole cast?

Della stopped.“Listen, idiot. I didn’t come here to continue a fight from fifteen years ago, so shove it, okay?” With that, she turned and hurried up to the heated waiting room and found a seat by the window.

She stared at snow-capped Mount Baker, pasted against the steel-gray backdrop of sky, and watched it shrink in size as the ferry plied west. She felt sick all over. Just what she needed—seeing Davis in love with someone else. Three fun-filled days and nights with Mr. God of Hollywood, the big-shot director. And Lila wasn’t likely to be thrilled with her, either. Nobody from Evergreen really cared about her. The guys had all wanted to screw her in college and the girls had been either jealous or intimidated. But a friend? She never had one. She buried her head in her hands and tried to cry.

Cynthia slid into the booth beside her. “Here, thought you might want this.”

Della looked up as Cynthia handed her a cup of hot tea. “Seasick?”

“No, just sick of life. Thanks.”

“Do you want company? If you’d rather be alone . . .”

“No, that’s okay.” She sipped the tea and wiped her face with the back of her hand. “So, where’d you and Davis meet?”

“At a party. Actually, I didn’t like him much at first—he was a real flirt. But, it turns out our fathers did business together. Banking, investing—it’s a pretty small circle in Marin. We even went to the same high school, although Davis was years ahead of me. We kept running into each other.” She smiled, lost in some memory. “He finally he convinced me his affections were serious.”

Della’s attention wandered. Her head throbbed and her eyelids grew heavy. She lit another cigarette. “So, what do you do—work and all that?” Della wished Cynthia would stop talking about Davis.

“Well, I chair three organizations. One for the regional MS chapter, two are educational awareness programs for teens—pregnancy, drugs. I help with fund-raising, pledges, stuff like that. It’s hard work, but rewarding. I get restless sitting around the house.”

Poor baby. Even dressed in casual clothes, Cynthia oozed money, probably lived off a trust fund. A rush of bitterness coursed through Della. She focused her attention on Davis and Jonathan across the room as Cynthia rambled on about her teen center.

 


 


“Well, you made out, Davis.” Jon nodded at Cynthia. “Nothing like the fame-hungry actresses I have to deal with all the time.”

Jon could tell Davis had his act together. The classy clothes, his own business. Everything about Davis spelled success. Yet, here he was, the only one who actually went to Hollywood out of their entire drama group and made a career. So why was he envious of Davis, who spent his days behind a desk pushing pencils?

All those bitter feelings from college rushed back at him—the struggling to get “there,” wherever “there” was. Always feeling like he had to prove so much. Prove to his pals that he was someone to admire, to envy. Prove to his parents that he could make a better life than theirs. That he wasn’t destined to make lox platters till the day he died. Davis always had it so easy. He always had money behind him, the lazy bastard. Always got people to do what he wanted by flashing that gleaming set of perfectly straight teeth.

Jon forced a smile as he listened to Davis rave about Cynthia. How she needed protection, that she’d had a sheltered childhood and was an innocent in the real, harsh world. How she was sensitive and self-sacrificing and some such crap and how lucky he was to have found her.

“Yeah, that’s how I felt about my first wife. Then it turned out the innocent stuff was a ploy. Not only did she have a lover on the side, but she was siphoning off my money without my knowing it. When we got divorced, thousands just disappeared into thin air. Poof! So, don’t sit too easy.”

Davis only laughed. “So, what’s with Della? Why the hostility?”

Jon waved him off.

“Well, I think you should go easy on her. She’s having a hard time.”

“Right. And did you catch the scars on her wrists?”

“No. I didn’t.” Davis turned from Jon to watch Cynthia.

Wait until you’ve been through three marriages. You’ll be plenty sour by then.

An hour and a half after departure, the ship’s horn sounded. The ferry eased into the docking area on San Juan Island. Small boats moored at the marina bobbed and tipped in the blustering wind. A few people huddled in rain slickers at the wooden landing, awaiting passage back to Annacortes. The town, with its old-fashioned storefronts and colorful cottages, looked deserted.

Davis and Jon joined the two women.

“God, we must be crazy to be up here this time of year,” Davis said.

“Lila’s the crazy one. She’s the one who picked this weekend,” Della said.

“Maybe she finds this kind of weather entertaining,” Jon added.

Della grunted. “Entertaining isn’t the word I’d choose. And what kind of boat is going to cart us over to her island in this storm?”

Cynthia frowned. “Let’s just hope it’s not a sailboat.”

Davis put his arm around her and squeezed her. “Hon, don’t worry. I’m sure Lila has it all figured out. She’ll take good care of us.”
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“Oh, Dick,” Millie said, “isn’t this a beautiful sight?”

“The calm before the storm.” He stepped off the ferry ramp and looked around the harbor. He eyes searched the narrow streets into the wooded community of Friday Harbor.

The word “quaint” came to Millie’s mind. She wished she could have brought the girls; she missed them terribly. They would have been a lot more fun than Grumpy.

“There’s the restaurant—right above the marina.” Dick began walking at a brisk pace, leaving Millie trailing behind. The wind whipped at her coat. She clutched her wool scarf, tripping over puddles as she crossed the street, rolling her suitcase behind her.

“Hey, wait up.”

Dick ignored her. She figured he was still mad at her for making them miss the noon ferry. Well, he wanted her to drive and she refused to speed in this weather. With her luck, he told her, they’ll miss the charter at Friday Harbor and blow the whole weekend.

Dick seemed eager to see his old pals, but Millie’s gut filled with trepidation. She had never been very close to the others in Thespians. She performed and rehearsed with them all, but underneath the camaraderie she knew they made fun of her awkwardness. Lila was the only real friend she’d had, and that was because Lila’d been an outcast too. Millie sighed.

By the time she arrived at the parking lot, winded and sweaty, Dick emerged from the restaurant, followed by a group of familiar people. She spotted Davis right away; he looked little different than she remembered, accompanied by a blonde. Jon’s hair was shorter and more stylish, but there was no mistaking his confident stride. The dark-haired woman standing behind him was a mystery. In fact, Millie didn’t recognize Della until she heard her speak.

“Hi, Millie. Been a long time.”

Millie stiffened at her voice, waiting for condescension, but only fatigue laced her tone. She noticed Della’s shaking hands. Then she took a better look. Fifteen years had taken their toll on Della—all her beauty and spirit stripped away. Millie could hardly tear her eyes from the sight of Della’s beaten, hopeless expression. Millie tightened her coat around her and said hello to the Thespians class of ’90, aware of their staring at her extra sixty pounds.

An old mariner walked up to the group in the parking lot, dressed in a rain parka and rubber boots, with a shaggy dog at his heels. “Are you the folks heading out to Miss Carmichael’s?”

Davis looked at the meager handful of classmates. “You our ride? How many are you supposed to be picking up?”

The captain counted heads. “You’re looking at it minus one. Who we missing?”

Jon spoke up. “My date had to bow out last minute.”

Davis looked puzzled. “Small group. Maybe there’re more coming later.”

“Nope. You’re it.” The captain checked the sky. “We should get going.”

“Some big reunion,” Jon said.

Dick beamed. “La crème de la crème. Lila just wanted us, I guess. So, what are we waiting for?”

The captain scrunched up his face. He led them over to a wooden dock. Few boats rocked at their moorings in the large harbor. “This here’s your ride,” he said, pointing to the small boat pulling at the slip. “Gonna be a little choppy going around the pass. Windy, too.” Mac’s dog greeted everyone with a lick. “First mate, Sherpa. My name’s Mac.” He whistled and the dog jumped on board. “Named him for that famous explorer.” He chuckled and started untying the line.

 


 


Cynthia boarded first, taking the ferryman’s outstretched hand. Davis climbed in after her, uncomfortable with the small craft. Sailing on San Francisco Bay in his ketch with a warm breeze blowing was one thing. Weathering these swells with a storm looming was another. Especially when the water temperature rarely topped fifty degrees. If they had to bail out, they’d surely die from hypothermia before they could make it to land. Davis cringed. If there was anything he hated, it was cold, icy water. And he was not a good swimmer. Sure, he’d been an all-around athlete in high school—basketball, football, soccer. But never swimming. He peered over the bow of the boat. Cynthia huddled beside him.

Her voice was hesitant. “Hon, why are we doing this?”

Davis wrapped his arms around her and cradled her. “Trust me, darling—this is going to be a great weekend. And I’ll look after you, you know that. Anytime you feel uneasy or left out, just tell me, okay?” Cynthia nodded. “That’s my girl,” he said, stroking her hair.

After they boarded, the boat pulled away from the harbor. Sherpa stationed himself at his master’s feet. They cruised by beautiful wood and glass homes sequestered in woods that grew to the edge of the water. Boats tied to private docks swayed in the swells. The shore seemed within touching distance. Davis pictured his sailboat rigged up, catching the wind on a warm summer day. Barbecuing on the beach while watching for whales.

“Look at these fancy houses. I bet they cost a fortune,” Dick said. “Maybe I’ll get a place up here someday.”

“Who lives out here? Are these all retired people?” Millie asked, wiggling on the hard, vinyl bench.

The boat rocked and lurched with the swells. Davis gripped the side rail. He felt a little relief, noting the stack of life jackets stuffed under the bench. The image of floating bodies from the “Titanic” movie fueled his imagination.

Mac steered the boat away from the island and headed toward a narrow passage. “Used to be. Now a lot of city folks are moving in with their fax machines and computers and home generators.” Another island loomed on their right. Whitecaps crested the waves. The wind blew salt spray into their faces as the boat continued at a slow, steady speed. The vessel lurched and sank into troughs as the swells grew higher. Mac paid close attention to his course. “Normally this channel is full of traffic. But not this time of year. And not in this weather.”

He looked over at Della, whose face was pale. “You all right, miss? If you need to upchuck, it’s better over the edge than in the bucket.” He pointed to the railing and just the suggestion was enough. Della gripped the railing and leaned her head over as the boat plowed forward into the wind.

“Just a little bit more, and we’ll make the turn. It’ll quiet down noticeably.” Mac kept his eyes on the water. “People come up here to sail, kayak, thinkin’ it’s so calm and sheltered between the islands. But they don’t understand how treacherous it is. These currents run up around five knots and they’re forced through these narrow passages like a funnel. You gotta know what you’re getting into up here. Lotsa folks been swept away. I seen it.”

 


 


Dick stumbled over to the captain. He couldn’t hear anything Mac said with the wind battering the boat.

“Used to be a lot of piratin’ in the old days. Now all the rich people’ve bought up these islands. They’ve got a private airstrip over there—that’s where Miss Carmichael flies in and out. But they’re isolated out here. Have to bring in water. The power goes out all the time. Have to boat to Crane Island to get supplies. No doctors or hospitals. Most of these folks are used to the city life. They get out here and they fall apart.”

“How long has Lila had her place? You see her a lot?” Dick asked. He desperately wanted to know what she was really like. He never bothered to get to know her in college—but, who knew she’d make it big?

Mac shook his head. “Maybe a few years. Was a huge operation, shipping all that fancy stuff in. But, from what I gather, she’s not here much.”
 Dick yelled over the whistling wind. “We went to college with her. We gave her her first chance to act.”

“Ain’t that something,” Mac said.

As they approached the dock, the group gathered at the rails and stared at the sandy stretch of beach before them. The island was undeveloped and wooded, sloping gently to the water, which raced in a turbulent clip along the beach. A tall metal flagpole stood erect out of the sand, the only sign of civilization. Dick saw no boats, phone lines, or roads marring the primitive landscape.

“Is this it?” Dick said. “Where’s the house? Or are we camping out?” He laughed, but the others looked despondent.

Mac threw the line over the post and helped everyone out of the boat. “Now, just head through that clearing there. You can’t miss it. I’ll be back to round you up Sunday afternoon, weather permitting.”

Millie frowned. “What do you mean, ‘weather permitting’?”

“Just like I said. Nasty storm’s coming in. But if I can get here, I will. You’ll be plenty comfortable in that little cabin of Lila’s.” He unloaded all the gear and set it on the dock, shaking his head.

As the boat headed back out into open water, Dick broke the silence. “Well, what are we waiting for, gang? Let’s check out this little ‘cabin’ of Lila’s.” He hoisted his suitcase and trudged through the wet sand. The others fell in behind him. The sun was starting to set and Dick didn’t want to be wandering in the dark. Who knew what kind of wild animals prowled these woods?

As they came out of the dense brush, a palatial stone castle rose up three stories before them, lushly landscaped and accented with multi-colored spotlights. A small wooden sign stuck out of the sand that simply announced, “Lila’s Joint.” In the gloom of the fading light, Lila’s retreat shone like the castle at Disneyland. She had even put in a small moat and drawbridge at the entrance.

“Get a load of this,” Dick said, his jaw dropping in amazement.

Before any of them could speak, the drawbridge lowered, exposing a pair of wooden doors, easily fifteen feet high.

Jonathan laughed. “What a great gimmick.”

Della stood with Davis and Cynthia, all watching with curiosity. As the drawbridge touched ground, loudspeakers blasted a fanfare of horns.

“This is too much,” Davis said. “Isn’t this great, hon?”

Cynthia nodded but Dick could tell she would rather be home. A pang of jealousy struck him, looking at Cynthia’s beautiful face and slender figure. Davis always got the girls. Dick humphed and turned back to the castle. He reached into his carryall and pulled out a small camera. “Okay, guys. Everyone! Stand in front of the moat. Now, don’t fall in. Lila’s probably got real crocodiles in there. Come on, come on.” Slowly, the group gathered and Dick snapped away.

“What about you?” Millie asked.

“I’ll take it.”

A slender man, dressed in colorful court jester’s attire, strolled across the drawbridge. He pulled the camera out of Dick’s hand and motioned for Dick to get into the shot. Who was this clown?

“Now then,” the man said, looking each one in the eye, “welcome to Devil’s Island. Peter Avon, here to entertain and amuse you until her majesty arrives.” He snapped some photos and handed the camera back to Dick.

“Let’s see if I can guess: Dick Ferrol, no doubt.”

Dick, stunned, extended his hand. “How’d you know my name?”

“Oh, Lila’s told me about all of you. Here—that must be Millie,” he said, pointing and working his way down the line, examining each one. “And Della, Davis, Cynthia, and finally Jonathan.” He drew close to Jonathan’s face. “So especially glad to meet you,” he said with a twinkle in his eye, then looked puzzled. “One missing?”

Jonathan pulled away. “Melodie couldn’t make it.”

Peter feigned disappointed. “So sad. I was looking forward to meeting an aspiring starlet.” He clapped his hands. “Well, entrez-vous! As Lila says, ‘Mi castle es su castle.’ ”

Peter escorted them across the bridge and into a reception area paved with rough-hewn stone and featuring a massive fountain in the center. A grotesque metal gargoyle spewed water from its mouth, and imposing wings spanned halfway across the room.

“This is right out of King Arthur,” Dick said. Amazing what you could do with so much wealth.

“Yeah,” Davis said, “except King Arthur didn’t have stereo speakers.”

“And electricity,” Millie added.

Peter led them through the archaic entry to a set of double French doors. He gestured them inside. “Please, help yourself to food and drink. Lila left some DVDs to keep you entertained. And just set your bags down anywhere. We’ll direct you to the bedrooms later.”

Peter disappeared through a crevice in one of the castle walls. Della pulled out a cigarette and lit it.

“Della, come on,” Cynthia motioned with her hand. Dick followed them into the next room.

“Now, this is more like it,” Davis said, entering the living room. Plush white carpet, white, glossy walls. A giant plasma screen, ultra-modern glass coffee and buffet tables loaded with food and assorted bottles of liquor. Fine crystal and china, silver service—everything meant to impress.

And Dick was very impressed. He settled down comfortably in an overstuffed recliner and reached for the remote control.

“Let’s see what Lila’s got on the tube.”

Della went to the bar and poured herself a glass of wine. Davis fixed Cynthia and himself martinis and relaxed on the couch. Jonathan made himself a gin and tonic and positioned his suitcase at his side.

The DVD started to play. Lila lay on her back, feet up, on a tenement stoop, dressed as a bag lady, with teeth blackened out. Her excess weight bulged at the seams as she did contortions with her body. Another “homeless woman” entered the shot, babbling about how hungry she was. Lila told her to can it; she was doing her morning “aerobics.”

Dick laughed. “I saw this sketch. It’s a riot.”

“Shhh,” Davis said, settling into a leather recliner and leaning toward the TV. Cynthia got up and wandered around the room, looking at the odd assortment of modernistic paintings and sculptures.

“How can you watch this?” Cynthia said. Dick sat close enough to hear her whisper. “I don’t understand how such a tasteless show touting foul language could be so popular.” Davis only chuckled in response.

A light supper had been laid out for them with cold cuts, imported cheeses, and caviar. Dick watched Millie help herself to the generous spread of food. She stuffed a huge slice of brie into her mouth and he scowled. He turned his attention back to the screen. Just how had the shy Lila become so cynical and rude? His own daughters whined when he refused to let them watch her show. Luckily, it was on at nine o’clock, past their bedtime.

The room lights flickered on and off. Dick assumed it was from thunder and lightning raging through the window, but, instead, Lila made her grand entrance through the French doors, dressed in a bright pink flowing gown and a pointed headdress with cascading scarves. Her arms jingled with silver and gold bracelets, but Dick’s eyes went directly to the massive diamond and gold necklace that hung from her neck. Peter came in behind her, clashing a pair of cymbals.

Lila projected her trademark loud, raspy voice. “Hello, class of ’90 and welcome to my humble abode!” She yanked the remote from Dick’s hand and turned the TV off. “Is this a reunion, or what? Can’t tell you how long I’ve been waiting to get you guys together again.” Lila scurried from person to person, bestowing air kisses and brief hugs, leaving everyone speechless. Her effusiveness threw them off guard. Dick noticed Peter standing in a corner, watching with amusement.

“Oh, Millie. How unkind the years have been to you, my fine feathered friend. You look altogether stuffed and ready to serve. Now, as they say, you could fit into my shoes. And my clothes, for that matter. Later, why don’t you take a tour through my wardrobe? We’ll find you something fun to wear. What do you say?” Lila pulled at Millie’s sweatshirt and shook her head disapprovingly. “Cat got your tongue? Come now, Millie, old friend, we haven’t seen each other in fifteen years. How about a warm, wet kissy-poo for your former roommate?”

Millie searched for her voice. “I . . . thanks for inviting us. I guess I don’t know what to say . . .”

Lila waved her off. “We’ll have plenty of time to do girl talk later. And Dick—look at you. You haven’t changed a bit. Still the same busy bee, always buzzing around, stirring the hive into a frenzy.” She patted his stomach. “You’ve put on a little pot, too, haven’t you?”

“Great to see you, Lila,” Dick said, sucking in his gut. “I want you to know I’m your biggest fan. What a terrific place you have here.”

“Yes, it’s poor, but mine own,” Lila said, leaving him and continuing her tour around the room.

“And Della. It is Della? I almost didn’t recognize you. What brought you to such a state? Tsk, tsk. How I envied you in college. I watched every move you made. The hours I spent in front of a mirror, emulating your every sexy gesture. I wanted to be just like you. The most popular girl in the class. Who would have guessed.”

Della downed her drink and fumbled for a cigarette. Lila reached over the table and grabbed the bottle of wine. “This lady needs a refill.” She topped Della’s glass. “Salud! And how ’bout a toast—to the Thespian Class of ’90.” Lila raised an empty glass, and the others lifted their glasses with a hesitant murmuring of agreement. She winked at Peter and moved on to Jonathan.

“And Jonny, my dear. You have quite a reputation in Hollywood, you know. Mr. Stud! Still doing those naughty things in your car? So glad you could take time out of your very busy schedule to join us.”

Dick chuckled at that stab. What the hell did she mean by that remark? Jonathan managed a tight smile and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Darling, I wouldn’t have missed this for the world. I’m thrilled with your success.”

She gave him a brisk pat on his shoulder. “I’m sure you are. Now, last but not least,” she said, working her way around the couch. “Davis, dear Davis. Still as handsome and charming as always. And you’re here with your adorable, very young, fiancée.” Lila waved across the room to Cynthia. “Life has been good to you, hasn’t it?”

Davis shrugged. “I can’t complain. But Lila, I’m so happy for you. You’ve made a great career for yourself.”

“So it seems, so it seems.” Lila gestured dramatically. “And you have your ‘nice office where you can wear a tie . . . have a sweet little secretary . . .’ ”

Davis laughed. He immediately picked up the quote. “ ‘. . . and talk over the telephone about enterprises and . . . things.’ ” He stood and faced her, his voice animated. “ ‘I’ve always had the feeling, if I just had the chance, I could set the whole world on fire.’ ”

Dick jumped out of his chair and spoke in a dramatic voice. “ ‘Maybe you could, Hal. But for the time being you’ve got to be content to work hard and be patient.’ ”

Jonathan made a bullhorn of his hands. “Speak up, Ferrol. The people in the back row can’t hear you.”

Cynthia turned to Millie. “What are they doing?”

“It’s from a play we did — called ‘Picnic.’ ”

Lila interrupted the men. “How ’bout this one?” She embellished her voice “ ‘Can’t you men talk about anything but women’s legs?’ ”

Dick chimed in with a mousy tone. “ ‘I just noticed they had a good shape.’ ”

Lila strode up to Dick. “ ‘How would you like it if we women went around talking ’bout your legs all the time?’ ”

Dick, on cue, pulled his pants leg up, revealing his hairy shin. “ ‘All right! There’s my legs if you wanta talk about them.’ ”

Lila laughed. “ ‘Never saw anything so ugly. Men’s big hairy legs! Never saw anything so ugly!’ “ She walked up to Davis and fondled his coat lapel. “ ‘Young man, let’s see your legs.’ “ She shoved his feet apart.

“ ‘—Huh?’ ” Davis said, mocking surprise.

“ ‘We got a new rule here tonight. Every man here’s gotta show his legs.’ “

She pulled up his pants leg. Giggles traveled the room. The “play” was breaking up some of the tension.

Jonathan yelled out. “Dick—your cue.”

“Oh.” With the high, squeaky voice: “‘Honey, he’s got on boots.’ ” He smirked. “I can’t believe I still remember those lines.”

Lila put her arms around Davis. “ ‘Okay, then he’s gotta dance with me. I may be an old schoolteacher, but I can keep up with you. Come on, cowboy!’ ”

Lila waltzed with Davis around the room, careening into the furniture. Davis burst out laughing. Lila continued: “ ‘I used to have a boy friend who was a cowboy. Took me up in the mountains once and proposed.’ ” Lila looked Davis in the eye. He abruptly stopped. “ ‘Wanted me to marry him right there on the mountain top. Said God’d be our preacher, the moon our best man. Ever hear such talk?’ ”

Davis disengaged himself from her and smiled, but Dick could tell he was not amused. “Great characterization, Lila. We should have cast you as Rosemary.” He went to make himself another drink.

“Instead of Madge, right?” Lila said. The room grew quiet.

“No, you were great as Madge—”

“—What’s her sister’s line? ‘Madge is the pretty one—but she’s so dumb they almost had to burn the schoolhouse down to get her out of it.’ ” Her eyes searched the faces around her.

“It was just a play, Lila,” Millie said.

“So it seems, so it seems. Peter!” Lila clapped her hands. “Put on some music. Now that we’re all here, let’s eat, drink, and be merry.”

Davis put his arm around Cynthia as Lila came up to them.

“Cynthia, such a brave little pet. The only outsider daring enough to come.” Lila gently pinched Cynthia’s cheek. “Stick around, it gets more fun.”

Cynthia thanked Lila and nibbled a cracker. Davis studied her as Lila walked away.

“Now, honey, don’t let the theatrics upset you. It’s all just harmless fun. Okay?” He lifted Cynthia’s chin so her eyes could meet his. “Let’s have a good time, darling.”

 


 


Jonathan intercepted Lila as she crossed the room. “Lila, darling, this is all so marvelous. Is there anything I can do to help?”

“No, everything’s taken care of. The cleaning crew will be back on Monday to hose down the mess, so indulge.” Suddenly the room reverberated with Michael Bolton’s dreamy crooning. Lila swayed to the music. “I love that voice.”

Jonathan sidled up to Lila. “By the way, love, I need to make an important call. My agent. I’ve got a hot deal pending.” He couldn’t let on how desperate he was for work. How, after firing his agent, he had been unable to score any leads on his own. He could kill the jerk who screwed up his last deal. He only had enough money saved up to get through two, maybe three months. And then, God help him.

“Sorry love, didn’t I tell you? No phones on my little old hideaway retreat. No cell towers for leagues around. There’s a CB out in the boat, but it won’t reach L.A. It’ll have to wait until you get home.” Lila scrutinized him, then turned away.

Jonathan renewed his nerve. He linked arms with Lila. “Lila, speaking of hot deals, I have something terrific I want to show you. Just the thing for you—”

Lila put a finger in the air between them. “Uh, uh, Jonny. I don’t do business talk up here on holiday.” She chucked him under the chin and smiled. “Hey, but for you, when the weekend’s over, talk to me then. But for now . . . it’s party time.”

Jonathan could hardly contain his excitement. He knew Lila would listen. Before he could utter his thanks, she was off.

Peter clapped his hands. “Room assignments. Everyone, grab your bags and walk this way.” He exaggerated the sway of his hips, motioning them to follow. The bells hanging from his jester’s cap jingled as he wiggled down the cold stone hallway.

“Dick and Millie Ferrol—to your left.” He pointed to a door off the hallway. “Davis Gregory and fiancée to the right.” He turned the corner. “Ms. Della Roman—left, and Jonathan Levin, right.” Peter watched each guest deposit their belongings in their rooms. Jonathan hesitated at the entrance to his suite, waiting until he and Peter were alone in the hallway. “So, I take it you’re Lila’s right hand man.”

Peter smiled. “Something like that.”

Jonathan ushered Peter into his room and closed the door behind them. The large canopied bed filled most of the room and afforded no other place to sit. Peter sat down on the coverlet and patted a place next to him. Jonathan kept his distance. Outside, the branches of a large shrub scraped the beveled glass window as the wind blew in gusts. Hewn beams crisscrossed overhead and a large metal chandelier dangled from the apex of the ceiling.

“Charming room, isn’t it?” Peter said. “Actually, I picked it just for you. Very manly.”

Jonathan got to the point. “What’s Lila looking for these days? I’ve heard she’s tiring of doing variety. Wants something more challenging.”

“Well, Jonny, she doesn’t tell me everything, but, just between you and me. . . “He leaned into Jonathan, “I think she’d grab a feature if it were the right part. The network boys are fighting over her, but she’d rather hit the big screen.” He tapped Jonathan on the chest with his finger. “Why, Jonny, I bet you have something up your sleeve.”

Jonthan seethed. So, how much was this confidence going to cost him? He hated dealing with fags. They always made him uncomfortable, as if they were laughing at him for something he didn’t understand. The most peculiar thought entered his mind. Standing there in those cramped quarters, up close, Peter almost looked like Melodie. Same tall, lithe body, same hair, same chiseled features. He was pretty enough to be a woman.

He backed away. Peter stood and pressed close. His breath grazed Jonathan’s cheek.

“So, you have something in mind for Lila? You can tell me. Maybe I can put in a good word for you.” Peter put his hand on Jonathan’s shoulder and stroked it.

Jonathan lurched. “Hey, back off.”

“Sorry.” Peter smiled again, this time with obvious irritation. “My mistake.” He opened the door and exited.

Jonathan realized he had been holding his breath. He dropped to the bed, feeling as if he had just escaped danger.

 







Chapter 12

 


 


“What are you doing? Going to bed?” Davis ran his hand along the shiny metal suit of armor mounted in the corner of the room.

Cynthia turned down the plush comforter, exposing pink satin sheets. “I thought I’d read for a while. Is that all right?”

“It’s so early.”

“I know.”

“Get a load of this. I wonder if it fits.” He lifted the helmet and tried to force it over his head.

“Be careful—it might get stuck.”

Davis returned the helmet to its stand and tried to pull the sword out of the scabbard but it wouldn’t budge. Cynthia rummaged through her suitcase for a nightgown. “I don’t feel much like socializing tonight. To be honest, I don’t feel comfortable with your old friends. And Lila is so antagonistic.”

Davis laughed. “She’s harmless. This is her way, you know. She’s famous for her cynical reproaches.”

“Well, I’d rather be home. With just you and a nice, cozy fire.” She slipped into her flannel nightgown and sat on the edge of the bed. Davis knelt beside her and took her hands in his.

“Cyn, this is kind of a kick for me, but I want you to enjoy yourself, too. Anytime you’ve had enough, just say the word and we’ll go, okay?”

Cynthia embraced him and stroked his hair. “If we could find a way off this island.”

“I’m sure Lila has a boat or plane hidden somewhere. You really think she’d let herself be trapped here?”

Cynthia pulled back and took a long look at him. “I can’t believe my luck—having found you. Just think, you could have moved to Chicago with that other woman and I never would have met you.”

Davis chuckled. “Anyone who picks Chicago over San Fran is short a few marbles. Besides, Claire couldn’t hold a candle to you.”

Davis was only partly telling the truth. The stunning redhead from Mill Valley had captivated him two years back. And she was classy—a top-notch executive in a San Francisco firm, successful and charming. But just when he was about to propose to her, a big job offer came along that she couldn’t refuse. CEO for some huge corporation—the opportunity of a lifetime. When Davis hedged about moving with her to Chicago, she left—just like that. Davis was hurt, but she showed him what her priorities were, didn’t she? She loved her work more than him, although she made the same accusation of Davis. She dared him to give up his boring job and boring California weather. He dared her to stay. That was the end of that relationship.

The only other woman he had fallen for was an aerobics instructor he met at his health club. He even lived with Denise for three months. But just when they got settled, a persuasive man at the club began taking an interest in her. He sent her flowers and chocolates, called her night and day, despite Davis’s protestations. At first, Denise teased Davis about him. The man was old and eccentric, no harm in encouraging him. But one morning, Davis awoke to a note on his night table. The old eccentric had offered to take Denise on a cruise around the world in a private yacht. How could she refuse?

By the time Davis met Cynthia, he had given up his high expectations. But Cynthia renewed his hope and determination. She more than met his standards. He would never let her slip away like the other two.

“Look,” Davis said, “in the meantime, if you don’t want to talk and mingle, feel free to wander around. Maybe tomorrow the storm’ll blow over. Go for a walk. Explore the beach. Let’s see how it is tomorrow, what do you say?”

Cynthia pulled Davis into her arms and gave him a warm kiss. Davis began to explore her delicate body with his hands. He pulled her into the bed and undressed her. Cynthia ran her long, beautifully-manicured nails through his hair.

Davis moaned. “You don’t really want to read, do you?”

 


 


Della thumbed through the scrapbook she found on the coffee table in the living room. Everyone had either gone to bed or was wandering around the “castle,” exploring the curious rooms that Lila had decorated with a flourish. She downed her fourth drink. She didn’t even recall what it was, just that it worked to still her nerves. Her mind kept returning to her brother and the life she left behind in New York. Despair welled up again. She swallowed some Valium and sank into the couch. Clearly, coming to this reunion was a stupid idea. She knew now it would be useless to ask anything from Lila. How could Lila have embarrassed her like that? Sure, she knew she looked like hell, but Lila spared no barbs. But, she took jabs at everyone. Maybe, after being such a cynical comic for so many years, that was her way of showing affection, of rekindling friendships. Della laughed and took a big sip from her glass. What would Lila want with these “friends”?

Much to Della’s surprise, Lila had kept memorabilia from every show they did in college. Handbills from Shaw’s “Major Barbara,” Deurrenmatt’s “The Deadly Game,” and Wilder’s “Our Town.” Della reread her own name on one playbill after another. She found it hard to remember all those plays she’d starred in. Even harder to believe she had been the confident lead in most of them. How naive she had been. Thinking that just because she got resounding applause from an audience of pimple-faced students that it meant she had talent. All those accolades amounted to nothing in the real world.

She stared at a yellowed newspaper clipping from the Cooper Point Journal. It showed Davis and Dick under the stage lights, and Della in her smock dress and bouffant hair. The caption read: “Thespian’s gala performance of ‘Picnic’ opens to full house. Performers from left: Davis Gregory, Dick Ferrol, and last-minute substitute, Della Roman, as Madge, in an outstanding display of talent.”

Della scanned the article, which praised her propensity for performing magic as a last-minute substitute. “It was almost as if,” the article said, “ ‘Madge’ and ‘Hal’ were really in love; with an uncanny electricity between the two actors. The underlying tension and attraction was palpable.” The article then mentioned that Lila Carmichael, originally cast in the lead, proved unable to participate, giving no explanation.

Della remembered the interviewer asking about Lila after the show, but she’d brushed him off. She was riding the crest of excitement, distracted by adoring fans piling up backstage. She knew she’d given a great performance—better than Lila could have done. That part was hers from the beginning, until it got snatched out of her hands. But she showed them all. Della got what she wanted. Praise, attention, glory. And all of it so short-lived.

Della tried hard to remember her last days at Evergreen. She’d left her strict, suffocating Catholic background in upper New York State to come to the West Coast, to bury herself in college. And how did she spend that time? In meaningless affairs, in acting. In pretending to be someone else, anyone else. And then it all ended and there had been nowhere to go.

She sighed and lit a cigarette.

Lila spoke from behind the couch, startling Della. “Those things will kill you, you know? But then, that’s probably why you smoke them.”

Della fumbled for the cigarette she dropped into her lap. How long had Lila been standing there?

“Like Andy Warhol said, everyone gets their fifteen minutes of fame.” Della snapped the scrapbook shut as Lila came around to sit on the couch beside her. “Here,” Lila said, picking up the bottle of wine, “let me pour you another drink. You need it.”

“Like a hole in the head.”

“Della, Della, look at you.” Lila pressed her face close to Della’s. “You’ve become a shadow of your former self. In fact you remind me of me—in college. Scared, self-conscious, afraid of what everyone thinks. How the tables have turned.” Lila poured herself a glass of wine and sipped in thoughtful silence. “Ah, ’03 Chardonnay, Alexander Valley. Are you impressed? I don’t know beans about wine, but I pretend I do. Now, what was I saying? Oh, how the tables have turned. Don’t you find it amusing, really?”

Della knew what Lila implied was true. Although, back in school she would have never thought it possible. Lila now displayed the confidence, the fearlessness that Della once embodied and somehow, somewhere, had lost.

“You know, you used to talk a lot more, too. Always had something clever to say to everyone. I remember when I did stagecraft I’d hear you from the wings. Precious gems of wisdom to all those swarming around you. And those big, black eyes. Stopped ’em dead in their tracks. You were gorgeous then, a real beauty. But then, you knew that, didn’t you?”

Lila squeezed Della’s arm with affection. “Maybe this is life’s irony. Ugly, doormat Lila has the success and stardom, and Della gets to see what it’s like on the floor.”

“Maybe . . .”

“You know, I bet you’re wondering what happened that night. Why I blew my big chance at stardom on the college stage. Well, I’ll let you in on a little secret.” Lila leaned close in conspiracy. “I brought you all here this weekend to tell you the whole story. Not everyone from Thespians, but just this cozy group. Because each of you played your own important little part.”

Della tried hard to recall her last year at Evergreen. How were all of them connected? Those days, fifteen years ago, all blurred in Della’s mind. She felt Lila’s hand gripping her arm a little too tightly, lifting her up from the couch.

“Come on, Della-most-likely-to-succeed, it’s time you went to bed.”

Della managed to stand. Despair welled in her chest. Her stomach churned mercilessly. “Lila, I have to ask a favor. I need to start over. I don’t know where to go . . .”

“There, there,” Lila said, leading her down the hall to her room. “Like the wizard says: ‘The Great and powerful Oz has every intention of granting your request.’ But, no favors until Sunday, after the party’s over. And it’s not over until the fat lady sings.”

Della looked at Lila through fogged eyes. What did she just say?

Lila ushered her into her bedroom, then lowered her down on the bed. She picked up Della’s purse and rummaged through it. “Nice assortment in here. Daniel must have kept the local druggists happy with all these prescriptions.”

“Daniel?” Della fought off an engulfing stupor.

“Daniel. Your shrink. Ex-shrink, now. Here,” Lila said, handing her two small white pills. “Take two and call me in the morning.”

Della felt Lila press something into the palm of her hand. As she dropped the pills into her mouth, she heard the door close. Something tugged at the back of her mind.

How did Lila know about Daniel? No one, not even her brother, knew about him.

Her thought drifted off, out of reach, as she fell into a hard sleep on top of the lace coverlet.

 


 


Dick paced the room while Millie rummaged through the dresser drawer.

“What a layout. What a hell of a place. Like something you’d see on a movie set. Damn, but that fat lady has class.”

“More like a prison than a castle. All this heavy furniture and those velvet drapes.” Millie took out her pajamas and started getting undressed.

“It’s still early. What are you turning in for?”

“I’m tired. It’s been a long day. I know I can fall asleep.”

“Well, I’m not tired. My first vacation in years and I’m not gonna go to bed with the chickens.”

“You don’t have to, but I’m exhausted.” She climbed the little step-ladder in front of the ponderous bed and slipped under the quilt. The thick goose-down comforter felt luxurious and dispelled the chill in the room.

“Go ahead, sleep your life away. I’m going to find the others.”

Dick left. Millie wondered how her little girls were doing with their stern grandmother. How she missed them. An ache sat heavy in her gut. She had bad feelings about this weekend. Really bad feelings.

 


 


Dick hurried down the long, dark corridor until he reached the living room. The large room was empty. All the lights were out except for one small table lamp. Outside, the wind moaned and whistled through cracks in the front door. Dick’s spirit sunk, like a kid whose mechanical toy wound down too soon. He turned, and not knowing what else to do with himself, started back to his dreary wife.

 


 


Jonathan, reading on his bed reading, turned the last page over and closed the script. He’d read it dozens of times before, yet it still held him. No, gripped him. It was fantastic. Lila would be crazy not to want to do it. Actors would kill for a part like this. She’d play a psycho who killed all her lovers after sex. Maybe she’d have to drop a little weight to make the role believable, but, hey, she’d do it for her art. This script was his ticket to ride.

Maybe he should get some shut-eye. As he undressed, he pictured all the great sex he and Melodie could have had in this kinky bed. He hoped she had a hell of a time getting back to L.A. Maybe some trucker picked her up on the highway and raped her. She deserved it for deserting him.

 


 


Lila found Peter in the kitchen sipping a cappuccino.

“All the little babes sweetly nestled in their beds?” he asked.

“Snug as little bugs in a rug.”

“Chickens waiting to be plucked.”

“Flies caught in the spider’s web.”

They both laughed at their silly word games.

“They’re all exactly how you described them, Li. As motley a crew as ever lived.”

Lila pinched her lips together and felt her blood stir, the way it did before she stepped on stage in front of a cheering crowd. Well, Peter, my precious co-conspirator. You will have entertainment you’ll never forget. This will be the weekend from hell.

 







Chapter 13

 


 


Saturday, March 7

 


Jonathan yelled over the roar of the surf. “Dammit, Della, move your skinny ass!” He rubbed his gloved hands together as he watched the volleyball roll across the boundary line drawn in the wet sand. Clouds threatened rain overhead and the wind whipped at them, but for the moment the air was crisp and dry in the morning light.

“If you care so much, you should have gone after it.” Della took her time retrieving the ball.

Millie called from the other side of the net. “Sorry, Della. Bad serve.” Della waved her off.

“Come on, come on,” Jonathan said.

Della threw the ball back to him and promptly sat down on the sand. She reached for a blanket and wrapped herself up, then lit a cigarette.

Dick groaned. “Don’t do this to us, Della. We’re getting killed out here.” Della ignored him.

Lila yelled. “Play ball!”

Peter crouched into position next to her. “Come on, Jonny boy. Sock it to me.”

Jonathan gave the ball a loud thwack and delivered it right into the net. Dick groaned again.“Hey, I haven’t played volleyball since high school. Besides, we’ve got the head wind against us.”

Davis laughed. He and Cynthia were on Lila and Peter’s team. They were ahead eight to three. “Hey, we’re sports, aren’t we, gang? Let’s change sides.” He started under the net.

“It’s still going to be unfair—four against three.” Jonathan said, glaring at Della.

Dick stood facing Lila, his back against the net. “Okay, have you heard this one? This guy goes to a whore house and the madam says to him, whatever you do, don’t go into room number one. Go into room two only. So he goes upstairs, but there’s a long line in front of room number two. He needs to get laid bad, and he doesn’t want to wait. So he goes into room number one and there’s this broad laying on the bed. He jumps her bones and leaves, satisfied. The madam is surprised to see him back so soon. How come? she asks. He says he ain’t into waiting, he took the whore in room one. The madam gets upset. She says, I told you not to go in there. That woman is dead. He looks at her puzzled and says, no wonder she reminded me of my wife.” Dick laughed as the others groaned.

He pointed to Lila. “Maybe I should have pursued a career in comedy, instead of mulling over budgets. I could do snappy one-liners with you, on your show. What do you think?”

Lila ignored him.

Cynthia walked off the court. “I’ll join Della. My stomach’s upset anyway.” She dropped down next to Della, and huddled against her knees. “What an awful day for volleyball.”

“You said it.”

Lila sidled up next to Davis in front of the net. “Now I’ve got you to myself, loverboy.” She lowered her voice. “Remember what it was like back then? Just you and me, under the lights?”

Davis backed away and turned his attention to the game. “Whose serve is it?”

Lila inched closer to him. “You know, I really thought you were in love with me. How foolish I was. Of course, you were just absorbed in your role—a true actor. Living your part. How was I to know a genius was at work?”

Davis fumbled. “Hey, it was a long time ago.”

“Yes. It was.” She took his arm and he flinched.

“You know, Davis, you made out good. Not the money I have, but a nice nest egg—all those blue chip investments. Your Jag, the condos in Novato, the new shopping center. Lucky you pulled that one off. It’s going to make you even richer. And with Cynthia’s money, you’ll never have to work again. Just sit back and enjoy the ride. A lot of people would kill to have it as easy as you.”

“I work plenty hard.” Davis shook off her arm. “And how do you know so much about my personal life?”

“Oh,” Lila said, returning a serve that came over the net, “I’ve got long ears, the better to keep tabs on you.”

Davis wondered what on earth she was talking about.

“So, you’re really convinced she’s it.” Lila nodded to Cynthia sitting on the sand. “Those other two didn’t work out, did they?”

Davis stiffened. How did she know about Claire and Denise? Or did she? Was this some kind of bluff? Was she really up on the details of his life? Now he was getting angry.

“So, she’s the one you’re going to marry, huh? So young, so easy to mold. She worships you, you know? Wonder if she’d feel differently if she really knew you.”

That did it. “Cynthia knows me inside out. And she loves me for who I am. I don’t have to pretend with her.”

“Like you did with me?”

“Oh Christ, Lila,” Davis said, keeping his voice low. “We were in a play. You said it yourself, we were acting—caught up in our roles. I can’t help it if you took it another way.”

Jon made a bullhorn with his hands. “Hey, you two, wake up. There’s a game happening here.”

“Okay.” Peter held up his arm. “Nine-three service.” He lobbed the ball across court. Dick set it up for the spike, but Millie responded too slowly, missing the ball by a foot.

Dick clenched his fists. “Can’t you do anything right?”

Millie’s face flushed. “I can’t run that fast.”

“You could if you lost a few pounds.”

Millie clamped her mouth shut.

Jonathan volleyed the ball over the net. “I can’t believe you stayed in Oly. Such a redneck town.”

“Oh, it’s not that bad,” Dick said.

“I forgot you were from Tacoma. ‘Glaucoma,’ we used to call it. Remember? So, how do you like politics?”

“There’s nothing like it. You get to spend millions of other people’s dollars. You get to control the destiny of an entire city. Come visit sometime. I’ll show you all the great projects I’ve instituted. Got the state’s first recycling center off the ground.”

“Really?” Jonathan’s face displayed his disinterest.

“So, look at your great life,” Dick said. “It must be fantastic working with all those stars. Making all that money. And screwing all those gorgeous women. So what are you doing these days? One of those cop shows? Not that I keep up. I never watch TV.”

“Right. I don’t do episodes, Ferrol.” He concentrated on slapping the ball coming over the net. “Episode directing is the armpit of Hollywood. Beginning directors do that garbage, not me.”

“I hear it pays well.”

“Yeah, but it’s not worth the hassle. All you are is a traffic cop for some pissant star, who, just because he has some rating points, acts like a twelve-year-old. I do MOW’s and Longform. Anyway, I’m getting into features now. That’s where the big bucks are.”

Della heard Jon. “Hey, Levin—the stuff you do is garbage.”

Jonathan missed the next ball. It rolled over to Lila. He shouted back at Della. “You should talk, Della. Your whole life is garbage. You look like garbage. You wouldn’t know classy if it hit you in the face.”

Della stood up and flipped her cigarette butt onto the sand. She crossed the court while Lila held the ball, an amused look on her face.

Jonathan planted his feet. “It’s easy for you to gripe about my career, Della. You blew yours big time.”

“What—are you referring to the ‘big break’ you offered me? My opportunity of a lifetime?”

“I’m referring to your entire life, Roman.”

“Oh, just because I wouldn’t kiss your royal ass? Because I walked out on you? I suppose I blew my big chance to drag along on your shirttail. To bask in the shadow of your overinflated ego. Which, by the way, was the only thing you were able to keep inflated.”

Peter laughed. “Ooh hoo, low blow.”

“You walked out on me? That’s a joke. I tossed your bags on the sidewalk. Keep popping all those pills baby, and you’ll really rewrite your dirty history.”

“Screw you, Jew boy!”

Peter shook his head. “Not nice, Della.”

Cynthia got up and walked over to Davis. “I want to go home,” she said. He pulled his attention away from the argument and looked at her.

“What, darling?” He searched her face.

Cynthia spoke louder. “I mean it. These people are despicable. You told me to tell you if I wanted to leave and I’m telling you now. I think we should go home.”

Davis stroked her hair and nodded. “Okay, darling. I’ll take care of it. Just a sec.”

Della stormed off through the woods in the direction of the castle. Jonathan chased after her. “Hey—you don’t walk away from me!”

Peter smiled. “Guess they have some unfinished business to take care of.”

“Everyone here has some unfinished business,” said Lila.

“What do you mean?” Dick said.

Lila waved him away. “Later, Dick. I guess our game has been called on account of bad temper. We win by default. Peter, be a love and help me with the net. I don’t want to leave it out. That storm is moving in like gangbusters.”

Cynthia pulled on Davis’s sleeve and reminded him with her eyes.

“Uh, Lila,” Davis said. “Can I talk with you for a sec?”

Lila let go of the net in her hands. “Speak up, loverboy. I’m all ears.”

Davis hesitated. Cynthia spoke instead. “Lila, we appreciate your hospitality, we really do. I just don’t feel comfortable here and I’d like to go home.”

Lila laughed. “Why, Dorothy, did you bring your ruby slippers?”

“Pardon me?”

“If you had your ruby slippers, you could wish your way back to Kansas. But, since you seem to have left them at home, you’ll have to wait for old Dobson and he won’t be back with the boat until tomorrow. Surely you can wait another measly ol’ twenty-four hours?”

“Don’t you have a phone or a radio? Can’t I make a call for another pick-up? There must be someone else around here who has a boat.”

“Well, actually I have a CB and a boat. But the boat’s in the shop at Crane Island and unfortunately, the CB is in the boat. I’m afraid you’re stuck for the weekend. But, Cynthie, dear heart, have a little patience with us old folks. I know it’s all been so dull up till now. I promise you, it will get much more interesting.”

Cynthia looked at Davis. He shrugged and gave her a weak smile. He tried, hadn’t he?

Lila spoke again. “There’s nothing Prince Charming can do for you. Come on. Let’s get inside and batten down the hatches. Just look at that mean old ugly sky. We’re gonna have us one helluva storm.”

 


 


Millie collapsed into the overstuffed chair in the dining room. The brisk air and the volleyball game left her winded and drained. She wasn’t used to so much exercise. Not to mention all that overt hostility. The others gathered around the huge spread of food overflowing the banquet table, including dozens more liquor bottles, caviar, canapés, and a three-layer chocolate cake. She was too tired to be irritated. Once more, Dick had made her look like an idiot and once more she said nothing. She decided to punish herself by skipping lunch. She watched Davis talking to Cynthia in a far corner, both of them sipping drinks and not happy, from what she could tell. Della sat by a window, smoking something that did not smell like tobacco.

Millie watched Jonathan follow Lila around the table as he put food on his plate. Lila all but ignored him. Millie tried to figure this weekend out. Why did Lila invite them all? No one seemed to be having a good time except Lila and her friend Peter. She knew Dick only pretended he was having fun. So much for a relaxing vacation.

Millie noticed a gradual change in the atmosphere of the room as the group drank a substantial amount of liquor at Lila’s urging. The talking and laughing grew louder. The guys were now sharing Della’s pot and the smell pervaded the room. Dick managed to put himself in the center of attention once more, telling stupid jokes, trying to make Lila laugh. The jokes all had the same theme—they were hostile to women. Didn’t Dick realize he was giving himself away?

She felt a pang of pity for him; he was always the low man on the totem pole, always vying for attention. Her pity turned inward. If she hadn’t been so desperate for attention herself, she wouldn’t have married him. She knew when she got pregnant she was making a big mistake, but she really wanted a baby. And she had been afraid Dick would pressure her into an abortion, which was unthinkable. That’s why she took him back to Wisconsin—to meet her stern, religious Belgian-Catholic parents. Millie’s father, in his classic way, demanded to know Dick’s intentions—in front of all her relatives at a family gathering. Millie remembered Dick’s face as he nearly choked on Aunt Edna’s potato salad. Before their week on the farm ended, they were officially engaged. Although he never mentioned over the ensuing fifteen years the way she had “trapped” him, Millie guessed the source of his deep resentment stemmed from the consequences of that trip. No matter how hard she tried to make him happy, that resentment spilled out, erasing any attempt at intimacy.

Lila sat in the seat next to Millie. “Well, just like the good old days, right, Mil?”

Millie questioned Lila with her eyes.

“Same old Dick. Same old malicious jokes, even. The organizer. The planner. He picked the right career, wouldn’t you say?”

Millie shrugged. “Lila, can I ask you something?”

“Shoot away.”

“Remember we used to talk late at night in the dorms—dreaming about making it big and both of us laughing, knowing we were nothings. Unattractive, with no family money to help us along. Remember? Yet, you did it. You defied all the odds and made it.”

Lila put her hand on Millie’s shoulder. Her breath reeked of gin. “You want to know something, Mil? I never tried to ‘make it.’ I was ‘made.’ A bunch of money-grubbing slime buckets turned me into a product they could sell and paid me obscene amounts of money. I fell into it.”

“You’re saying it was just luck?”

“Oh no, I had to work like hell. I had to push and shove and backstab all along the way.” Lila laughed. “You’ve gotta be a wolf to survive. In my business, they eat you alive.”

“It doesn’t sound like you’re happy.”

Lila looked at the people milling around the room. “No one’s happy in this life. Or in this room.” She paused. “Except maybe him.” She pointed at Davis. “And he only thinks he’s happy.”

The conversation was making Millie more depressed than ever.

“You know, Mil,” Lila continued, “When we were in college, I thought I was the luckiest girl in the whole world. Getting to star in a play, being admired and respected by my peers. Falling in love with the most handsome boy in school. Having you for a close friend.”

When Lila stopped talking, guilt welled up in Millie’s heart. “I really wasn’t a very good friend, Lila—”

“No, you weren’t.” Anger spilled from Lila’s voice. “It took me a lot of years to realize the truth.”

Millie was afraid to ask. “What truth?”

“That I wasn’t ever really happy. Like Davis, I only thought I was.”

Before Millie had a chance to respond, Lila stood up and yanked on her arm. “Come, Mil. No party-pooping allowed. No dieting either. Let’s stuff our faces. And then we can play dress-up. I’ve got just the thing for you.”

 







Chapter 14

 


 


Della, stoned and drunk, reached for the couch. She fell back into the cushions, almost landing on Millie, and surveyed the room that, only hours ago, had been clean and elegant. Now, dishes littered the table tops and ashtrays overflowed with cigarette butts. The remaining food lay strewn across the table in a colorful mess. Lila and her guests had made a sizable dent in the liquor supply.

Della’s gaze followed Lila dancing to a slow ballad, hanging loosely on Peter’s steady arm. Across the room, Davis, Dick, and Jon watched outtakes from Lila’s show on the screen. Lila’s stereophonic voice boomed as the men bellowed with laughter. Cynthia had long since retired to her room to read, but Davis hadn’t noticed. Della watched, amused, when Cynthia tried to tell him she was leaving. He just waved her off like a fly. Della could tell her feelings were hurt, but Cynthia didn’t say a word. So polite, such good manners. Della grunted. How did he fall for such a boring Goody Two-Shoes?

Della’s head spun. She tried to light a cigarette, but couldn’t get the match to strike. She dropped the unlit smoke into her lap. Her stomach churned with continual pain.

Millie reached over and touched her arm. “Are you okay, Della? Do you want me to get you something? Some water?”

“No thanks. Probably something I ate.” Or didn’t eat.

Millie sat in silence. Della looked at the men watching the tape. “I can’t believe you’ve stayed with him all these years.”

“It hasn’t been so bad,” Millie said.

Della laughed. “And that’s all right for you?”

“It’s better than being alone. And I have my girls.”

“How old?”

“Sally’s fourteen and Debby’s seven.”

“So, you must have gotten pregnant right after graduation.”

“Before.” She didn’t offer to explain why. “What about you? Did you ever marry?”

“Are you kidding? But I always wanted kids. Even though I knew I wouldn’t make a good mother.”

Millie bit her lip. “It’s hard, it really is. I love my kids to death and I worry sick over them. But I don’t know how to handle them. I’m not that great a parent.”

“But at least you were willing to commit. I didn’t even get that far.”

“You still could.”

Della shook her head. “Millie, I’ve had four abortions. The last one butchered me.” Her voice caught in her throat. She forced back tears. “I can’t have kids. Why am I telling you this?”

Millie shrugged. “Because I’m listening?”

“Yeah.” Della managed to light her cigarette and took a long drag. “Well, I thought I’d find someone along the way who really cared, you know? Someone who wouldn’t think of me as just another lay.”

Della gestured to the men. “All these guys are the same, and we all bought the lie—that men would save us from our misery. Well, they don’t—they just compound it.” Della grew sullen and stared out into space.

Millie got up and gathered plates and glasses and took them into the kitchen. Della felt tears fill her eyes as she watched Millie load the dishwasher. Maybe Millie did have a rotten husband, but at least she had children. Two daughters.

A strange emotion washed over Della, one she never expected to feel around Millie Ferrol.

Envy.

 


 


When Davis finally became aware that Cynthia was no longer in the room, he grabbed his coat and left the house. Della saw him leave, and on impulse, decided to follow him. She hurried back to her room for her coat and scarf and raced after him.

In the cold afternoon light, the ocean looked forbidding and restless. The current pulled at the shore. Huge logs rolled on the ebb tide as it sped through the channel between islands. Della could see the outline of a number of small islands. But the sea was barren of ships, the waves challenging anyone to venture out. Overhead, clouds hung heavy with impending rain. As Della, breathless and weak, followed Davis’s tracks in the sand, intermittent drops splattered her face.

With the roar of the surf, Davis didn’t hear Della call until she was only a few feet behind him. When he turned, she nearly collapsed on him in fatigue. He took her arm and held her until she caught her breath. The biting wind reddened his cheeks and tangled his blond hair. Della found him unbearably attractive. She kept hanging onto his arm.

“Della, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Just needed to get some air. I’ve been feeling pretty sick.”

Davis walked beside her, his hands in his pockets. “You really ought to see a doctor.”

“I’ve seen too many. I just need to trade in my body for a new one.”

Davis searched the terrain. “Did you see where Cynthia went? None of the guys noticed her leave the living room.”

“Maybe she’s looking for a way to get home. Another house, someone with a phone.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.” He studied the crisscrossing footprints by the volleyball court. “No offense, but this weekend is a bust. I thought it would be fun hanging with the old school buddies, but everyone’s changed so much.”

Della only nodded. Jon had been Davis’s best friend in college, but Davis showed disgust with Jon’s egotistic bragging. Dick was even worse. They had thought him really funny in college; he always livened up a gathering. But now his desperation to fit in and be accepted bordered on pathetic. And he was so nasty to Millie. No, these friends didn’t mean anything to him any more—or to Della.

They walked in silence for a while. Davis fell in step alongside her. Her memory was rekindled by his smell, the timbre of his voice, his laugh. She remembered the day she told him about her childhood. About the man her mother had married shortly after her father’s death. How he tormented her, and Della had been too afraid to tell her mother. A mother so desperate to hold onto her husband, she couldn’t hear Della’s cries for help. And how she left home and waitressed at the famous Jewish resorts in the Catskills, where her desire to act on stage bloomed.

Della told him about sneaking into the Saturday night shows and falling in love with the glamour surrounding the famous entertainers who performed there. She had tried to persuade her aunt, the only person she loved, to send her to Hollywood. But her aunt sent her to college instead, hocking her valuables to make the tuition. Davis commented on the radically different lives they had. He never had a dream to act; he only signed up for Thespians for the easy credit. That was the moment he looked at her differently, with compassion—and took her home with him that night.

“So, Della,” Davis said, stopping at the water’s edge, “where do you go from here?”

“I haven’t a clue. If you want the real truth, I have no money. No job. No place to live. My life is a total bust.”

Davis narrowed his eyes. “If you need some money, I’m sure I can swing something. I can help you get on your feet. Get you set up in an apartment, give you a job.”

Della’s mouth fell open. “Why would you want to go to all that trouble? I never did anything for you.”

“Hey, we’re old friends. You can pay me back later. I don’t care.”

“No thanks. I don’t want to be in your debt.”

The truth was, money alone wouldn’t solve her problems. She couldn’t tell Davis how frightened she was at the thought of living alone. All these years she always managed to find someone to stay with—her brother, new acquaintances, people she met in the theater. A spare bedroom in someone’s apartment, house-sitting, taking care of someone’s dog while they traveled. Doing all the menial scut work no one else wanted to do. She couldn’t handle the responsibility of having to pay rent and bills every month, be trapped in one place. She needed to be free to get up and leave at a moment’s notice.

But, despite all she did for these “friends” of hers, they inevitably tired of her; they took her hard work for granted, the ingrates. They’d complain that she was leeching off them, borrowing their cars, eating their food, giving token service in return. Never mind that she sweated blood, putting up with their annoying habits and demands.

Della reconsidered Davis’s offer. No, the strings attached were too enmeshing. Especially if it meant she’d have to work a regular job. Forget it.

Della sped up her pace to keep up with Davis, who had turned back toward Lila’s house. “Davis, where do you think we’d be, you and me, today, if we had stayed together?”

“Della, you know it never would have lasted. I was crazy about you, but we both know the truth. We were in it for the sex.”

His words stung. “Yeah, it was great . . .”

“But it wasn’t enough.”

“It could have grown into something more.”

“I don’t think so. We’re too different.”

“Come on, we’re more alike than you want to believe. Maybe I used people, I’ll admit it. But I watched you in school. Borrowing everyone’s notes. Getting girls to do your homework for you. Charming the teachers so they’d give you better grades. Even that whole thing with Lila. Just so you could get everyone to admire you.”

“Hey, that ‘whole thing’ was your idea, remember? You’re the one who suggested Lila play the lead. And it was your idea to have me pretend—”

“—I never made you do it. You wanted to.”

Davis stopped her with his hand. “And I didn’t know at the time you were getting into my best friend’s pants. Face it Della, you used me. There was nothing solid in our relationship.”

Tears filled Della’s eyes. Damn him. Why is he saying all those hurtful things?

“Oh, come on, Del. It was fifteen years ago. We’ve grown up since then. Let’s be friends.” He paused. “I guess Cynthie isn’t out here. She’s probably back at the house. Let’s head back.” He took her arm and led her down the beach.

Della turned to Davis. The sun was beginning to set and the light fading. Della looked into his eyes, searching.

“Why did you come here, to this reunion?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Just wanted to see everyone. Wanted to see Lila, too. I was curious. And, frankly, I hoped I could get her interested in investing in some real estate.”

Della forced a laugh. “And I came to ask her for a job on her staff. Funny. Everyone wants something from Lila. Or thinks she’ll help them out with their problems. And I bet Lila knows it, too. But, maybe that’s how it is when you’re rich. You probably figure everyone’s got a selfish motive in being your friend.”

“It must be hard, having that much fame. Who can you trust?”

“You know,” Della said, softening her voice, “you’re really an okay guy.”

Davis took her arm as they walked. “Thanks.”

“I should have stayed with you . . .”

“It’s all in the past. You can’t bring it all back make it come out differently.”

Della stopped and held his arms. “Davis, I miss you, I really do . . .” She stroked his cheek with her hand, drawing her face close to his.

“Don’t. It worked in school, but it won’t work now.” He pulled back. “I’m happy to help you out—financially—but not this way. I’m sorry.”

Davis pried her fingers from his arm. She pulled away and wiped her face. As they reached the boat dock, cold rain fell from the sky.

“Okay, forget it,” Della said. “I don’t need you. You were right to pick a kid like Cynthia. She’s so young and naive, she’ll never figure you out. Not until it’s too late.”

Della turned and ran through the trees to the castle.

“Della, wait, dammit.”

Lightning cracked and streaked the sky. The rain pounded down in sheets. Davis pulled his coat over his head and started to run. “What a basket case.”

He hoped Cynthie was all right. He never should have taken his darling on this stupid weekend.

 


 







Chapter 15

 


 


“Intrude!” Lila’s raspy voice showed an edge of irritation, but Peter was used to it. He carefully balanced the tray of pastries and coffee and pushed open the heavy wooden door with his foot. Lila sat curled up in her window seat, her knees tucked up under her pink caftan, exposing matching painted toenails. From the lofty height of her castle turret she commanded a breathtaking view of the islands that lay across the expanse of water like scattered stones. Wind whistled recklessly through the cracks in the walls. The view apparently gave her little joy.

“Here you are, your highness.” Peter spoke with alacrity, setting down the tray beside her feet. “Get it? Your ‘high’-ness?” Peter gestured to emphasize the altitude.

Lila sneered at him. “Making bad jokes is my department. Stick to what you do best.” She bit into a cheese Danish and slurped from her mug. “Ugh. When are you going to learn how to make a decent cup of coffee? Or are you slowly trying to kill me?”

Peter wondered at Lila’s bad mood. Downstairs, the weekend guests were indulging in her hospitality and essentially trashing the house, but she was turning her back on it all. Her anticipation of this reunion puzzled him. Over the past two years, working each day with Lila, he rarely found her this agitated. She was like a race horse in the starting gate, snorting and chomping at the bit.

“Lila, dear, what else can I do for you?”

She pouted. “You could start by leaving me alone.”

“What’s bothering you, Li?” He sat on the chintz-covered seat next to her. “I think these ordinary people are delightfully refreshing. They’re so boring, so wrapped up in their mundane problems. Sure makes me appreciate the life I have with you. Never a dull moment . . .”

“Peter, shut up.”

He abruptly closed his mouth.

Lila picked at her toenails. “You think these people are harmless. You’d be surprised how much damage such mundane, boring people can do.”

“Li, come on . . .”

“Let’s just say these wonderful, boring people are responsible for who I am today. And for that—I intend to make them pay through their collective noses.”

Peter grew uneasy at the tone in her voice. He watched an undercurrent of rage ripple across her face.

“I thought you brought them here to show off your success. To gloat. Because they never thought you’d amount to anything. Isn’t that what you told me?”

“Do you always believe everything I say?” Lila snorted. “You’re a fool.”

Peter let the comment slide. It was his unstated duty to avoid taking offense. That’s why Lila had kept him on this long. No one else in his job had survived more than a few months in the wake of her verbal abuse.

“Lila, these people are harmless, even pathetic.”

“Tonight. You’ll learn the whole truth tonight, when we play a little game. Now get lost.”

Peter reached to touch her hand. She slapped it away.

He steadied himself. “What is it with you, Lila? I’ve never seen you like this before.”

“You’re trying my patience, Avon.” Lila never called him by his last name. “Push me too hard and I’ll do to you what I did to all of them. Don’t forget you’re just another leech, sucking my blood.” She kicked the wooden tray to the floor, sending the dishes flying. Peter backed away.

“Now go.” She turned to look out the huge picture window. Rain splattered against the pane. “After dinner, I throw them to the wolves.”

 


 


Quickly bypassing the guests in the living room, Peter set to work in the kitchen preparing dinner. On the center island a pot of pasta boiled, steaming the windows. Gusts rushed through the branches of madrone outside, followed by a crack of thunder. The overhead lights flickered briefly and then went dead. By the dim light of the winter sky, Peter had trouble reading the recipe for Pasta Primavera in the scant light.

“Want some help?” Cynthia carried a tray of dishes to the sink. Peter smiled. A friendly port in the storm. He didn’t want to admit to himself how good it felt.

“Sure. How ’bout holding the flashlight.” He read while she shined the light onto the page.

“Does this happen a lot?”

“What?”

“The power going out.” As she finished speaking, the lights blinked back on.

Peter shrugged. “I’ve never been here in a storm. We usually come in the summer.”

Cynthia put down the flashlight and reached for a knife.

Peter watched her delicate hands slice an onion. How refreshing to be around someone quiet and refined. He fumed over Lila’s rancorous treatment of him. How dare she call him a leech? If only she realized what he had to put up with every day. He worked hard, dammit, and deserved at least a little respect. Yes, there was definitely something going on, something very wrong. He stirred the noodles, muttering quietly.

“So, Peter—tell me. How did you stumble into this job?”

“Oh, you don’t want to hear this story.”

“Sure I do.” She urged him with her eyes.

“Okay. Well, it’s really quite simple. I was doing some catering in Laurel Canyon and Lila went crazy over my spanikopita. She told me to come home with her and be her cook. So I did.”

Cynthia laughed.

“Except, I never got to cook. It was one thing after another and pretty soon I became more of a ‘gofer’ than anything else. She’s got Jean-Louis for a chef now, but every once in a while I make the spanikopita for her. Good thing, too. It’s one of the only dishes I know how to make well.”

“But, then why were you in catering?”

“Oh, that was my partner’s thing. He was a fabulous cook. The cheesecakes alone would make you fall to your knees. I used to help him on his parties. I was trying to make it as an actor, so I’d moonlight with Andrew in between jobs.”

Cynthia finished chopping and washed her hands, tears starting to stream down her face.

Peter looked at her, questioningly. “Oh, come on, it’s not that sad a story.”

Cynthia laughed, pointing to the pile of chopped onions.

“Oh. I thought for a minute I had really moved you.”

“So, what are your plans? Are you going to stay with Lila indefinitely?”

He hesitated. Was Cynthia sensing his doubts? He shrugged and studied her with deliberation. She was so young—oh, to be that young again, with your whole life ahead of you. Peter was only in his thirties, but he already regretted so much. Every day he scrutinized the lines forming on his face and searched his hair for signs of gray. In his circle of friends, he was past his prime.

He sidestepped her question. “I’m sorry you’re having a lousy time here.”

Cynthia shrugged. “Now what?” She gestured at the meal preparations.

“Oh, you’ve done more than enough. I can finish up.”

Peter had looked forward to coming to Lila’s castle to “cater” once more, but it was unsettling to be going it alone. The last time, Andrew was already too ill to stand, so he directed Peter from the chair—talking him through the steps, nagging him so everything would be just right. A perfectionist to the end. Peter wasn’t prepared for the emotional wash of memories this weekend triggered. Two years wasn’t long enough to erode away the pain and guilt. But, maybe it was only Lila’s mood that darkened him. If only he could cheer her up.

“You know, Cynthia, I like you. You’re not contaminated by all the rotten people in the world.” He paused. “It’s great to have a big heart, but if you’re not careful you’ll be a walking target for all the losers in the world. Don’t be too trusting.”

“Oh, I don’t know. I’ve always believed that if you’re a good person, good will come to you. That’s my philosophy. And it’s worked so far.”

Peter thought of something his mother used to say to him: “Why does God waste energy on the young, instead of giving it to the old, who have the wisdom to know what to do with it?” Somehow, standing next to Cynthia, he felt unbearably old.

 


 


In the fading afternoon light, Davis clambered up a steep buttress of rock, carefully watching his footing. Twice he had slipped and scraped his knee. He knew he was foolish to climb around the island half-drunk, but when he returned earlier, he found Cynthia back at the house reading off in a corner by herself. He tried to tell her she was right about the weekend, but she brushed him off. He sat next to her, but she got up and said she was going to help in the kitchen. Rebuffed, he joined the guys and helped polish off a fifth of Jack Daniels. Then Jonathan dragged him outside again for some male bonding.

Now Jonathan panted behind him, muttering to himself. Davis smirked. He was in better shape than Jon, whom he figured never spent any time in a gym. It gave him a small sense of satisfaction to know he could hold the lead, be on top. It was petty, he had to admit it, but he still felt a twinge of anger at Jon for backstabbing him in college. Jon and Della—pretending nothing was going on between them. So Davis pushed on a little harder, leaving Jon further behind as he approached the crest of the bluff.

The wind pressed at his back as he breathed hard, getting his dizziness under control. The clouds parted to reveal a spectacular panorama. To the northwest on Orcas Island, Mt. Constitution towered into the blanket of clouds. To the south, he made out a ferry boat plying the channel, navigating the dozens of islands arranged like a maze.

Up there on top of the world, Davis thought about Della’s words in the ferry terminal. About how he could have made it as an actor. Maybe he should have stayed in acting, maybe he would have been a star. With his good looks, charm, and talent at persuasion, he could have been rich, and famous as well. But his father had scoffed at a career in acting and made it clear, in few words, that if Davis wanted to go to Hollywood to pursue his dream, then he’d be cut loose. No more bankrolling him like he did through school. If only his father hadn’t dangled that lucrative offer in front of his face—with all those strings attached. To inherit his father’s company, he had to do it his father’s way, meaning long, hard hours and a lot of work.

When his father died last year, amid all the grief, Davis was somewhat relieved. He didn’t have his “boss” looking over his shoulder anymore, eyeing him, evaluating his decisions. Catching his careless mistakes and not-quite-legal shortcuts. Even now, a twinge of guilt rushed through him, but he brushed it aside. In this day of cutthroat development, he would be a fool—even worse, he would risk his fortune—if he followed the old-fashioned ethics of his father. How many times had Davis been reminded that the firm was built on integrity and reputation? How many deals did his father lose from refusing to underbid, which necessitates scrimping on quality and time?

Davis thought about his Mount Tam mall project and the northern Marin subdivision. The project that was destined to make him one of the richest real estate holders in Marin. He was damned lucky that a big investor jumped aboard at the last minute and saved his ass. He had already cashed in some of Cynthia’s T-bills to cover his miscalculation of the costs. If she found out, she would be furious. He promised her he was putting her money away, where neither of them could touch it. It was slated to go for their kids’ college fund and future retirement. But he had been in a bind, until that last investor miraculously turned up. Now the condos were being built, retailers were being lured in to lease, even as Davis sat perched on the rock ledge. Not as good as fame, perhaps, but money was money. And he wanted his future kids to have everything, the best of everything. To have it easy growing up, like he’d had.

 


 


Jon pulled himself up onto the ledge and collapsed next to Davis. “You and your brilliant suggestion,” he forced out the words in between gasps. “ ‘Let’s climb to the top and watch the sunset.’ You can’t see any sunset with all these clouds. And I, for one, don’t want to try to make it back down in the dark. What is it with you—got some sort of death wish?” Jon thought for a minute and then laughed and coughed, the cold air searing his chest. “I get it. You’re paying me back for taking Della away from you in college. Okay, but don’t bother. I already paid for that mistake, that’s for damned sure.”

Davis handed Jon a small silver flask. He took a swig and winced. “Just what I need—more whiskey.”

“It’ll warm you up.”

“What—the climb didn’t? I’m sweating like a cow.” He thought about his expensive silk shirt, now probably stained at the armpits. There goes $250. Why was he killing himself climbing rocks when he should be schmoozing with Lila? He had mulled it over and over in his head. Lila had expressed excitement over his project, hadn’t she? Well, he knew she was clueless about the story idea, but he and Lila had a history and she owed him. That’s right. He fixed the thought in his head. He had directed her first show. He was the one who “discovered” Lila, who knew talent when he saw it. Lila must be tremendously grateful. There was no way she’d refuse him. Besides, the option cost him a fortune. He was taking a big chance on her gratitude. Thank God he never made fun of her to her face back in the old days. Instead, he always assured her that she was doing a great job. At least that was how he remembered it.

Davis sat quietly, admiring the view. “So, give me the gory details. What happened with you and Della?”

Jon was more than happy to oblige, now that his mood had lightened considerably. He tossed a rock and watched it ricochet and tumble to the beach below. The waves tossed violently, giving Jon a surge of vertigo. He stopped looking down.

“Well, you knew about the scholarship to USC. So, I go down to L.A. and get settled in after Della refuses to come with me. And then she calls me and says she’s coming—all cheery and friendly, like we hadn’t had a big breakup fight. She promises she’ll take care of me while I go through grad school. Iron my shirts or something. So, I decide to give her another chance. You know, I used to think she was a lot of fun. We’d stay up all night, drink, smoke pot. But then I realized what an insomniac she was. And she’d try to sleep all day. I thought she was going to go look for work, but all she’d do was waste the day in bed. And her stinking cats. She had to have them sleep in bed with us. I got all scratched up at night from their claws.”

Jonathan took another swallow from the flask. “Anyway, I tell her Hollywood’s an early town. That she’d better get it together if she wants to make it. And then she starts complaining about how sick she feels in the morning. Now, she must think I’m stupid or something, but I can tell she’s pregnant. Her breasts are swollen, her mood swings are unbearable. But, she doesn’t say anything about it. Instead, she wallows in her misery and the house is a mess and the cats are messing in the corner of the living room. So that’s it—I’ve had enough. I tell her to move out. And her reaction? Like I was dumping her on the street and never did a thing for her. The whole time she mooched off of me. I paid for everything.”

“Wow,” Davis said, searching his mind. “Was it yours or mine?”

Jonathan frowned. “Who knows? But, she clearly took care of it. So, after that I hear she’s moved into a tiny apartment in Culver City and starts sleeping around. Then I hear she gets pregnant again by some actor. And then she moves in with an A.D. who hires her as some personal assistant. And that’s where she discovers her true vocation—living through other people’s lives. And it’s one person after another until finally, once I start getting work, she calls and asks me for a job. She desperately needs to get in the union, but SAG won’t take you unless you have a job, so out of the goodness of my heart, I give her a small part. And how does she reward me? She shows up late. Am I supposed to hold up production for Miss Prima Donna? I already told you that part.

“Anyway, that’s it—the next thing I hear, she’s had it with Hollywood. She tells people the stage is her true calling and she’s going back to New York to live with her brother and make it on Broadway.”

Davis digested the story. “You shouldn’t be angry with her.”

“Why the hell not?”

“Look at her.”

“Yeah, well, she’s done her share of bad-mouthing me around town. Not that anyone would believe what she’d say.”

Jonathan could tell by the darkening sky that the sun had already dropped below the horizon. “Look, I don’t know how crazy you are, but I’m heading back. It’s going to take ten minutes just to navigate down these rocks.” Jonathan started feeling his way for footholds. “I’ll meet you back at the house.”

Davis scanned the dark horizon spreading before him. “I’m coming,”

 


 







Chapter 16

 


 


Peter hovered over the lace-covered dining table. Gold-lined plates in perfect position. Crystal drinking goblets filled with lemon water. Napkins, ironed and starched, folded into tents across the plates. Just so. Unlike the other meals, Peter prepared a sit-down affair—his attempt at ameliorating the tense atmosphere. Unfortunately, the primary target of his effort had sequestered herself in the tower, forgoing dinner. A very bad sign.

The guests fumbled with a mixture of relief and anxiety, making small talk—in Peter’s assessment—to distract themselves from the inauspicious absence of their hostess. Cynthia smiled at him, nodding in approval at his effort. As he poured wine and brought out the salad, a flash of lightning streaked through the window, followed by deafening thunder. The lights blinked and dimmed.

Davis buttered his bread with an ornate gold-trimmed knife. “What’s Lila got here—a generator?”

“The power shouldn’t go out with a generator,” Dick said. “Unless she’s got a lot of above-ground lines.”

“Peter, come join us.” Cynthia motioned him over to the unoccupied seat beside her.

“Oh, no. I couldn’t. I have to stir the pasta.”

Apparently thinking Peter was out of earshot, Dick whispered to Jon, who sat across from him. “Now there’s an interesting relationship—Lila and Peter.”

Peter glanced back into the room. He knew the portent of Dick’s words.

Millie chewed on a piece of brioche bread. “Oh, I’m sure there’s nothing going on between Lila and Peter. He just works for her.”

“Millie, you’re such an idiot,” Dick said. “The guy’s a fag. Of course there’s nothing ‘going on.’ ” Dick mimicked Millie’s inflection.

A long silence ensued as the guests plied themselves with food. Peter came back in, aware of eyes upon him. He spooned noodles onto the plates.

Dick cleared his throat. “Okay.” He looked at Jonathan and Davis. “Did you hear the one about the psychiatrist who says he made a Freudian slip?” Dick didn’t wait for an answer. “He wanted to say, ‘please pass the butter’ to his wife, and instead said, ‘you witch, you ruined my life.’ ”

He laughed to a response of soured smiles, and urged more enthusiasm with his hands. “Come on, guys. Admit that was a great one.”

Millie put her fork down. “Why do you always have to bore people with your jokes? No one thinks they’re funny.”

“You don’t think they’re funny because you have no sense of humor.” Dick stared across the table at Millie, his eyes red and hostile.

“Hey, what the hell was that for?” He turned to Davis. “She kicked me.”

Davis shrugged and finished off his glass of wine. A lopsided smirk stretched across his face. “You asked for it. Never insult a woman wearing sharp heels.”

“She’s got sneakers on,” Dick said.

“So, little harm done.”

Peter retrieved another steaming bowl of pasta and spooned out a helping on Jonathan’s plate. As Davis reached for the bottle of wine, Cynthia intercepted with her hand. “Don’t you think you’ve had enough? We’ve all had enough. Everyone’s in a bad mood.” Davis yanked the bottle out of her hand, and she sucked in her breath.

Davis patted her hand. “Lighten up, Cyn.” He topped her barely touched glass. “Tell us another joke, Dick. I don’t care if it isn’t funny.”

Dick turned toward Davis, away from eye contact with Millie. “Okay. This guy has a perpetual headache. Goes to lots of doctors and no one can help him. Finally, he finds a therapist who tells him it’s all in the mind. He says, whenever you get a headache, go in the bathroom, look in the mirror and say ‘I don’t have a headache . . . I don’t have a headache . . .’ So, the guy does it and, by God, it works. Later, his wife wants to have sex. They do. She wants it again. So, he goes into the bathroom. He comes out, they make love again. The wife wants more, so he goes back into the bathroom again. This goes on all night. His wife can’t believe it because he never performed like that before. Finally, she’s dying to know what’s going on in the bathroom. So, when he goes back in after their fourth time around, she peeks through the crack in the door and sees her husband standing in front of the mirror, saying, ‘She’s not my wife, she’s not my wife.’ ”

Jonathan groaned. Davis muffled a laugh. Cynthia scowled. Peter caught her eye and gave her a sympathetic look.

Cynthia motioned at Della’s untouched plate. “Della, eat.”

Della picked up her fork and played with her noodles, lifting a few strands up onto her fork and raising them to her mouth. Peter watched in fascination. Della repeated the motion over and over but never ate a bite.

Dick popped a Rolaids into his mouth in between bites of food. Peter doubted the noodles were to blame for his upset stomach. He glanced at Millie. She gripped her fork and piled food into her mouth as if stoking her anger. He cringed imagining a life with Dick as a husband. No wonder Millie insulated herself with fat.

Jonathan poured another glass of wine and caught Peter’s eye. He quickly turned his head.

“Hey, troops, I’ve got a show biz joke for you, since we’re all here as guests of the queen of Hollywood. Where is our generous hostess, anyway?”

Peter pointed to the staircase. “Upstairs. She said she wasn’t hungry.”

“Well, that’s bad manners,” Jonathan said. “In that case, I’ll tell the joke in her honor. This one’s been going around Hollywood: Lila and the Devil meet at Morton’s restaurant to hammer out a deal. And Lila says: Let me get this straight. I sign with you—you’ll make me the richest woman in town?

“The Devil says: Yes.

“Lila says: I’ll even get to buy one of the networks one day?

“The Devil says: Yes. if you want to.

“Lila says: I’ll be the biggest and most famous star in the world?

“The Devil says: Yes. Anything your heart desires.

“Lila says: But in exchange for all these goodies, I have to give you my soul?

“The Devil says: Oh, yes . . .

“And Lila says: And the soul of my husband, when I marry?

“The Devil says: Yes.

“Lila says: And if I have children? You get their souls too? And my grandchildren? And all who come after?

“The Devil says: Yes. Yes. Yes.

“Then Lila says: Okay, Mephisto, baby. You can level with me. So, what’s the catch?”

Davis and Dick joined Jonathan in a wave of laughter, unaware that Lila stood in the doorway. Peter caught sight of her and stiffened. She held onto the door handle, looking tired and ragged. Mascara was smeared over one eye and Peter could tell she had been drinking—heavily. Another one, she mouthed to Peter, pointing to her empty glass. Peter walked to the liquor cabinet and found the Absolut.

“Hey, Levin—‘baby’—you’ve got the punch line wrong.”

The guests startled at the sound of Lila’s voice. Peter noticed Jonathan cringe.

Lila continued. “So, Lila asks the devil, what’s the catch, and the devil says, well, you have to star in a TV movie-of-the-week directed by and costarring all your old college buddies.” She burst into a squeaky laugh and waved her arms in the air. “No, no! Anything but that. That . . . would be hell!”

Then the smile disappeared from her face. “Just kidding.” She wet a finger with her tongue and chalked up an imaginary score in the air. “One point, Lila.”

Lila grabbed the back of the chairs for balance as she wended her way around the table. “Well, how are my special guests? Enjoying yourselves? I sure hope so. We have gobs of entertainment planned for you this evening, so eat and drink. Jonny, how ’bout another joke? I sooo . . . enjoyed the last one.”

Jonathan pinched his lips together.

“Okay, keeping to our religious motif—a writer dies and ends up in Limbo. He meets God and God asks whether the guy wants to go to heaven or hell. The writer isn’t sure. God hands him two tapes and sends him into the screening room to make his selection. The writer puts on the tape that says ‘Heaven.’ He sees cute kitties and lambs and children laughing. He puts on the other tape and it’s like a Michael Jackson video world of hot sex, expensive cars, drugs, wild times. So he comes out and God asks his choice. He says, well hell, of course. So, God opens a door and shoves him in. And it’s awful. He falls and falls into a bottomless pit. Fire and brimstone and ugly monsters eat away at his flesh. He screams up to God, burning in flames, and says, ‘God! You lied to me!’ And God shouts back, ‘No I didn’t. I just showed you the pilot.’ ”

A few laughs rippled across the room, but Lila scrunched her eyebrows together. Jonathan looked over at her, sweat gathering on his forehead. An oppressive silence followed. Peter stood at the doorway to the kitchen and trembled.

Finally Lila spoke. “Heaven and hell. An apt choice, Levin. Very revealing. Perhaps we’ll all have those choices to make before we’re through here.”

She pulled out the vacant chair next to Cynthia and stuffed herself into it. “Guess who’s coming to dinner? Oh, I almost forgot.” Lila abruptly stood, knocking over Cynthia’s water glass. “Millie, come with me.”

Millie looked stricken as Lila pulled on her hand. She let Lila drag her out of the dining room.

Peter gathered up the plates to make room for dessert, watching the door. Lila’s tone implied more than drunkenness. What did she have up her sleeve?

Della lit a cigarette.

“Do you have to smoke at the table?” Jonathan said. “Show a little consideration, or do you even know the meaning of the word?”

Della took a long drag and blew a cloud of smoke across the table in Jonathan’s direction. “Who do you think you are, ordering me around? No one’s hired you to direct this inane movie.”

“This would make a great movie,” Dick said. “Famous star invites old school buddies to a weekend of thrills and intrigue. A variation of ‘The Big Chill.’ ”

Davis shook his head. “More like the Big Chill faces the Big Chilly San Juans.”

“No, I think this movie is ‘Lord of the Flies,’ ” Della said. “Children tearing one another to pieces.”

Cynthia’s voice came out a whisper. “It’s more like ‘Misery.’ ”

Peter couldn’t resist their game. “I vote for ‘Eating Raoul.’ ”

“No, darlings, you’re all wrong,” Lila said, entering the room and dragging an embarrassed Millie on her arm. “We’re doing, ‘Who’s afraid of Virginia Woolf.’ ”

All eyes locked on Millie, who stood dressed in a tight, lime green, sequined evening gown. Matching lace gloves adorned her pale arms and around her neck hung the heavy diamond and gold necklace Lila had worn at her guests’ arrival. Dick muffled a laugh; then his eyes lit on the necklace. Lila showed a curious interest in Dick’s expression. Peter frowned. Just what did this little game of dress-up signify?

“Now, don’t you think this is more becoming of your lovely wife?” She pushed Millie into her chair. Millie’s face reddened. “See, Mil? Sixty pounds makes little difference when you have a pretty face, isn’t that right, Ferrol?”

Dick forced a smile. Peter knew Dick wasn’t going to insult his fat wife when he knew it would mean insulting Lila, too.

Lila leaned into Millie. “I know every fat joke there is, and I can get away with telling them, too. I’ll teach you a few. Then you’ll be properly armed when Dick throws his little jabs. You need to remind him: the fatter you are, the more weight you have to throw him around.”

Lila plopped into her chair. “You know, Dick, you really don’t appreciate what a gem you have in Millie. How she faithfully stands by you, while you unfaithfully don’t stand by her.” Dick’s face revealed a fight with panic. He clearly dreaded what she was about to say. Somehow, Lila knew more than she should. Or maybe she was just searching.

Dick shut his mouth, carefully concealing every twitch.

Lila seemed pleased with the silence. “Peter—where’s the dessert?”

“Coming.” Peter had purposely stayed in the kitchen. He knew Lila wanted to “repay” her guests for some past hurt, but what unfolded before his eyes comprised more than her usual comic jabbing. She toyed with these people like a cat with its prey before devouring it. Maybe these people deserved some ego bashing, but how much?

He served the brandied apple tart warm from the oven.

Lila wiggled in her tight seat. “Ah, my favorite. Be a dear, Peter, and bring some coffee, too.”

Peter hurried to fulfill her wish. Would this long, worrisome day never end? All he wanted was to get the evening over with and go to bed.

 


 


Della tried to melt into the background. Through the haze of the alcohol, an overwhelming sense of discomfort settled in. A memory tugged at the back of her mind--something Daniel, her shrink, had said to her. She recalled one evening when she and Daniel had shared a few drinks on the couch in his office, with their clothes strewn about the floor. She had been complaining, tearfully, about a friend of hers at college who enjoyed a successful career while she, the one with the real talent, got nowhere. Daniel comforted her. He told her when she got her act together, she’d make it, too. Forget about Lila, he said.

Daniel’s words replayed in her head. She asked him how he knew she meant Lila, when she never mentioned her by name. He flushed and denied saying it. She stormed out of his office that evening when he refused to explain his faux pas.

“Della, dear, you’re drifting.” Lila’s voice brought her focus back to the dinner table. “Drink some coffee. I don’t want you to go mentally AWOL on us tonight. We have a suspenseful and thrilling game planned and I expect one-hundred-percent participation.” Lila’s tone was succinct. “The winner will be rewarded with a very expensive prize.”

Della looked at the faces around her. That caught their attention. And hers, too.

Dick bolted upright in his chair. “What’s the game?”

“Let’s just say it’ll be like being on stage. And you can all give a performance of a lifetime. A chance to really act—on the big, scary stage of life.”

Jonathan spoke. “You know, Li, I want you to know how proud we all are of you. Especially me. I feel—how should I put it—particularly responsible in some way for your success.”

“Oh, and why is that, Levin?”

Jonathan looked surprised. “Well, Lila, love. I recognized your talent. I know your friend Millie here suggested you to the group, but I’m the one who insisted on you playing the lead in ‘Picnic.’ I knew if you got a taste of the stage you’d make it your home.”

“Oh, no doubt,” Lila said. “Here was your great senior project, your baby. And it all revolved around fat, homely Lila. You really must have seen something in me no one else did.”

Jonathan bristled at her sarcasm.

“And all those private rehearsals you arranged with me and Davis, so we could polish up our parts and give you a stunning performance.”

Jonathan looked puzzled. “Well, yes . . .”

“And I suppose I let you all down. Not showing up on opening night. Everything just went to pieces.”

“Yes. I mean, no. You didn’t let us down.” Jonathan squirmed in his chair. “Hey Lila, that was so long ago. But, we were worried when you didn’t show up for curtain. Weren’t we guys?”

Heads nodded around the table. Davis finished off his glass of wine and attempted to stand. “Why bring all this up again? Fifteen years is ancient history.”

“But, this is a reunion,” Lila said. “You’re supposed to dredge up the past and reminisce and lament. So, sit down, Davis.” Davis promptly dropped back into his seat.

“Now—where were we? Oh yes, everything fell apart on opening night when the star failed to show. Funny, I never did hear the end of that story. I always wondered what happened next.” There was a long silence. “What—no one wants to tell me the ending? Happy or sad?”

Della remembered the clipping in Lila’s scrapbook. Of course Lila knew what happened that night.

“Della was your understudy, remember? She played Madge,” Dick said.

“Of course she would, wouldn’t she?” Lila turned to Jonathan. “Lucky for you, huh Levin? Della must have saved the show.”

Jonathan shrugged. “Della was fine, but—”

“You know, Levin, you pride yourself in thinking you launched me on my illustrious career, but I hold you all equally responsible. No one more than another. Don’t look so forlorn,” Lila said, meeting their eyes one at a time, the way she worked her live audiences. “It’s a great thing you all did. A great thing. Why if it wasn’t for all of you, I wouldn’t have that mansion in Bel Air and this little hideaway and all my multiple investments and jewelry and my Swiss bank accounts. I wouldn’t have my face on every magazine cover in the world. I wouldn’t have had the opportunity to curtsy to the queen of England or have a street named after me. Why, fellas, if it wasn’t for you, I’d be nothing.”

They exchanged troubled glances. Della shuddered. Why did she feel as if someone had just walked on her grave?

 







Chapter 17

 


 


“Party Time!” Lila pulled on the arm of the sofa but it didn’t budge. Her drink sloshed and ran down onto the cushion, staining the expensive chintz fabric.

“Here.” Jonathan hurried to her side. “Let me help you with that.” He hoisted one end and, with Lila, dragged the sofa along the plush carpeting, scattering glasses in their wake. The room resembled the aftermath of some explosion: cigarettes overflowed from ashtrays, bottles and glasses littered the floors and tables. Lila seemed oblivious to the mess, stepping carelessly, grinding ashes into the delicate white and gray pattern of the short shag carpet.

“Peter.” She snapped her fingers and Peter rushed over. “Get all this stuff off to the side. We need to set up the benches. It’s time to play our little game.”

“Games are for children, Li,” Davis said, holding onto Cynthia’s arm. One look told Jonathan that Cynthia had been complaining to him again.

“Not the kind of games I play, loverboy. Come on—you’re big and strong. Move some of this mess out of the way.”

Davis stayed where he was. “And suppose we don’t want to play? We’re not interested in any prize.”

“No, I imagine you wouldn’t be. But, I’m sure you’ll find it enlightening nonetheless. You’ll see that you’re not such a lucky guy, after all.”

“What the hell’s that suppose to mean?”

“Dear Davis, this is a game of merit. You have to prove your worth. Since you think your life is so flawless, what’ve you got to lose? Or are you afraid of what may leak out?”

“I’m not afraid of anything.”

Cynthia squeezed his arm. “You don’t have to prove anything, Davis.”

“Sure he does,” Lila said. Turning, she clapped her hands. “Come on, come on, let’s make some space.”

At her direction, Peter brought in a long, wooden bench from the hallway. “Get one more and place them facing each other.” Lila walked over to the easy chair and shook Millie’s shoulder. “Wake up, Mil. The party’s about to begin. I know it’s past your bedtime, but you’ll have to manage somehow.”

Millie opened her eyes with a start. Her breath came out in spurts. “This dress is too tight. I have to change my clothes . . .”

“Nonsense. You’re perfect. Just the thing to rekindle your marriage.”

Dick stood on the other side of the room, instructing the “movers” where to put the furniture.

Lila watched and nodded. “Good old Dick, organizing as usual. He has such a knack for making it look like he’s doing all the work.” She yanked Millie out of her chair. “Come on over here.” She deposited her on one of the two benches placed in the center of the room.

“Can’t we open a window or turn on a fan? I can’t breathe.” Jonathan paced the floor. Della and her disgusting cigarettes. He ached to know what the prize was, but didn’t dare ask. He certainly didn’t want to appear desperate. The way he figured, if he could win this little game of Lila’s, then maybe she would grant his request. She just had to look at his script. He realized he was terribly anxious. His shirt stuck to his back and his head pounded from the buildup of alcohol.

He walked over to Lila and wove his arm through hers. “From one insider to another, Li, I can tell you have the makings of a fine dramatic actress. I saw it in college. Not to knock Variety. God knows it’s given you great financial rewards. But what about the real meat? Don’t you ever dream of letting the world see what you’re truly capable of doing?”

“Which brings us to this little project of yours.”

“Look, I’ve found this brilliant writer. I optioned his script because it’s tailor-made for you . . .”

“Hold it, Levin.”

Jonathan pushed on. “I’ve got the whole package: the backing, a studio at my disposal. Of course, I’m the man to direct it.”

“I know how excited you are, Jonny.” She disengaged her arm from his. “But it’s time to play a little game. I promised you we’d talk tomorrow, and tomorrow it is. Now, you just hold that thought . . .”

The lights flickered again. “It was a dark and stormy night . . .” Dick said. No one seemed to be listening to him.

Lila raised her voice. “Okay, everyone on the benches. Go, go.” She motioned with her hand. The diffidence was palpable. “Hey, this is the highlight of the evening. Where’s your damned enthusiasm?”

Dick straddled one of the benches. “So, what’s the big prize, Lila?”

“First,” she said, quieting him with a finger, “I explain the rules.”

She paused for effect. “The name of the game is ‘Wolves.’ ” She scanned the faces around the room. “Let’s do it.”

The guests placed themselves in varying positions along the two benches.

Cynthia and Peter stood by the kitchen door. Lila scowled. “Come on, you two. Everyone has to play.”

“Thanks, Lila. I’d rather watch.” Cynthia’s refusal was polite, but Lila would have none of it.

“You want to go home tomorrow, you have to play.”

Peter and Cynthia exchanged looks. He motioned to Cynthia. Just humor her, his look told her. Reluctantly, she followed him over to the benches and slipped in next to Davis. Her fiancée sat with a smug, determined expression, a drink in his hand. Cynthia entreated him with her eyes, maybe hoping for his support in abandoning Lila’s game, but he stared mindlessly across the room. Jonathan chuckled imagining the conversation those two would have after this weekend.

“Good.” Lila stationed herself at the end, straddling the bench behind Peter. Two groups of four sat facing each other: Millie, Davis, Cynthia, and Dick across from Jonathan, Della, Lila, and Peter. Lila drank in the expressions of her captives, clearly pleased with the tension she created.

“Okay, let me set the stage.” She spoke in a dramatic voice with a heavy Russian accent. “The year is 1917. The place, Siberia! It is freezing cold and revolution is overrunning the land. The Czar has been toppled from his throne. We loyal subjects are fleeing for our lives. We’re racing across the frozen steppes of Russia in our horse-drawn carriage. We have been riding for hours and the horses are getting weak.” Lila cupped her hand to her ear and leaned forward. “Hark! What’s this? The sound of wolves in the distance. Hungry wolves.”

Dick chuckled. “The sound of wolves? Is that anything like the sound of music?” He emitted a wolf howl, bringing responses of nervous laughter. A crack of thunder rattled the house and the lights went out. The room grew still as the group waited for the power to come back on.

After a moment, Lila spoke. “Peter, get some candles. That will set the mood perfectly.”

Peter returned from the kitchen with two glimmering candlesticks that created an eerie illumination. The faces on the benches glowed in the dim light. Outside, branches rubbed against the stone walls, screeching like nails across a blackboard. Dick let out another howl.

“Cut it out, Dick,” Della said. She lit another cigarette off the butt she held.

“Where was I?” Lila asked, reaching for the drink she’d left on the sofa table. After taking a long sip, she set the glass on the floor. “Peter, bring a few bottles over here. It’s going to be an arduous ride to the border.”

“Do you want me to play or what?”

“Just do it. Then you can sit down again. Now, where was I?”

“The sound of wolves,” Dick said.

Lila knocked her glass over with her foot. Alcohol seeped into the carpeting, but she ignored it and continued her Russian-tinged oratory. “The bad news is, if they catch us, we’ll be devoured. The good news is we are only a short distance from the border, and safety.”

“This whole thing is asinine,” Davis said.

“I think it’s great,” Dick said.

Della snorted. “You would.”

Lila cleared her throat and spoke louder. “Some of us must get out to lighten the load. But, to get out is to die in the cold snows of Siberia. So, who is to be thrown out?”

Cynthia got up off the bench. “Me. I’ll be first. I’ll be a willing sacrifice so you can all survive.”

Lila shook her head. “No volunteers allowed.”

“Why not?”

“That would make the game too easy.”

Davis reached for her arm and pulled her back down. “Come on, hon, let’s play it right.”

“This must be played like it’s a matter of life and death,” Lila said.

“Life and death, huh?” Dick asked. “No holds barred?”

“No holds barred.”

Millie wriggled on the hard bench. “I don’t get it.”

“I think the idea is we have to vote out those who must die. One by one,” Jonathan said.

“You got it,” said Lila. “The burden of proof falls on each of us to show cause as to why he or she shouldn’t be chosen.”

“Does anyone make it to the border?” Dick asked.

“Only one, Ferrol. Only the survivor. And he or she wins the game. And the prize.”

Dick leaned closer. “Which is?”

Lila hesitated for a moment, savoring the tension in the room. “The necklace. The one your sweet wife is wearing around her neck.”

They all turned to stare at Millie.

Della gasped. “It must be worth a fortune.”

“Six figures, if you want a ballpark estimate. High stakes that could bail one of you out of your unfortunate predicaments. And for those of you—” She waved a hand at Davis and Cynthia. “—who don’t need the money, why, you could give it to the charity of your choice. Whatever.” Lila noticed a distinct change in mood as her guests pondered the possibilities.

Jonathan looked at the intense expressions around him. Now they would take this game seriously. Greed—the ultimate motivator. “Killers and victims, is that it?”

“You bet. Be a wolf or get thrown to the wolves—it’s your choice. Okay, everybody, let’s do it for real.”

“On Dancer, on Prancer, on Vixen. Mush.” Dick said.

“No more jokes,” Lila said, “life or death now.”

Della blew smoke at the ceiling. “Just like ‘The Deadly Game.’ ”

“Why, yes, Della.” Lila scrunched her eyebrows in thought. “Oh, yeah, remember this line? ‘In this world of ours, no one is completely innocent. Each of us carries some burden of guilt which troubles him and fills him with self-loathing.’ So, come now, we’re all on trial here. Who wants to try to prove their innocence?”

Lila held her arms out in invitation. “Well, if not your own innocence, then who has something mean and rotten to say about someone else? Here’s your chance to be vindictive, take care of all that unfinished business. Clear the air. Remember, your only other option is to be thrown to the wolves.”

“There’s no one in this room who’s a perfect angel. We’ve all done lousy things we’d rather forget,” Della said.

“Right,” Davis added. “Remember Mr. Trapps in ‘The Deadly Game’? His attorney, played by me,” —he smiled at Cynthia— “defended him, saying, ‘His behavior is mean—granted. Selfish—granted. Ignoble—granted. But human, gentlemen . . . and therefore worthy of our pity, our compassion our forgiveness. For what is life, after all, but a chaotic battlefield in which we more or less contribute every day to the murder of our fellow citizens—while they are just as industriously murdering us.’ ”

“Bravo,” Lila said. “All those innocent little crimes just keep adding up, don’t they? Meaning, we’re all a bunch of mean, selfish murderers. So, who’ll cast the first stone?”

“Then, I elect Lila—for coming up with this lousy game,” said Della.

Lila scowled. “Nice try, but not good enough. Pass me the Jack Daniels, Peter.” Peter, straddled in front of Lila, reached down and picked the bottle up from the floor.

Lila scanned faces. “Now—who gets roasted first?”

“Hey,” said Della, “who let you off the hook? I already picked you.”

Jonathan ignored Della. “What was that little comment you made about Dick at dinner?” “About his faithful wife.”

“Hey, I’ve already been roasted enough tonight. Start with someone else. What about you, Levin? You’ve been through three wives.”

“And probably doesn’t even remember their names,” Della said.

“Shut up, Della.”

“Why should I? We’re supposed to be proving how unworthy everyone else is. You’re easy. You’ve slept your way through one producer’s daughter after another to get where you are today.”

“And you haven’t slept your way from one pit stop to the next?” How dare she criticize him?

Della tossed her head and stared at the ceiling. “Sleeping around isn’t a serious enough sin to get thrown to the wolves. Everybody does it.”

“That’s right,” Dick said. Jonathan caught a flicker of fury on Millie’s face, but she clamped her mouth shut and said nothing.

“What counts is who you hurt along the way,” Della added.

Lila nodded. “Della’s right. Sex isn’t weighty enough a sin—unless of course, there’s been deceit as well.” She shot Dick a stern look.

Dick wriggled on the bench and Jonathan suppressed a chuckle.

Dick looked like he had ants in his pants. “Why don’t we talk about something more pertinent, like our careers? If you’re going to prove your worth, then you gotta show you’re doing something productive with your life. Like what I do—helping my community, and trying to clean up the environment. And it’s not like I do it selfishly, for the money. I get pittance for all the long hours I put in.”

“Well, since you’re so willing to put yourself on the stand, Ferrol, let’s talk about your aspiration to be state senator. That’s quite a noble goal,” Lila said. “So, what happened to your dream of holding a state office, Dick?”

“I’m still pushing for it. It’s just a matter of—”

“—Conspiracy to commit fraud? Serious charges, Ferrol. Did you even stop and consider the risk when Matson whispered his slimy plan? Or was a measly thirty thou so tempting you were willing to jeopardize your whole career?”

Dick jumped to his feet. “I don’t know what you’re implying, but it wasn’t anything like that.” He felt around his pocket. “Damn. Millie, go look in my coat pocket for the Rolaids, will you?” Millie rose obediently, but Lila motioned her to sit.

“No one leaves the room until the game’s over. You might miss something.”

“I have to use the bathroom,” Della said.

“Hold it in.”

“What is this—torture camp?” Davis asked.

“You get off the bench, you’re dinner for the wolves.” Lila glared at Dick and he huffed as he sat back down.

 


 


Millie tugged at the fabric pinching her waist. The necklace hung heavily around her neck. Like a noose. A black haze clouded her vision and her head spun. Maybe the dress was cutting off the oxygen to her brain. Why wouldn’t Lila let her change her clothes?

All these accusations tumbled in her brain. Who was Matson and what was this thirty thousand Lila was talking about? How in the world did Lila know more about her husband’s activities than she?

Lila leaned across the littered carpeting and inched up to Millie’s face. “And Millie, what do you have to say? You’ve been so quiet this weekend. Ah, your way of avoiding confrontation. You think it keeps you from culpability when there’s trouble, don’t you? Did you stand quietly by while your husband fixed the bids on the community center, or did he forget to tell you about that? Maybe he forgot to tell you about all that money and where he stashed it away, hmmm? Or…” Lila paused for effect. “Who he spent it on.”

Millie looked at Dick, whose face turned rigid and pale. She knew he had been up to something but had no idea it was this serious. What if Dick really had broken the law? What if he goes to jail? It hurt to hear Lila criticize her, but her remarks had hit home. She knew, deep in her heart, her fear of confrontation was her greatest fault—her inability to speak up, to speak her mind. That reluctance had cost her her friendship with Lila in college and now seemed at the crux of her failing marriage. All these years, she let the rumors go in one ear and out the other. How much easier to turn her head than to uncover something terrible. But she did it for her girls. To protect them from being hurt. More than anything else, she wanted them to have a safe, carefree life so they could grow up happy and secure.

She had to say something.

“I’m sure whatever Dick did, he did out of necessity.”

Lila laughed with such condescension, Millie wanted to crawl under the bench.

“If you knew the truth, Mil, you wouldn’t bother defending him.” The others listened intently. Maybe crawling under the bench wasn’t such a bad idea.

Lila continued. “Yeah. It was necessity. Penny has expensive tastes, right Ferrol? How much of that nest egg have you already blown behind Millie’s back?”

Millie felt the blood leave her cheeks. “Who’s Penny?”

“Go get him, tiger,” Lila said.

Cynthia stood up. “Excuse me.”

“Cynthia, come back.”

“This is hateful; I won’t be a part of it.”

Lila held her arm, stopping her as she attempted to pass. “Oh, but it’s my party and you’ll have to stay. You’re my guest. It’s impolite to walk out.”

Cynthia turned to Davis for support.

“Cynthie, sit down. Be a sport,” Davis said.

Cynthia sat back on the bench and seethed.

“Well,” Lila said to Dick, “aren’t you going to answer your faithful wife?”

“Lila, you don’t know what you’re talking about.” Dick turned to Millie. “Penny works in the county clerk’s office. She’s just an acquaintance.”

Lila unfolded a piece of paper she retrieved from a hidden pocket. “Well, I see you’ve put some effort into making her acquaintance.” She read from the sheet. “July 16th: Travelodge, Tacoma. Real classy, Ferrol. I guess you were trying to impress her. Room service: $54. A nice bottle of champagne, perhaps? July 31st: Fairwinds Motel, August 5th: Happy Trails Mountain Lodge in Olympic National Park. Let’s see—there’s Port Angeles, Bremerton, Yakima, Tumwater. You two really get around, don’t you?”

Dick jumped off the bench and ripped the paper from Lila’s hand.

“Ooh,” Lila said. “Worked up about nothing?”

“Lies, all lies. This is a sick attempt at making me look bad. You’ve made it all up.”

“Now, why would I do a thing like that?”

Dick uttered a feeble laugh. “This is some kind of test, right?”

“Whatever do you mean, Ferrol?”

Dick looked around at the faces watching, waiting. Millie wouldn’t meet his gaze. “You guys don’t believe this, do you? Millie, come on.”

Suddenly a dozen phone calls flitted through Millie’s mind. Some special meeting of county supervisors hastily called. Trouble with funding, requiring him to go to Seattle to lobby for money. A committee inviting him to Port Angeles to speak on his recycling efforts. Millie had never given those spontaneous trips a second thought. How blind could she be?

But surprised? She searched her heart and realized an affair made perfect sense. He hadn’t touched her for months. She had never once considered the possibility of Dick’s unfaithfulness. Just another thing she avoided seeing. If only the floor would open up and swallow her.

“Throw him to the wolves,” Jonathan said.

Dick looked at the faces in the candle glow. “It would have never happened if Millie wasn’t such a cold fish. She made me do it.”

Millie gasped. He deceived her and now he blamed her for it? “I made you lie? I made you steal? How can you say such a thing?” Millie choked on the words. “I’ve broken my back being a good wife to you—taking care of the house and raising the girls. I’ve worked full-time to support us for years—”

“That’s not true! I’ve worked just as hard.”

“Oh, Right. First it was that—mail-order business. Aphrodisiac pills. And then it was the worm farm. One failed business after another. And you used my money.”

“I couldn’t help it if those businesses failed. Eighty percent of all businesses fail in the first year.”

“But you wouldn’t ever take a ‘real’ job, huh Ferrol?” Lila said. “And poor Millie had to struggle to keep you afloat.”

“Look, Lila,” Dick said, “the truth is, I had no intention of marrying her. Sure, she was cute in college. But she purposely got pregnant to trap me, so what about that? And then she took me back to her parents in Wisconsin, who cornered me. There was no escape. But I did the right thing by her. I didn’t abandon her, so that’s something.”

“Yeah,” Della said. “So you treat her like garbage all these years, to rub it in.”

Millie was surprised to hear herself shouting. “I thought you really loved me in college, you know? But the truth is, I tried to convince myself at the time. I knew the only reason you paid any attention to me was because I was the only one who’d have you.”

“And you were so desperate to catch a husband that you pretended to care. It was all an act. You didn’t want to be left out of the clique,” Dick said.

“Neither did you.”

Dick paced the floor. “I should have listened to my mother warnings. She was so right about you—”

“Oh, great. Let’s drag your mother into this. Ida Ferrol, the queen mother. Even now you trail behind her, holding her skirts. No woman is good enough for her only precious son. She should know what kind of user you are. She wouldn’t be so proud of you if she found out.”

“When she finds out,” Lila said. Dick shot her a look of horror.

“Dear, deeply religious Ida,” Lila continued, “who believes if you even look at another woman, you burn in hell.” Lila picked at a hangnail. “I can just see her face now.”

“You wouldn’t dare.” Dick’s voice quavered.

“Oh, come on, Ferrol,” Davis said. “You really care what your mother thinks about your life?”

“He should be thrown off the bench just for that,” Della added.

“I imagine she’ll disown you. At very least, she’ll be terribly disappointed in you, Dick, regardless of how much she hates Millie,” Lila said.

For the first time that evening, Dick was speechless. His mouth hung open as he gasped for breath. He dropped back down on the bench.

Millie felt her voice grow hoarse. “I can’t believe that on top of all this, you’ve stashed away money and spent it on this . . . Penny. While our own children barely have enough for their needs. Their braces, their lessons, their clothes. What about the college fund we were going to set up for them? You kept saying we had no money for that.”

Lila waggled a finger in Millie’s direction. “You tell him, Mil.”

“Break out the violins,” Jonathan added.

“Off the bench, Ferrol,” Davis said.

Cynthia punched Davis in the arm. “Davis, don’t be so mean.”

“I’m not getting off unless Millie gets off.”

“Get off, Dick,” Della said.

“Yeah, get off Dick,” Jonathan said, clapping his hands in cadence.

Davis joined in the clapping. “Let’s vote.”

Millie, her face red with anger, pounded in beat on the bench. “Yes, vote.”

Della’s hand shot up. “I vote Ferrol off and into the mouths of the wolves.” Other hands shot up, but Cynthia and Peter remained still.

Lila grabbed Dick by the arm and pulled him to standing. “I think we’ve heard enough.”

Jonathan chuckled. “Happy eating, wolves.” He howled.

Dick, flustered and enraged, turned his back on them, then hurried over to the buffet table and grabbed a beer. He pressed into a corner and popped the can open.

Millie sensed a nervous shifting on the benches. She stared into the flickering candlelight. How could this have happened? How could she have been so blind? A great surge of fear overcame her. Were all these things true? Was Dick guilty of serious crimes? What was going to happen when they returned home? And, how could she sleep in the same bed with that lying, heartless man ever again?

“Well, that was easy,” said Lila. “Nominations are in order. Who’s next?”

 


 







Chapter 18

 


 


Lila scanned the faces, finally resting her eyes on Jonathan. “I’m sure you and Della have a lot to say about each other.”

“You’re not going to goad me into this, Lila,” Della said. “I’m sick of talking about Mr. Hotshot Director. Even the negative attention strokes his ego. If you want me off the bench, I’ll make it real easy for you. I admit I’ve wasted my life. I’m taking up space. I don’t think anyone will feel an urge to come to my defense.”

“That’s for sure,” Jonathan said.

“I’ll defend you,” said Millie. “I think you’re a lot more decent than some of the others in this room. Why should Della be voted unworthy just because she’s not rich . . . or a star . . . or successful? What about having a good heart? Doesn’t that count for something?”

Jonathan laughed. “Oh, spare me, Millie. A good heart? In college, Della treated you like crap. You were nothing to her. Why are you so eager to protect her?”

“I’m not protecting her. And who cares how she treated me fifteen years ago? I’m trying to make a point.”

“I agree,” said Cynthia. “Della’s made some mistakes in her life, but mistakes are different than deliberate sins.”

“You two are pathetic,” Lila said. “You’re supposed to be fighting for your lives here, not have a classroom discussion on morality. The wolves are gaining.”

“Lila, why don’t you take your game and shove it,” Della said.

Lila chuckled. “That’s more like it.”

“I say we dump the hostess,” Della added. “What reason should you stay on the bench? So what if you have success and wealth and fame? You’re hostile, rude and . . . sick to enjoy watching everyone suffer.”

“And don’t forget she’s a frigging spy,” Dick said.

Lila took a bow. “Ah, the truth has finally come out. You’re going to have to do better than that, though, to throw me off.”

“Well, Dick’s right. What about nosing into everyone’s personal business? What gives you the right to do that?” Davis asked.

“Oh, nothing evil about a little curiosity.”

“Curiosity killed the cat,”

“Hey, Ferrol, you’re dead!” Lila snapped. “Remember—frozen on the Steppes.”

“Yeah, but my memory lingers on.”

“We’re getting nowhere, gang,” Lila said. “Okay Della, if you’re going to go, let’s put you out in style. Now, for the moment, let’s forget about the little games in college—the way you deceived Davis to get into Jon’s pants. We already said sex was out. And that was petty, anyway. What wasn’t petty, though, was persuading your aunt to go broke in order to send you to college.”

“She offered.”

“You could have worked your way through, but you were lazy.”

“I did work—every summer. I saved what I could. And I tried for a scholarship and that fell through.”

“You ever pay your aunt back? Or thank her?”

Della put a hand on her forehead and squeezed her eyes shut. “I’d pay her back if I could, but you know I don’t have the money. I’ve never been able to get far enough ahead.” Why was she bothering to defend herself? Lila was right—she had treated her aunt badly.

“Isn’t it true your aunt doesn’t speak to you anymore? She calls you ‘the ungrateful niece.’ ”

Della’s mind wandered to her aunt Evvie. Sweet, trusting Aunt Evvie. When her mother wouldn’t believe her about the beatings her stepfather gave her, Aunt Evvie did. She knew what a bastard he was. Her aunt agreed she had to get away. And how have I repaid her? I never even call her. Tears pooled in her eyes. How could she tell her aunt how she screwed up all her chances? It would break Evvie’s heart.

“In fact, your brother and his wife don’t speak to you either. You botched things up there, too. That was a nasty piece of business, locking your poor little niece and nephew out in the snow to freeze their little buns off. No wonder Edward threw you out.”

Della gasped. “That’s not what happened.”

Lila went on. “Our Della makes a career out of finding one sucker after another to take her in. She pulls her ‘poor little waif’ act and, voila, another place to freeload.”

“You got that right,” Jonathan said. “She’s a one-woman soap opera. ‘Other Peoples’ Lives.’ ”

Lila ignored Jonathan. “But while Della was in New York she did try to get some help. Some very special help. From a special friend of mine.”

“Who?” Della asked. “I don’t know any friend of yours.”

“But you do, dear. Why, Daniel, Daniel Bradford.”

A horrible feeling clenched Della’s stomach and traveled up to her throat. She breathed hard, struggling for air like a swimmer trying to surface from deep waters. “My Daniel?”

“Well, he was ‘yours’ for a while; I guess you could say that.”

“You know him?”

“Why, yes, Della,” Lila said. “We’re very close. In fact, he would do just about anything for me.”

“I don’t get this . . .”

“Della, my, but you’re awfully slow tonight.”

“Who’s Daniel?” Davis asked.

“Well, he’s an actor who had a little fun at Della’s expense.”

“What?” Della grabbed her throat. The room spun.

“Let’s just say,” Lila said, looking at Davis, “that he was a little short of cash. So I gave him a job.”

“You hired him to be my shrink?”

“No, Della,” Lila said. “I hired him to be your lover.”

“No. He loved me!”

“He always was a damned good actor. Did I mention that we originally met in an acting workshop? You should see his Hamlet. He had such fun putting subliminal messages into your relaxation tapes.”

Della stood and steadied herself. “Why, you—I don’t believe this for a minute.”

Lila shrugged. “Give him a call when you go home, wherever that is. By the way, he took your precious cat to the pound.”

Della felt a stab of pain through her heart. “Princess . . . not my Princess . . .”

Jonathan howled and threw back his head. “Hah—another one of your stinking cats!”

Della glared at Jonathan, then lunged over the bench for his throat. He laughed even harder, pulling her hands down.

“You bastard! My cat is worth more than you, you piece of filth!”

Jonathan’s words came sandwiched between hysterical gasps. “Why attack me? Lila’s the one who set you up.”

Millie spoke over the melee. “I vote Lila off the bench. For doing such a rotten thing to Della.”

Lila laughed so hard that tears streamed down her face. “Just wait, it gets worse. Let’s finish Della off, then you can come after me.”

“Haven’t you said enough?” Cynthia asked.

Lila ignored her and reached for the bottle on the floor. “Let’s see—Della’s list of unworthy accomplishments continues: After college, she floundered from one bed to another, one job to another, making sure nothing would work out so she could feel sorry for her poor self. But, we all remember Della in college—Della the beautiful, Della the ambitious, Della the most-likely-to-succeed. What set her on this downward spiral?” Lila glared at her captive audience. “Did you ever tell Davis about the abortion?”

“I know about it,” Davis said. Della stared at him, puzzled. She had never told anyone about that.

“Did you know the child was yours? We all know it couldn’t have been Jon’s—he couldn’t keep it up, isn’t that what you told us, Della?”

Jonathan pursed his lips together, obviously resisting the urge to snap back.

Davis continued. “Hey, when she left me for Jon, it was none of my concern. She never came to me about it.”

Cynthia gaped at Davis, but he didn’t notice her look of chagrin.

Lila waved the half-empty scotch bottle in the air. “So, poor Catholic, guilt-ridden Della had an abortion. And to punish herself even more, she got pregnant again. And again. And each time, she desperately wanted a child, and each time she chickened out, choosing murder over responsibility.”

Della groaned, then her body convulsed into racking sobs. “No, please, no . . . please . . .”

Cynthia jumped up from the bench. “That’s it! I’ve had enough. This is hateful. You’re all hateful. I say we vote to end this game. Who wants out—raise your hand.” Cynthia held her hand high.

Millie’s hand shot up. “I agree.”

“No way,” said Dick, pouring another drink. “If I had to take it, then you all have to take it.”

Lila clicked her tongue. “You end the game, no one gets the prize.”

“Screw the prize, Li,” Davis said. “I vote with Cynthia.”

“Jonny?”

“I say we keep going.”

“Peter?” Lila shot him a look that meant his job was on the line.

He sighed. “I’m in.”

“Well, Della, it looks like you’re the determining vote,” Lila said.

“Della, come on,” Cynthia urged, “look what she’s done to you. Don’t let her go on with this.”

Della’s crying lessened into tiny moans. She looked up, eyes red and swollen. Let them throw me to the wolves. But not before Jonathan and Lila get what’s coming to them. She would make them pay for what they did to her.

“No, let’s keep playing. If I’m going down, you’re all going with me.”

Lila laughed. “That’s the spirit. Now here’s a person who can take her medicine. Della, I’m surprised you have it in you.”

“Let’s get on with it then. I vote Della off the bench,” Jonathan said.

“I vote she stays on,” Cynthia countered.

Jonathan groaned. “You’d vote to save everyone. Let’s keep the game moving.”

“Yes, let’s discard people like they were trash,” Cynthia said.

Davis stroked her arm. “It’s just a game, darling.”

Cynthia knocked his hand away. “A hurtful game.”

“Sometimes the truth hurts,” Lila said. “But, isn’t it good to know what people are really made of? My dear, young Cynthia, it’s time you had your eyes opened. This is the way the world really is. Killers and victims.”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t see it that way. I never will.”

“A pity. Look at all the excitement you’ll miss by keeping your blinders on.”

“I don’t have to listen to you.”

“No,” said Lila, matching her tone, “I suppose you don’t. You have your strong, protective fiancé to shelter you from all the pain and evil in the world.”

“I can take care of myself. I’m not hiding in his shadow. Just because I’m young doesn’t mean I’m helpless. I see pain and evil all the time, working with the organizations I chair.”

“Yeah, you see it from your lofty height.” Lila said. “From your hillside home high above the wheat and chaff below, where you think about other people’s suffering.”

“So, I have money. So do you. But I appreciate the position I have; I don’t take it for granted. I don’t build ostentatious homes and buy extravagant jewelry to flash around. I use my money to help others.”

“Time for some more violins,” said Jonathan.

“Cynthia’s a good kid. You guys aren’t going to be able to pin anything on her,” Davis said, trying to reach for her again. And again, she avoided his touch.

“I’m not a kid.”

“Easy, darling. It’s just an expression.”

“And I don’t like it.”

“Are we going to finish Della off, or what?” Jonathan wriggled impatiently. Della fished the last menthol cigarette out of the pack and lit it. She crumbled the empty package and threw it at Jonathan’s face.

“If I’m going down, then you’re going with me, Levin.”

“Try it.”

Lila interrupted them. “I’ll sum up. Take all the abortions, the pills, the booze and cigarettes, the lateness, irresponsibility, using people and throw those in with what she did to me in college and I’d say there’s enough evidence to sink the Titanic. I vote Della off.”

“What did I ever do to you?” Della asked.

“Why, Della, have you forgotten your conspiracy against me? I certainly haven’t forgotten it.”

“We never conspired against you. The school put pressure on us to pick an outsider and you were the best qualified. You always memorized every part in every play we ever did. You were a natural.”

“Oh pul-eeze, Della. I’m not talking about that little joke. I’m talking about the other set-up. The one with Davis.”

Della’s vision faded. Dizziness overcame her, and she felt herself slip off the bench and onto the floor.

“Hey, no fair. I was just getting to the good part,” Lila said, feigning disappointment.

“Lila, how can you joke about this? She’s fainted! Get out of the way!” Cynthia knelt beside Della, dabbing water on her forehead.

“Just dump the glass in her face,” Jonathan said.

“Shut up, Jonathan!” Cynthia answered.

He laughed, then grabbed a bottle of scotch and took a long swallow. Reaching over Cynthia’s arm, he tried to force the bottle into Della’s mouth. Cynthia knocked his arm away.

“What are you doing? She’s unconscious. Are you trying to kill her?”

Davis came to Cynthia’s side to calm her down. “He was just trying to help.”

Her voice screeched. “Like hell he was.”

Davis muffled a laugh. “Cynthie, darling, calm down.”

Cynthia glared at him. “This is not funny, Davis.”

“But, hey, true to form, her timing was impeccable.”

Cynthia leaned over Della’s face. Della opened her eyes partway. “Here, Della, here’s some water.” She propped Della’s head to sip from the glass.

“I say vote Della out. Now. Vote!” Jonathan raised his hand. Lila’s hand shot up. Davis and Millie raised theirs with reluctance.

“Sorry, Della,” Millie said. “Let’s just get this over with.”

Della stood and stumbled to the corner where Dick sat in an easy chair, sucking a beer. He saluted her with the bottle.

“Here.” Dick handed her a beer. “Welcome to the club.”

Della held the bottle in front of her, then smashed it against the wall. Glass and liquid flew in all directions. Then she threw herself down in a chair and stared at her lap.

Lila chuckled. “That was an award-winning performance. Jonny, did you catch that? The girl’s got some talent after all.”

Cynthia started walking out of the room.

“Hey, get back here,” Jonathan said.

“Go to hell. All of you. I am not going to sit and listen to this for another minute. Go ahead, kill yourselves off. I’m through being a witness to your disgraceful behavior.”

She left.

The group looked to Lila for her response to the defection. “Aw, let her go, she bores me.”

Millie sat on the bench, lost in her troubled thoughts. The room was quiet for a few moments.

Lila turned to Peter. “You haven’t said much this evening, Peter. What’s come over you? Usually I can count on you for a few humorous jabs.”

“Maybe I don’t know these people well enough to comment.”

“You’ll have to do better than that, Avon. You’ve been with this motley crew for twenty-four hours. Surely, you must have formed some opinions by now.”

“What do you want from me, Li? I think this game’s gone too far.”

“Is that so? Maybe we should talk about a little matter of loyalty, since that seems to be your weak point. Let’s talk about Andrew.”

“That’s not fair,” Peter snapped.

“Whoever said life is fair?” Jonathan said.

“Then maybe there’s someone else you’d rather discuss? Jonathan, perhaps?” Lila raised her eyes at Peter.

“Lila, please.” Peter reached for the bottle of scotch. He took a long swig and turned away.

Lila noticed Jonathan wince. She turned back to Peter. “I remember how eager you were to take me up on my job offer. You couldn’t stay in that house another minute . . .”

“Lila, you promised never to bring it up.”

“Andrew was just a shell, withered and racked with pain from the final stages of AIDS. You couldn’t stand to see him like that. So you abandoned him. Walked out on him without even saying goodbye.”

“He didn’t want me to see him like that. He felt humiliated.”

“But he needed you. You were all he had. And you left.”

“And I’ve been suffering every day for the last two years. Don’t you think I’m aware of my guilt?” Tears streamed down Peter’s face. “Why are you doing this to me, Li?”

“You’re disloyal, Avon. Get off the bench.”

The room fell quiet except for the small sound of Peter’s sobs. He got up and went into the kitchen and brewed a cup of tea.

“How can you be so cruel to him? He’s your friend,” Millie said.

“And God knows you need any you can get, baby,” Dick said.

“I’m keeping score, Ferrol.”

“I vote Lila off,” Della said.

“Yes. Off, Lila!” Dick chimed from the corner. “You can join me for dinner. As dinner.”

“I don’t think we’re quite ready for me yet.”

“I do,” Davis said. “Let’s vote Lila off.”

“Jonny, aren’t you going to come to my defense?”

Jonathan hesitated, then winked at Lila. She winked back. “Lila’s right. She may be cruel, but she wields a powerful stick. Maybe she can keep the wolves at bay till we get to the border.”

“Yeah, just show them your face and they’ll high-tail it,” Dick said.

“I heard that Ferrol,” Lila said. “That’s two.”

 


 


Dick was beyond caring. Lila and her big mouth and her nosing around. He came here thinking she would be the answer to all his problems. He stared at the necklace that could have saved his own neck. And there it lay, adorning Millie’s throat, just out of his reach. He could kill Lila for this torture. Instead of helping him, Lila opened up a Pandora’s box of trouble with Millie, not to mention the embarrassment she caused him in front of all his old friends. He would make her pay for this.

But what about those threats she made about his mother? She wouldn’t really tell her about Penny, would she? Dick knew that if Lila could find out about the deal with Matson and the affair with Penny, then she was unstoppable. As much as he felt his hatred for Lila grow, his fear grew proportionately. One false move and he was dead. He had no choice but to watch his mouth and humble himself before Lila. Damn.

Davis, Millie, Lila, and Jonathan were left on the benches.

Lila cleared her throat. “Well, a nice cozy little group on their way to the border. What about you, Mil? What’s been your great contribution to the human race?”

Millie stammered. “I’m the mother of two children. I’m contributing to the future of the planet.”

Dick reacted. “The planet’s already overpopulated.”

“How can you say that about your own children?”

“Any peasant in a field can drop a child,” Jonathan added.

“You use your kids as an excuse for getting fat,” Dick said.

“I got that way because you stopped caring.”

“I stopped caring because you did. You want to go around again?” Dick asked. He was past worrying what the others thought. He had sufficiently drowned his cares with a six-pack of Corona. Let the wolves tear at them all.

“Millie, you’re a wimp. You’ve let Dick walk all over you,” Jonathan said.

“You married for the wrong reasons,” Davis said.

“You let your motherin-law boss you around,” Lila added.

“You’re fat!” Dick yelled.

“You’re right,” Millie said, rising to her feet. “I’m fat, I’m a wimp, I’m a nobody. And you know what else—I’m through with you!” She pointed a shaking finger at Dick. “For me, this marriage is over!”

Dick, through the haze of his mind, heard Millie’s words and chuckled. “This marriage was over a long time ago, baby.”

“Poor Millie, I can relate,” said Lila. “I was fat and homely in college, desperate to have someone like me. I thought Millie did. Until she betrayed me.”

“What? I never betrayed you.”

“But, yes, Mil, you did. You knew what the rest of them were doing to me and you didn’t say a word. You let me look at the world through rose-colored glasses. You set me up for a fall—a big one.”

Silence spread across the smoke-filled room. The candles, melted almost down to the metal, flickered, casting shadows on the faces of the players on the bench. Millie exhaled a long breath. “It wasn’t my idea. I told them not to do it. They wouldn’t listen to me.”

“And, true to form, Millie once again kept her mouth shut and pretended not to see.”

“You were so happy. I didn’t want to ruin that for you. I figured maybe it would turn out okay in the end.”

Lila shook her head like a teacher disappointed in her students. “Della came up with the idea. Davis went along with it. Jonathan got his kicks putting us together in rehearsals. Dick had his fun organizing the entire ‘production.’ But of all the sinners, you, Millie, are the most guilty, you. Because you knew the truth. Yours was the sin of omission.”

Millie started to cry. “Lila, I’m sorry, I—”

Lila’s voice turned loud and harsh. “Too late, Mil. Off the bench.”

Millie stood, wiping the tears as they rolled down her face. She noticed Dick avoiding eye contact with her. She walked aimlessly around the room, not knowing where to light. Finally, she settled on a chair and stared out the window at the darkness. Lila was right. She’d kept that heavy burden of guilt in her heart all these years, knowing that she was to blame when Lila didn’t show up on opening night. Sure, all the others were guilty in their own small way, but they viewed their actions as harmless fun. They hadn’t known Lila like she had. If Lila had found out the truth, it would have destroyed her.

Millie gasped. That must have been what happened! Somehow, Lila found out; that was why she didn’t make the performance.

Millie’s heart raced. Suddenly, she understood why Lila invited them all—just this group from “Picnic.” Why she had followed their lives so closely, gathering up ammunition against them all. Clearly, no one else here realized their culpability. All these people—all these years—probably never gave opening night a second thought. Never gave Lila a second thought. That is, until she became rich and famous. And now they were all here, not out of friendship, but out of greed.

She thought of Dick and her anger rose in her throat. She wanted to strangle him. In college, he’d been thrilled to dupe Lila. Millie was shocked; she tried to dissuade him and the others—she begged Dick. But he loved a good joke. He never stopped to think someone’s feelings were involved. He rallied them all together at Lila’s expense. And now, he came to her island thinking she would be grateful to him and bestow him with favors.

Boy, did he have a lesson coming.

Peter walked back into the room, his hands cradling a teacup. He sat down in a chair near the door. Millie couldn’t help but notice the pallor across his features. He looked so tired.

“Now,” said Lila, snapping everyone to attention. She turned to Jonathan and Davis. “That leaves us three. Where do we begin?”

Jonathan finished off the Scotch and tossed the empty bottle on the carpet.

“I’d like to know what Lila’s been doing to Davis and Jon all these years,” said Dick. “Since she’s meddled with my life and Della’s.”

Della echoed him. “Yeah. Who else have you set up, Lila?”

“I see you’ve come back from the dead, Della. I’m glad. I wouldn’t want you to miss the grand finale. Well, now, like I said, it’s just me and the guys. The wolves have devoured everyone else, but they’re still on our heels. They’re getting closer and closer and they’re still hungry.”

“Can the narrative, Li,” said Jonathan. “Just tell us what you did to us, too.”

Abruptly, the power came back on. Millie gasped in surprise. For a moment they all looked at one another. The bright light betrayed their tired, bleary faces.

Lila blew out the candles and smiled.

“Fine. Three to go.”

 


 







Chapter 19

 


 


Lila stretched, working the kinks out of her back. “So you all want to know what little ol’ me has been up to? All in good time, kiddies. All in my good time.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Jonathan caught Davis swaying, so drunk, he looked about to fall off the bench. A deck light came on. He could make out Cynthia huddled against the cold. He chuckled. How the gods have fallen. Davis would have to answer to his pretty little fiancée when they got back to Marin. Maybe the honeymoon was over—before the wedding even took place. And Dick and Millie, at opposite ends of the room, avoided each other’s eyes. He’d just love to hear their conversation on the way home. And Peter, Lila’s cute slave, sulking against the wall. Fag coward, unable to stand up to Lila. But Della delighted him the most. She looked like a statue in her chair. Something made of stone. Lila really did a number on her.

He glanced at Lila. She was waiting, like some predatory animal, undoubtedly ready to devour him. He hoped it wouldn’t be too painful. He thought of the joke from earlier in the evening: the man in the bathroom chanting, “she’s not my wife, she’s not my wife.” He bolstered himself up with his own litany. “She’ll buy my script. She’ll buy my script.” Okay, Lila, do your worst.

“Well, gang,” she said, slurring her words, “we’re getting closer to bringing this suspenseful game to its heart-stopping conclusion.”

Millie moaned. “Then let’s get it over with already.”

“We won’t go into the details of your sordid sexual behavior, dear Jonny. That comes with the territory, so to speak. No one in middle America has sex the way Hollywood does.”

Jonathan laughed. “Do they have sex?”

“You take pride in making my career, in ‘discovering’ my talent, right Jonny? I remember the encouragement you gave me in college. All that reassurance. Arranging those late night rehearsals with Davis, so the scenes would be perfect. Going over those lines, over and over again.” Lila’s voice deepened. “`Look, Baby, I’m a poor bastard, and I gotta claim what’s mine, Baby! You’re the only real thing I ever had—ever! Baby, kiss me goodbye!”

Lila turned to Davis. “Come on, loverboy, you remember the words. We rehearsed them fifty times. Don’t you remember what Jonathan used to say? ‘Kiss her again, Davis. Come on, more emotion, more fervor.’ Remember?”

“I can’t remember anything right at the moment, Madge.”

“She’s not Madge, she’s Lila,” Jonathan said. “Boy, are you drunk.”

“So are you.”

“So what?”

“Boys, boys,” Lila said. “I am most certainly drunk, but I remember. All of it. The darkened stage, the spotlight. The unbearable pounding of my heart.” Lila’s voice grew wistful. “Davis’s arms holding me tight, his lips warm on mine.”

“Are you trying to make us puke?” Dick called from the corner.

“Stick to comedy,” Della muttered.

Lila snapped out of her reverie; her words made Jonathan jump. “Your great career. I’ll tell you about your career. You glad-handed everyone in Hollywood, hung out on the tennis courts in Malibu, slept with any woman who you could step on to get higher up the ladder.”

Dick snorted. “Hey, Jonny, just like Della.”

“Finally, you made a good score. Jack Harwood, the producer, had a daughter. She was a pig, but hey, screwing her landed you a spot on his series. That started you working in episodes for years, doing schlock directing. What did you call it—the armpit of Hollywood? And then, things got even better. Suddenly, out of nowhere comes this offer to do a movie-of-the-week. And then a miniseries. You’re on a roll. On your way to the big time. So you dump wife number one. Don’t need her or her producer-daddy anymore. Then, as the money rolls in, you start spending and marry prettier, younger wife number two. Her daddy is in the movie business. Goodbye TV. And she spends your money even faster than you do.”

Jonathan felt his heart slam against his chest. Where the hell was she leading? The others in the room sat motionless. The room was so quiet he could hear the wind howling through the trees.

“Now you’re in deep. You’re even hungrier than ever. The big prize is features and you want in badly. Wifey’s daddy doesn’t help, but you’re sure you can make it on your talent. And each time it looks like it’s about to happen, the deal falls through. Up, down, up, down. You hire and fire every agent in town. Funny, you just can’t seem to get a feature in your greedy clutches. This goes on for years. Your second wife outlives her usefulness—introduce wife number three. By now, your money runs out and you have to sell your precious possessions. You get sullen and grumpy. Impossible to live with. And Vanessa walks. So, now you’re desperate. You take another schlock TV movie to tie you over, because the big one is finally about to happen. But, sorry. Evans, your agent, tells you the rug’s been pulled out again. Goldstein wants his nephew to direct, instead. You blow up. Your money’s gone, you’re really running scared now. You’d rather die than go backwards and voila! here you are.”

Jonathan pulled at his clammy shirt. “What is this?—‘This is your life, Jonny Levin’? So, times are tough in Hollywood, Li. Not everyone is as lucky as you. Can’t we open a window in here?”

His worst fears had come true. Somehow, Lila knew he was broke and hungry. He had to keep cool. He didn’t want her pity.

“I thought after a while you’d catch on.” Lila put a bottle to her mouth and drank it dry. She let it slip out of her hands. “Nobody has that kind of bad luck, year after year.”

Jonathan held his breath. “What are you saying?”

“I spent a lot of money on those agents. Corrupt to the bone, every one of the bastards. Glad to help out the rich and famous Lila Carmichael, because maybe, someday, like everyone else, she’ll be shopping for a new agent and happen to remember a favor. Isn’t that just peachy?”

“Evans? You paid him off?” Jonathan tried to focus.

“Oh, him? No. Just all the others. On that deal I traded some favors with Goldstein. In fact, I’m letting him produce my next special, fancy that.”

“You killed my movie deal? You?”

“You give me too much credit, Jonny boy. I didn’t have to work that hard. You already had a reputation. You did yourself in with your trademark dictator behavior, Jonny baby. There isn’t a crew member in Hollywood that you worked with who doesn’t hate you. You treat them all like garbage and they remember. They never forget. The producers hate you for never bringing in a picture on time. The studios laugh at your arrogance. You’re a joke, Levin. I pulled you out of the first few offers, but the rest you did yourself. As the saying goes, give a man enough rope—”

“I’ll kill you . . . you—” He jumped up and towered in front of her, his hands balled into fists.

Lila stepped back, feigning terror. “Oooh, how you scare me, Jonny.”

Dick applauded. “Marvelous!”

“And by the way, that piece of garbage you brought with you? That script you intended to show me tomorrow? It’s been shopped all over town and no one will touch it. Certainly not me.” Lila primped her hair and struck a pose. “I have my reputation to think of.”

Jonathan’s head reeled. He lowered back onto the bench.

The fortune he paid for the rights to that script. He flashed through all the movies he’d been offered over the years. One after another, the same thing. The project was a go, and then suddenly—poof! Another director called in, or the shooting was postponed—indefinitely. He thought about “The Magic Hour.” Fox told him the project was nixed, and six months later it landed back on their schedule. Jonathan wiped his sweaty palms on his pants. Lila! Or “Afternoon Affair”—the star walked out the first day of shooting. The first day.

“You pay Marcia Reynolds off, too?”

“Now you’re getting the picture.”

Jonathan sank his head into his hands.

“Now, now, Jonny. It’s not as hopeless as it looks. There’s always a light at the end of the tunnel.”

“Yeah, it’s the headlights of an oncoming train,” Dick said.

Davis snickered.

Della spoke from the shadows. “This was worth the whole weekend. Getting to hear how the hot shot director never did make it on his own talent.”

“Shut up, Della. Go slit your wrists again. You couldn’t even do that right.”

“You scumbag!” Della rushed over to the bench and pushed Jonathan off. In the struggle, Lila fell and thudded to the floor. Davis jumped out of the way.

“Go get him, Della.” Davis laughed. “This is more entertaining than any of the TV crap Jonny ever directed.”

Millie came over and tried to pull Della from Jonathan. “Stop it, please!”

“Hey, Peter, pull me up,” Lila said, laughing hard. “I’m floundering like a fish.”

“Pick yourself up. Or should I call for a derrick?”

Dick choked with laughter.

Millie looked down at Lila. “You’re disgusting, you know that? How did you turn into such a vengeful, miserable person? You should be grateful for your success and not spend your time repaying people for some little wrong done to you fifteen years ago. You’re sick, you know that?”

Lila laughed again, struggling to pull herself up. She clutched the bench, got halfway up, and fell again.

Della and Jonathan still clawed at each other. Millie waved her hands at them. “Stop it, both of you.” As Millie reached toward them, Jonathan’s arm got caught in the necklace and it broke apart, sending diamonds scattering across the floor. Dick lunged after them, nearly knocking Millie down.

“This is not a free-for-all Ferrol, like that supermarket game show,” Lila chastised through her laughter.

Dick dropped a handful of gems into Lila’s lap. “I was just getting them for you.”

“Like hell you were.”

Dick’s face reddened. “Are you accusing me of trying to steal? I’m not a crook.”

Davis snickered and imitated Richard Nixon. “I am not a crook.”

“But you are, Ferrol. We already proved that,” Lila said.

“You accused me of it. You proved nothing. You’re good with your words and with throwing your weight around, literally, but you’re pitiable. All this money and look what it got you. You’re pathetic.”

“I am, am I?” Lila finally pulled herself up. Pieces of the necklace lay scattered about her. She ignored them. She took in the group stationed around the devastated living room. “Hey, you know what we all are? Face the truth. Not some great, goodhearted humanitarians, but the seven deadly sins. Here we all are, in the flesh.”

Della and Jonathan separated and smoothed their clothes and hair.

Lila slowly circled the room. “Let’s see if I remember them all.”

She faced Dick. “Greed, obviously.”

She walked past Della. “Lust.”

When she reached Millie she smiled. “Gluttony.”

Then Jonathan. “Pride, of course. You know the Hebrew proverb, Levin—pride cometh before a fall?

“Envy? Yes, Peter, you.

“I, of course, am wrath. And last but not least—sloth.”

She looked straight at Davis. “What a lazy boy, you are. What a nice assortment of sinners we have here. My father would have a field day with the lot of you. Us.”

Davis repositioned the bench and sat back down, grinning up at Lila. “Well, Li, be that as it may, I’m still on the bench. I’m sure everyone in the room would vote you off in a second. So, why not name me the winner and let’s call it a night. What do you say?”

“Not bloody likely.” Lila thrust her face into his. “I’ve been waiting a long time for this moment. Why, I’ve been choreographing this evening for years, my dear Davis. Do you think you ended up last by accident? I’ve saved you for last on purpose.”

Lila was aware of her hands shaking. She had spoken the truth: fifteen years she had waited, fantasizing this moment in her head. Rehearsing it more than any part she had ever performed. And each time, the scenario played the same: she would expose Davis and he would plead for mercy. Then she would refuse and watch him suffer.

“Lila has you pegged, Davis,” Della said. “You’re the expert on laziness. Look at how you got through school—getting girls to cram for your exams and give you notes. Smiling at the teachers so they’d let you slide. Even giving up acting to take over your father’s business. Go for the lazy way to make money—handed to you on a platter.”

“Now wait a minute, darling. I work damn hard in that business, sometimes twelve hours a day.”

“Whoa. Let’s rewind back a few frames, loverboy,” Lila said. “The boy with the golden spoon in his mouth. Money for cars and other toys. Varsity team, summers in Europe, college. Leads in all the shows, all the women flocking around him. Passing the scut work off on everyone else and reaping all the rewards.”

“Yeah, you sure did that to me,” Dick said.

“Cynthia, you innocent, come closer. I don’t want you to miss a beat.”

The group turned toward the hallway where Cynthia stood in shadow.

“Leave her alone, Li,” Peter said.

“It’s time she learned the truth.”

“Oh, get off it, Lila,” Davis said. “For two days you’ve been threatening to tell her the ‘truth’ about me, like there’s some deep, dark secret that will scare her away.”

“Oh, there’s more than one. Where would you like me to start?” Lila’s voice sped up. “How ’bout your charmed business life in wealthy Marin. Particularly the northern Marin subdivision. The not-so-legit way you put that together.”

“What about it?”

“Like pushing all the permits through by greasing the necessary palms. Someone has it all in writing—dates, names, amounts. You get the picture.”

Davis snorted. “You’re bluffing. There’s nothing you can hold over me. Nothing,”

“And when the main investor split town, you dipped into Cynthia’s T-Bills.” Lila put her hand across her mouth. “Oh dear, Cynthia wasn’t supposed to know about that.”

Lila watched the slender silhouette move in closer. That should pep things up in their relationship.

“Something on the order of fifty grand, I think it was.”

“Tell me this isn’t true, Davis.” Cynthia said. “You told me that money was untouchable—for our children. It’s in our agreement.”

Lila smirked. “Sweet talk her, Davis. The way you did me.”

Davis’s face flushed. He reached his hands out to Cynthia. “Darling, I didn’t want to trouble you with it. It was a temporary loan.”

“But you promised.”

“I paid it back.”

“With my money,” Lila said. Gotcha.

Davis froze. “Excuse me?”

“Your principal investor. Brand and Martin. Los Angeles.” Lila waited a beat. “I own your northern Marin subdivision, or at least the controlling stock.” Lila threw in another well-placed pause. “And the adjacent shopping mall.”

“Oh, I love this. This is too much,” Jonathan said. “She got you too.”

“This is not funny,” Davis said.

Dick clapped his hands. “It sure as hell is.”

Jonathan held up his hand. “This is all a big, sick joke, right Lila? You just did your homework on us. And now you’re taking the credit for it all. Great scheme, Lila. You really had us going there for awhile. Can’t you see, Davis? It’s all an act. To make us shiver in our boots.”

“Wish again, Levin. This is worse than the ‘Deadly Game.’ This is the ‘Deadly Reality.’ And I’m not finished here with golden boy, Levin, so shut up. I have a list of all the little bits of real estate my corporations have acquired over the past ten years. Oh, they’re too numerous to rattle off right now, but I’m sure you’ll recognize them. All of your commercial enterprises. All of them in my majority ownership. All your partners: Elite Realty, Golden State, Southcoast. The names sound familiar? And I’ve been thinking lately of dumping the whole lot of them, all for a loss. A big loss. Or maybe make the rents so unbelievably high that the shops and condos will remain vacant and, gee whiz, I guess I’d have to declare bankruptcy. That could be a loss in the millions, isn’t that right, Davis?”

“What is she saying?” Cynthia grabbed Davis’s sleeve. “Davis, tell me.”

She spun around to face Lila. “I’ve kept quiet for the last hour. Mostly out of shock from your behavior—everyone’s behavior. I would have left long ago if it were possible. But, I’m not going to leave here without saying this: I don’t know whether or not all these terrible things are true, all these affairs and traps and bribes and blackmailing. It’s all vicious and unforgivable . . .”

“No, honey,” Lila interrupted, “I’ll tell you what’s unforgivable.” She thrust her face up against Cynthia’s. “Pretending to be in love with someone when you’re not. Pretending the kisses are passionate and the promises are spoken from the heart.”

Peter came over and reached for Lila’s hand. “I think it’s time we all went to bed. It’s been a long day.” Lila swatted him away, like a pesky mosquito.

“. . . Saying ‘Darling, I’m so in love with you, I can’t wait any longer. Come to bed with me, now, I can’t stand the agony anymore.’ “

Lila took a breath and glared at Davis. “Promising you’d marry me if I agreed to have sex.”

“You did what?” Jonathan said.

“So that’s how you got her,” Dick added, then quickly covered.

Lila turned to Dick. “Yes, that’s how he ‘got me.’ How he got me to bed and won the bet!”

“She’s making it all up,” Davis said.

“I sure as hell am not. Tell your dear fiancée about the bet.”

“I don’t remember any bet.”

“Oh, right. I forgot—it was fifteen years ago and you don’t remember a thing. But, Della remembers, don’t you Della? And so do Dick and Jon. And of course, you.” She pointed to Millie. A silence spread heavy and thick. “You all knew.”

Millie shook her head. “I didn’t know about the proposal. Honest, I didn’t.”

“Neither did I,” Della added. “He must have come up with that one on his own. A desperate race against the clock, is my guess.”

“Della, fuck off,” Davis said. “It was your fucking idea.”

Cynthia’s jaw dropped. “Davis!”

Lila crossed her arms. “So, now his memory suddenly returns.”

“It was all a joke, all right? And it wasn’t my idea. I didn’t want to do it. They all pressured me into it.”

“Whatever happened to ‘just say no’?” Lila asked.

“Davis.” Cynthia pulled once more on Davis’s arm. “Let’s go. The game’s over. We’ll talk about this when you’re sober.”

“You’re a tough one,” Lila said to Cynthia. “Hard to break. I didn’t think you’d last this long. Yeah, a tough nut to crack.”

Cynthia tried to ignore Lila, but Lila came up and whispered by her ear. “Let’s talk about the other ladies in lover boy’s life. Claire was easy. She took the first job I offered her. Chicago—I knew she wouldn’t refuse. Denise was a little more difficult, since she really thought she was in love with him. But she was more in love with money, lucky me. She went off with that rich executive on a yacht around the world. He gave her the time of her life, by the way, and set her up in a nice condo in Belize. Of course, Mr. Executive was never in love with her. He just owed me a favor. Isn’t life wonderful? An elaborate system of debts and favors.” Lila caught Davis’s stunned expression from the corner of her eye.

“But you, Cynthia darling, you, I knew I couldn’t shake, buy, or bribe. You didn’t care about money or career. Believe me, I tried everything, but you were stuck to him like glue. That’s why I had to bring you all here.”

She turned to the group. “Say thank you to Cynthia, gang. She’s the reason every one of you is here tonight.”

“Because of me?”

“Yes, dear. Because of little ol’ you.”

Peter yanked on Lila’s sleeve. “Come on, Li. Enough.”

“Peter, lay off!” Lila shoved him. “I’m not finished!”

Cynthia backed away. “You can’t be serious? This whole reunion was for the purpose of dissuading me from marrying Davis?”

“As long as he stayed single, I was content to play with the lot of you—cat and mice. Eventually I would have destroyed you all. And good riddance. But Davis—if I couldn’t have him, no one would.”

“This is incredible,” Della said.

“Fucking unbelievable,” Dick muttered.

Lila shrugged. “Eventually Davis would realize there was no one in the world for him but me. Davis made me a promise. And I expect him to make good his promise. And I brought you all here to convince him of that.”

Della laughed. “That’s the funniest thing I ever heard. Fifteen years and still waiting.”

Davis was not laughing. “You’re crazy. What are you going to do—blackmail me into marrying you? What kind of love is that?”

“Who said anything about love?” Lila asked.

“I get it. She just wants revenge,” Dick said.

“Very funny, Lila. Very funny.” Davis wobbled to his feet with Cynthia holding his arm. “Hey, big star. I’ve had enough of your ringside production. I’m going to bed.”

Lila’s voice was stern. “I’m serious, loverboy. I’ll ruin you. You’ll have nothing!”

“Lila, stop. You don’t mean any of this.” Peter again took her arm and pulled. His face betrayed the embarrassment he felt for her.

“You’re going to marry me!” she squealed.

Davis pulled Cynthia into the hall, stumbling toward his room. “Over my dead body.”

Lila watched as the pair disappeared from sight. She pursed her lips. “If that’s the way you want it . . .”

She stood there, her face a grotesque mask of rage. “Yeah, baby, if that’s the way you want it . . .”

 


 







Chapter 20

 


 


“Davis, what are you doing?” Cynthia stood by the bed as he raced around the room, gathering clothes.

“Packing, what do you think?”

“Now? Let’s just go to sleep. You know we can’t leave here until tomorrow afternoon.”

“I saw a couple of houses from the mountaintop. Lila’s not the only one on this island.”

Cynthia fumed. “And you intend to head out into this storm in the middle of the night—in pitch dark—and do what? Knock on someone’s door and borrow a boat? Get real, Davis.”

“I’m not staying another minute in this house. The lady’s crazy.”

“She’s drunk. And so are you. She won’t remember a thing in the morning. She’s probably passed out already.”

Davis threw the last of his clothes into the suitcase and fumbled with the latches.

“You heard what she said. She owns me. And she intends to ruin me. I’m not sticking around to see what else she has up her depraved sleeve.”

“How do you know any of it is true? Come on, hon, please let’s get some sleep.”

Davis tugged at the heavy suitcase, then dropped it by the door and kicked it hard. “I’m outta here.”

“And what about me? Do you drag me along or should I wish you a safe trip? Can’t you wait till the morning? Honey, please. Go talk to Peter—he’ll know what’s going on.”

“Peter’s on her side. He works for her, doesn’t he?”

“Davis, he’s a decent man.”

“I’m not going to beg anyone for help. I’ll help myself.”

Davis reached for his coat and scarf. “Ciao, baby.” He kissed her cheek. “Are you sure you won’t come?”

“This is crazy. Davis, please don’t leave me.”

“I’ll find us a way off the island. I promise.”

Cynthia heard Davis’s footsteps tromp down the hall. Maybe the cold rain would sober him up—if he didn’t catch pneumonia first. She just prayed he didn’t get lost in the woods. How far could he get without a flashlight in the dark? She’d wait five minutes, just five. And then she’d fetch him.

A chilly draft blew through the window cracks. Cynthia climbed under the covers with all her clothes on. Angry voices filtered in from the living room; the rest of the guests still up and fighting. So let them kill each other off. A feeling of disgust flooded over her. So much for Lila’s little parlor game. No one won, no one escaped the wolves.

Was it really possible that Lila arranged this whole reunion just to dissuade her from marrying Davis? What a ludicrous idea. All those years, watching, waiting, thwarting Davis from marrying. No, it had to be a sick Lila Carmichael joke. And what about the terrible things she said she did to ruin them all? Said she intended to do? Rich, successful Lila wasting all that energy on revenge—and why? Because of a small incident? Sure, they played a hurtful trick on her—but nothing so vicious as to warrant such revenge.

Cynthia sighed and reached for her hairbrush. Slowly, she worked the tangles out of her hair. If Lila was bluffing, then she had done an awful lot of homework on them. She knew things she should have never known. Like the T-Bills.

The thought of Davis’s dishonesty knotted her stomach. She fought back the anger, reminding herself to give Davis the benefit of the doubt. Yes, he had promised—sworn—he would never touch that money. Yet, she also trusted his judgment. If he only needed the money temporarily, then where was the damage? He said he already repaid it, as if it never happened. But, how many other things had he done and not told her? Their relationship was based on explicit trust and Davis had broken it. And that was inexcusable.

Disturbed by those thoughts, she leaped out of bed. She put on her coat and scarf and reached for the flashlight on the floor. She had to find Davis.

But, first, she was going to confront Lila.

 


 


Davis slammed the front door and ventured out into the storm. Wind whipped rain and leaves into the entryway behind him. In the living room, Lila rapped loudly on her glass with a spoon. With lights out again, a new set of candles burned on the buffet table. The angry arguing toned down enough for her voice to carry. Lightning cracked, followed by a burst of thunder.

“Enough, enough, you drunken slobs.” Her voice trailed off. “You poor, drunken slobs.”

“Go to hell, Lila,” Jonathan said.

“Oh, I’m sure I will. But, my dear guests, now that our leading man has staged a hasty, hostile exit, there’s something I have to say.”

Dick moaned. “Haven’t you said enough already?”

Cynthia stood in the shadows of the doorway, listening. Lila pushed Dick aside and straddled the bench. Peter had given up trying to extricate Lila from the room. She was queen of her domain, rousing the rabble. He had never seen her so charged, so intense, so out of control. Maybe the result of too many long hours on the set. She needed a real vacation. So did he, for that matter. He wondered what would happen Monday, back in L.A. Would Lila deny this whole weekend and go on as if nothing happened? He hoped so. He longed to erase this whole fiasco from his memory. Come on—he was kidding himself. He would never forget the things she said to him. She hit him below the belt and it hurt. They had one unspoken agreement in their relationship: jab all you like, but some things were unmentionable, and Lila crossed the line. She had betrayed him on the deepest level possible.

“Now, aren’t we all in an interesting predicament,” Lila said. “Who would have guessed it? All these nice, good people—devoured by the wolves. Not one redeemable character in the bunch. Kinda makes you lose faith in humanity, doesn’t it?”

“Can it, Li,” Della said.

“Oh, but there’s more.”

Groans erupted from those in the room.

“Let me guess,” Dick said. “Another amusing parlor game. Like, how to serve roast guest.”

“Now, now, Ferrol, we’ve all taken a roasting. But, never forget the golden rule. She who has the gold, rules. And I have the gold.”

“Who cares? You dragged us down into the mud and now you want to rub our faces in it?” Della said.

“. . . And when you have gold, you have power. Power to destroy and power to heal.”

“Now you’re sounding like God. What’s your next act? Are you going to carve Ten Commandments for us? Part the Red Sea?” Dick asked.

Lila yanked on Millie’s sleeve. “Millie, speak up. You’re so quiet.” Millie slumped down into the couch. “Come now, in the past you always had gobs of advice for me. ‘Lila, try out for Thespians, you can do it.’ or ‘wear this outfit—that’ll get his attention.’ What do you think—should I tell Ida Ferrol about her wayward son? Should I encourage Matson to squeal to the police? Oh, the shame and disgrace. And what will your children think of dear Daddy then? But look at the bright side: you could have some peace and quiet for a few years while Dick serves out his jail sentence.”

“Lila, shut up,” Dick said. “You can’t threaten me.”

“Oh, but I can.”

Millie pleaded. “Please, Lila, can’t you just forget the past? Can’t we say we’re sorry and be done with it? What do you want from us?”

“Ah, Millie. So perceptive. Yes, there is something I want from you all, and I think you know what it is. Just a little thing. I’m talking about a matter of justice. Right now I know you all feel everything’s hopeless. That your lives have gone speedily down the toilet, so to speak. But all is not lost, really. I could change your luck in the wink of a lottery ticket. All I have to do is reverse this misfortune you seem to be having. Why Dick, instead of going to jail, you could be state senator. Oh, don’t look at me like that. You don’t think I can arrange it? You fuckin’ bet I can.”

Lila’s voice became commanding. She took center stage. “A few well-placed phone calls and the ball will start rolling. Miraculously, the charges of fraud and embezzlement will disappear. People will begin reciting your name and the word around town will be ‘Ferrol for Senate.’ And in no time at all, there’ll be an office with your name on it in gold letters. That’s what you want, isn’t it? What you’d give your front buck teeth for?”

Dick’s eyes glittered. Through the liquored fog of his mind, he envisioned himself on the Senate floor, giving a speech to the other movers and shakers of Washington State. He wanted it so badly he could almost taste it.

“And Della, poor thing. You have nowhere to go. I hate to think of you joining the ranks of the homeless. Eating out of trash cans. You’ve used up all your coupons; no one else will take you in. Or you might check into a rehab clinic and try to clean up your act and face the shambles of your life. But you know how that will turn out. You’ll just slit your wrists again, and end your pain forever. However, there is another alternative.”

Lila paced in the darkened room; the drunken group listened attentively, trying to follow her drift. “I know how much you love the sun. Wouldn’t you like to live somewhere tropical, let’s say, the Bahamas, in your own sprawling home, maids, servants at your command. Why, you wouldn’t have to lift a finger ever again. I’d provide a handsome escort at your side, an unlimited bank account at your disposal. Sound nice? And if you got bored, maybe even a real part on Broadway. Start your career again, this time on the right foot, with all the breaks. Della Roman, the star she always aspired to be.” Lila snapped her fingers. “Just like that.”

Della lulled herself into imagining the picture Lila painted. It was such an easy, agonizing thing to do. Her oiled body under a hot sun. A beautiful man massaging her back. Never to go hungry or be frightened again.

“And you, dear Jonny, you could keep up the desperate act of trying to find work. The jobs getting fewer and fewer. Slowly slipping down the ladder back to episodes and finally the real dregs; to daytime, and the soaps. Getting fired over and over again because of your nasty disposition. You’ll eventually have to give up the house and the Mercedes, hock everything and leave town. What are you equipped to do? Sell vacuum cleaners or Encyclopedia Brittanicas? Or hey, why not get a job in a deli? Now, there’s an appropriate career for you. You have some experience in that field.”

Jonathan visibly shuddered at the mention of the deli. His childhood returned to his mind —his parents’ store with the everlasting smell of sour pickles, his mother and father screaming at one another. The endless sandwiches he made after school, month after month. His clothes smelling of pastrami. He would never do that again. Never. He would rather die.

Jonathan’s expression was not lost on Lila. She smiled like an angel bearing gifts. “Relax, Jonny. Your problem is the easiest of all to solve. One itty, bitty phone call away. The hottest agent in town dying to sign you on. Job offers pouring in. That elusive feature, yours at last. Jonny Levin, the most sought-after director in Hollywood. Money pouring down from the heavens. Maybe even an Oscar. You will remember me in your acceptance speech? Need I go on?”

Jonathan’s heart pounded like a jackhammer. Damn her. She could do it. Just one lousy phone call. Damn her! He tried to blot out the thoughts. Hearing his name called. Walking down the aisle as everyone grabbed at him, wanting to touch success. On stage, being handed that golden tribute to his talent. Oh, please . . . I want it . . .

Lila walked up to Millie and stroked her hair.

“Millie, you have a choice. Be an unhappy senator’s wife or don’t go back to him at all. How would you like to own your own boutique? Pick all the merchandise. Answer to nobody but little ol’ Mil. Be self-sufficient, finally free from your money-grubbing, lying husband. Have your own hairdresser, dietitian, and cook. Why, without all that aggravation, you’ll lose fifty pounds in no time. The men will be pounding down your door—handsome, considerate men. You’ll be your own woman. No more walking in Dick’s suffocating shadow.”

Millie tried to shut out Lila’s words, but they soaked in through every pore. Her head spun with exhaustion. Once more, Lila was manipulating them all again. First, they were coerced into playing that awful game in which no one could win. What was she up to? She pulled them all down and now she was making grandiose promises. But what would be the price this time? She shuddered to think.

Lila waited for a response. Nothing. She could hear the wheels turning. She chuckled. “To the right: life eternal. To the left: hellfire and brimstone. The choice is yours.”Jonathan looked at the others. “Watch out gang, she may only be showing us the pilot. Remember the joke?”

“Very clever, Jonny. But you won’t know till you pick, will you?”

Dick couldn’t stand it any longer. “So, what do you want? What could we possibly do for you? You have everything.”

Lila paced across the carpeting. Her back faced the hallway where Cynthia stood, transfixed.

“Not everything, Senator. I want Davis to make good his promise to me.”

“Oh, come on. You’ve got to be kidding,” Della said.

“All he needs a little persuading.”

“To do what?” Dick asked. “You can’t believe we can talk him into giving Cynthia up to marry you.”

Jonathan groaned. “Be reasonable, Lila.”

“What kind of marriage would that be?” Millie asked. “You can’t force someone into marrying someone they don’t want.”

Dick sneered. “Oh, no?”

A smile spread across Lila’s face and she nodded to Dick. “I rest my case.”

“It’s not possible,” Jonathan said.

Lila frowned. “I’m sure you’ll think of something. You have until noon tomorrow. And don’t doubt for a minute that I mean business. I always keep my word, unlike that S.O.B. A great injustice has been committed and I want it rectified. Remember Oscar Wilde: ‘A man cannot be too careful in the choice of his enemies.’ God save you from the wrath of Lila!” She emitted a sinister laugh that reverberated off the stone walls. “Now, go.”

Cynthia gasped. Davis was right—even in his drunken stupor, he had recognized Lila’s obsession. She was crazy, dangerously crazy. Cynthia hurried to the front door and swung it open.

She screamed into the wind. “Davis, Davis, where are you?” She rushed out into the black night, tightening her scarf around her head. “Dammit, Davis, where are you?”

Inside, the others sat poised with tension. Lila looked at her watch. “Twelve hours, troops, to accomplish your mission, or turn back into rotting pumpkins. Happy hunting.” Lila walked toward the hall.

“Hey, where are you going?” Jonathan asked.

“To bed.”

“And that’s it?”

“My work’s done. Yours is just beginning. By the way, I lied when I said there was no way off the island. You may want to catch up with loverboy. It would be a shame if he really did get away. A damn shame.”

With that comment, Lila disappeared down the hall, heading for the stairs that led to her tower. She was aware of a deadly silence behind her, broken only by Millie’s soft crying. Slowly, Lila pushed herself up a stair at a time, grasping the railing. Her breath came in spurts and her hands shook, as in the aftermath of an accident, when it was safe to fall apart. This had been her finest performance, but it drained everything out of her. She desperately needed sleep. And she would find it easily, now that the wolves had been set loose.

 


 







Chapter 21

 


 


Millie hesitated at the drawbridge. The squall ripped through the pine trees, sending a cascade of needles crashing into her face. Not far ahead, Della and Jonathan argued. Intent on leading the way, Dick had been the first out and impervious to Millie’s pleas to stop. He even slammed the door in her face. But, what did she expect? That he would concede to Lila’s victory? Forgive the things she said to him? For the life of her, Millie couldn’t understand what this fury was all about. Lila’s fury. Dick’s fury. All of them. Why tear each other to pieces? Millie mulled the night’s events in her mind. Was Lila really serious? She couldn’t possibly think Davis would marry her. So, what was her point? To exercise her power? Make them all tremble? A bizarre image of circus dogs came to mind. And Lila dressed in a clown costume with a whip, making them jump through hoops at her command. Lila even had a flashlight for each one of them waiting by the door—as if she planned this very detail. Millie’s heart sank. Despite her great success, Lila had become bitter and cruel. She should be grateful for all she had. She should spend her energy and money helping people, not destroying them.

Another image entered Millie’s mind: Dick moping in a jail cell, ashamed and broken. She searched her heart for pity and found none. If he broke the law and got himself into this kind of trouble, then maybe he deserved it. It frightened her to think of being alone, on her own with her two girls, but what kind of husband and father had Dick been, anyway? Would she miss him? She had this image of dressing her little girls to visit their daddy in prison. How they would wail at the sight of him behind bars. How Dick would suffer at seeing them.

Stepping carefully over roots and branches, she edged her way through the woods until she could see the beach, dark and forbidding in the moonless night. She felt as if she were in some dream—no, nightmare. What was she doing in a forest, in the dark, on a remote island without her little babies? She envisioned them sleeping soundly in their beds; Dick’s mother perpetually straightening the now spotless house, everything in perfect order.

Millie’s head pounded hard, blurring her vision. She strained to pay attention to her footing. Up ahead, the three shapes ran along the shoreline, their flashlight beams intersecting on the sand. Della stumbled behind the two men. Millie was relieved when they stopped and searched the ground for footprints, giving her a chance to catch up. Her body ached for sleep.

“Hey,” she cried out, “wait up.”

Dick turned and saw Millie shuffling. He resumed running. Della and Jonathan followed feebly.

“I said, wait up.” Millie collapsed on the wet ground.

That was it, she quit. Her clothes were soaked and her feet were two knobs of pain. It would be just her luck to come down with pneumonia on top of everything.

Della came over and knelt beside her.

Millie panted hard. “What in God’s name are you all doing? Lila sends you on some fool chase, and you go? Is that it?”

“Speak for yourself.” Della sulked as the rain splattered off the brim of her hood. Fishing a cigarette out of her pocket, she lit it and took a long drag. She looked up the beach, where Jonathan and Dick continued arguing as they slogged along. “Hot shot thinks Davis went up there.” Della pointed to the crest of rocks. “I’m not climbing any mountains in the dark. That’d be suicide.”

“Maybe that’s what Lila wants—for us to all kill ourselves. Then she’ll be happy.”

“Oh, get off it, Mil. She just wants Davis.”

Millie shook her head, mostly from the cold. “What’s gotten into you?”

Della blurted out, “You heard her, Mil. She’s got us all by the shorts. We have to do what she says. We have to get Davis back.”

“And you really think you can persuade him to give up Cynthia and marry her?”

“Hey, he’s got the most to lose. You heard her—she owns him. She made him and now she’s going to ruin him. What choice does he have?”

“He could just say no. He did.”

“Well, he’s going to change his mind. And why not? He can get the marriage annulled right afterward—and then go home. Then Lila can’t do anything.”

“You think she’ll be satisfied with that? She’ll just keep at him—at all of us—ruining our lives forever, if that’s really her plan. We can’t keep running. We’ve got to band together and get some legal advice—”

“—And she’ll buy out whatever lawyer we’d find.”

“Oh, come on. She can’t bribe every lawyer in the country.”

Della clenched her teeth. “I hate that woman. I hate what she’s done to me. Why don’t I kill her? Then everyone would be relieved. She’d be out of our lives for good.”

Millie gasped. “Della!”

Della yanked on her arm. “Come on, Mil, we can’t quit now. Davis may have already found a way out of here.”

Millie pulled her arm back. Della shot her a vicious look.

“You don’t have anything to lose, do you? So what if Dick ends up in jail—you’d be better off without that S.O.B. Lila can’t hurt you.”

“You have nothing to lose, either,” Millie said.

“I don’t have a pot to piss in. Any time I get on my feet, Lila will pull the rug right out from under me.”

“You could go to the police.”

Della burst into laughter. “Right. And what do I say to them? That the rich and famous Lila Carmichael is blackmailing me and ruining all my chances for success? What a joke.”

“They’d believe us if we all went.”

Della sucked on her cigarette.

Millie continued. “You could . . . go to business school or learn a trade. You could find a way to support yourself. You could get some kind of job.”

“And maybe she’d make sure I’d lose that job, too. Millie, you’re so dense. Lila has money and power. You can control the world with the kind of power she has.”

“And you’re content to follow orders.”

“I have no choice. It’s my life on the line.” Della turned and started jogging down the beach, catching up to Dick and Jonathan. Millie stood and brushed the wet sand off the sequined gown. The hem was caked with mud. In her haste, she had forgotten to change her clothes. She yanked off the heels and began running in her stocking feet. She was probably destroying a thirty thousand-dollar dress, but what did that matter? Nothing mattered except stopping this madness.

 


 


The cold, stone “castle” was ominously quiet. Peter shuffled around the shambles of the living room, wondering where to start cleaning. He dimmed the lights; the bright glare only emphasized the enormity of the task before him. He knew he could leave it until Monday, but he imagined the look on the faces of the locals hired to come in and put everything back in order. He eyed a bottle on the buffet. Even though he’d avoided drinking the entire evening, through that horrific game, he deserved a drink. He cleared a space on one of the couches and slumped over his knees. Gin straight. A hideous taste, but it did the job. His gut instantly lit on fire.

Outside, branches rubbed and squeaked against the glass. Peter imagined himself in some Alfred Hitchcock movie, but worse. This was more melodrama than he wanted to experience in a lifetime. Collecting his thoughts, he vacillated from feeling anger to remorse to despair. Something inside him had shaken loose this evening and he felt more alone than he had in years. How could Lila go to sleep? He knew she was a master at manipulation and she certainly proved her ability tonight.

He recalled a fairy tale about a man who caught a magic fish that granted wishes. The wife was so greedy that she demanded more and more from the fish, first riches and splendor, then power. Finally she demanded to be queen of all the land, then, even God of the universe. Finally, the fish told her she had gone too far, and, in punishment, took everything away. She had gotten too greedy, and was returned to her former destitute state. That was Lila—up in her tower, demanding the power to rule the world.

Peter surveyed the room and clenched his teeth. It wasn’t his job to be a maid. And it wasn’t his destiny to be a slave, either. He would have it out with Lila—now. If she wanted to fire him, then fine. But he wasn’t going to pretend that nothing happened tonight. And those poor fool guests wandering in the storm because of her antics. Someone could get hurt out there. Yet, they chose to go out. They could have stayed and refused Lila. They could have gone to bed.

Peter looked at his empty glass. What in God’s name did she really want with these people? Maybe Lila drank herself to sleep, but he was going to wake her up. She had some talking to do, drunk or not.

 


 


Cynthia hated to admit it, but she was scared. In all her nineteen years, she had never even gone camping in the Sierras. The forest seemed friendly enough during a day hike, but the night changed the woods into a dreaded fairy tale haunt. She prayed that there were no wild animals lurking behind the trees. That game of wolves had set her imagination running. If only the clouds would part so the moon could shine through.

Cynthia stopped to rest; she needed a minute to get her bearings. She had gone down to the beach, and to the flagpole to look for footprints, but the rain and wind blown debris made it impossible to decipher anything. She shuddered when she thought of those people chasing after Davis. She cursed Lila under her breath. Lila purposely got them drunk and used it to her own sick advantage. Her world was falling apart and it was Lila’s fault. Surely, Davis never meant to behave the way he had. Lila just seemed to bring out the worst in everyone.

Cynthia stood. She heard someone. “Davis, is that you?” Her voice came out a whimper. She startled when she heard a branch crack. The wind kicked up and pulled at her scarf. Despite her determination to remain strong, tears welled up. She pressed on but couldn’t find a clear trail through the woods. The pines grew thick, and ferns and shrubs poked at her. She thought she had retraced her steps back toward the beach, but instead found herself in a small wooded clearing, entirely unfamiliar.

Don’t panic. She remembered that when you got lost, you were supposed to stop, not continue on. People got lost in woods all the time—and died yards from safety. But how could she just stop and wait? The rain and wind pounded her. And Davis was in danger.

Quickly, she squeezed through the easiest opening between the trees, looking for signs of a trail, for anything familiar. She blinked back tears. Oh, Davis! Where are you?

 


 


The pounding grew louder. “This is the most damnable headache I’ve ever had,” Lila said. “It feels like my brain is about to cave in, which would serve me right.” Lila tugged at the down comforter and then sat up in the dark. As she looked out the turret windows, she could barely make out the ocean in all that blackness. The wind kept up a persistent moaning. Lila felt like moaning along with it. The pounding started again.

“Lila, it’s me, Peter. We need to talk.”

“Go away.”

The door opened. “I’m coming in.”

“If you must.” She patted the chair next to her bed and lit the oil lamp. It cast a dull glow on the stone walls of the octagonal tower room. “Come in, my cohort in treachery, have a seat.”

Peter strode toward her. “That’s just what I wanted to talk to you about.”

Lila grunted. “I’ll bet. So, all the little birdies have flown the coop, right?”

Peter’s expression told her all she needed to know. He was displeased with her. But what the hell did she care? What did she care about anything, anymore?

“Since we’re having trouble sleeping, let me tell you a bedtime story.”

“Oh, spare me, Li.”

“Here.” She reached for a bottle of Courvoisier and poured two drinks. She handed him the brandy snifter filled to the top. “Relax. Have a nightcap.”

Peter took the glass from her hand. He waited, watching for her next move.

Lila cleared her throat and assumed a dramatic voice. “Once upon a time . . .”

“Lila, I don’t need a bedtime story. We need to talk—”

“Avon,” she snapped, then reined her temper in. “Peter, my love, bear with me. Believe me, you’ll feel better when you hear my story. Well, at least I’ll feel better. So shut up and listen.”

Peter sipped his brandy while the wind droned on. Lila eyed him curiously.

“You know why you and I get along so well? We’ve very much alike.” She ignored Peter’s expression of disagreement. “We don’t fit in; we don’t play by the rules. We’re lone wolves, you and me.”

“I think I’ve had enough of your wolves for one night, thank you . . .”

“Shut up and listen. You’ll love it. Trust me.”

Lila took a long sip from her glass and settled back against the pillows. “I’m going to tell you a story that has everything. Pain, tears, thrills, and chills. The whole ball of wax.

“Once upon a time there was a man who talked to God . . .”

 


 







Chapter 22

 


 


At the age of twelve, George Carmichael had his formal introduction to Jesus while sitting in an outhouse in rural Arkansas. Sweating in the stifling heat, he nearly slipped into the chasm below when the Lord and Savior called out his name. Over the years, Carmichael recounted this experience innumerable times in tent revivalist meetings as he traveled the dusty roads. Throughout the years, he told his faithful, holy-rolling flocks of his awesome, intimate moment with Christ, the bright light that nearly blinded him, and his overwhelming humility in being chosen at such a young age, and in such an embarrassing and humbling circumstance.

Before he received yet another vision in a dream that commanded him to found the Church of the Holy Light, Carmichael spent most of his years in Dark Corners, Arkansas. And dark it was, Carmichael often reflected, spiritually dark. Even when he returned as a grown man to visit his father’s grave, only one road led into Dark Corners. The small one-room post office next to the wood-paneled church with the fake stained-glass windows looked even more dilapidated than he remembered. And the cotton fields still stretched as far as he could see.

George was a pudgy, clumsy boy, who grew into an awkward, gangly man, his religious fervor making up for whatever physical stature he lacked. His mother had died shortly after his birth from hemorrhaging, so he grew up under his father’s cold, impersonal hand; a hand that showed no compunction for beating George when the mood took him.

Power and fire grew behind George’s eyes, and when they set sight on Darla Jenkins of Little Rock in behind a row of pews, they burned with desire; desire Carmichael misread as infusion of holy spirit. He had never noticed the dark-haired, withdrawn girl on the other visits to her congregation until he spotted her midway through his sermon on marriage. With the words of the apostle Paul on his lips—better they should marry than burn with passion—his eyes met hers for a brief instant before she blushed and turned away. Darla had seen how the available church-going girls flocked around him when he came to give talks at her church. She found his charisma extraordinary.

After the lecture, he approached Darla with unwavering aplomb, leaving her breathless at God’s revelation that she was chosen to be the wife of the good Reverend. She immediately said yes, then went out behind the bushes and threw up her breakfast. It wasn’t from disgust; rather, she was so surprised that anyone would have her, an old maid at twenty. After asking her name, he gazed into her eyes, the windows of the soul, and knew. Never mind the aching in his groin, the aching he had repressed for ten years by distracting his adolescent fever with marathon Bible research.

Darla had never even held hands with a boy, let alone imagined what God meant when he said the two will be yoked together. Unlike many of the local rural families who raised and bred farm animals, Darla’s father owned a small grocery. As far as she knew, babies were something that appeared miraculously, like the infant Jesus.

On their wedding night, George transformed into a guttural, snarling animal, letting loose a painfully dammed-up flood. Darla bit her lip, drawing blood to keep from screaming out, praying fervently for strength to endure her suffering. Over the years, his ardor, though tempered, was never replaced by finesse. He satisfied himself, never understanding her needs. Her pain subsided to mere discomfort. She assumed sex was part of her wifely duty. And it certainly wasn’t anything she could discuss with her husband—or the Good Lord, for that matter. She endured George’s passions as a test of faith, assuring herself that God knew what he was doing in arranging this physical uniting of bodies, although the thought of it continued to sicken her.

So, years later, when she found herself pregnant with Delilah, relief washed over her. Now there was no more need for this joining of flesh. They had been blessed with the desired result—the procreation of life. But George didn’t let up. He reached for her, even in her pregnant, bloated state. He found her swollen body irresistible. It excited him to know his firstborn son was growing inside her. A son to carry the torch of the Lord. Darla, on the other hand, grew rueful at her lack of reprieve, remaining sullen and joyless.

When Delilah was born, Darla suffered complications and had to have an emergency hysterectomy. George grew bitter; his hopes for fathering a son were dashed. He knew God was punishing him somehow, testing his faith like Job. He bucked up under the trial, determined to make Delilah a shining example of his own faith. Even Darla’s insistence on that heretical name drove home God’s will that he suffer.

“We can’t name our daughter after that woman.”

“It’s a beautiful name,” Darla said, stroking the infant’s red curls.

“Delilah betrayed Sampson. Sold him to the Philistines for one thousand pieces of silver.”

“We’ll call her Lila.”

“She was a traitor to Israel. Sampson was blinded and kept a prisoner because of her sin.”

“Come now, Father, look at this little angel. How could she cause anyone harm or heartache? Little Lila.”

George acquiesced. For some reason he bowed to this lone instance of Darla’s strength of will, but he knew he was cursed. Lila became his cross to bear, and like Jepthah and his vow, he consecrated her to God, without asking Lila her opinion on the matter.

 


 


Ten-year-old Lila clasped her hands before her. The smell from the roast beef and mashed potatoes made her stomach churn, but she kept her head down and waited for her father to finish.

“Thank you, oh Lord, for the food of which we are about to partake. Please forgive us our sins and look with compassion upon our unrepentant daughter. For, although she is lazy and stubborn, we know you can soften her heart, oh Lord. In the name of Jesus, amen.”

Lila looked up, avoiding her father’s glare. She was painfully skinny and already starting to develop breasts. Her mother dressed her in loose, dark smocks that fell to her ankles; dresses that her mother had worn as a child and which caused Lila great embarrassment in school, but she knew better than to ask for something stylish and colorful. Her red, frizzy hair, tightly braided and pinned up on her head, gave her constant headaches.

This was to be her first meal of the day. Her punishment for disobedience and poor study habits was enforced fasting. That morning she’d had to recite the twelve tribes of Israel and she got confused. Her father screamed at her over the porridge.

“How many times do I have to tell you? There is no tribe for Joseph. Yes, he was a son of Israel, but God took his two sons and made them into two tribes. Now, tell me, who are Joseph’s sons?”

“Ephraim and Manasseh,” Lila muttered, taking the protective tone she learned early to use with her father. Her mother sat silently across the table, her head covered with a scarf as always. Waiting.

Lila looked at her father, careful to form her words just right. “Now, may I eat my breakfast?”

Reverend Carmichael removed her bowl with a brisk sweep of his hand and set it on the counter. “Maybe tomorrow you’ll remember.”

It didn’t serve Lila to cry even though her hunger was ferocious. Once, on a similar occasion, George caught Darla slipping her daughter a piece of fruit. He wailed into his wife with a string of curses that made her cringe. Lila watched her mother cower before his anger. Darla never betrayed her husband again, even though it pained her to see her own daughter go hungry. The equation became fixed in Darla’s mind. She would pay for her sins with unwanted sex, her daughter with unappeased hunger.

So, for Lila, sneaking food became a polished skill—digging through the cupboards or the trash can for an almost empty box of crackers or discarded scraps when no one was looking. She didn’t dare touch anything else. Her father counted every can and jar in the house. She plunged headlong through her guilt, knowing that God’s eyes were riveted on her; yet, if she didn’t eat, she was sure she’d faint or die.

At school Lila lied, saying she forgot her lunch sack. How could she tell her classmates her parents refused to feed her? When other children discarded the detritus of their lunches, she would surreptitiously dig the leftovers out of the trash barrels. Sometimes kids shared bites of sandwiches and fruit. She had no real friends. They smelled a pariah and kept away. No one ever wanted to come to her house to play, though every school year, she found some other loser like herself, and took a chance once again. The result was always the same. The Reverend was almost always home, sitting hunched over his desk preparing sermons. Lila would tiptoe past him, a potential friend in hand, but invariably he’d give them both a verbal lashing for one reason or another. Or hover over them and talk gospel at them. Her friends never came back.

In later years, on that rare occasion, she was allowed to go to someone’s house to play. Lila was astonished. She found homes filled with warmth. Kittens sleeping on a rug, brothers and sisters singing, playing games—even climbing trees. She felt delightfully sinful when she joined the other children, but when she returned home she pasted on her serious expression and hid the fact that she had a good time. Her father would grill her about each family, although he knew them all from church. His questions searched for unspiritual attitudes or behavior. If found, he banished Lila from playing there again.

That particular evening, Lila was reprieved. Her father’s sermon finished, without another word the plates heaped with food were passed to her. She waited for punishment, but her parents’ heads were bowed with eating, and her plate stayed in front of her. She stuffed herself, not knowing whether this stroke of luck would ever be repeated, but her shrunken stomach prevented her from eating much.

Lila didn’t understand why most of her prayers went ignored. She feared her father was right—she was a disobedient, sinful child, and God turned a deaf ear on her. And yet, all her friends were nowhere near as disciplined and studious as she, and they went through life happy and unpunished. Maybe because her father was a preacher, Lila had to be better, work harder. It was all so confusing, as if happiness was out there, just within reach, but denied her.

Where school was a chore and prison for most children, it became Lila’s escape. She earned excellent grades, despite her father’s criticisms, and immersed herself in crafts projects and math workbooks. Her saving grace was her wry sense of humor; she turned every bad experience into a joke. Even if she wasn’t invited over to her classmates’ homes, as time went on, the children played with her in the school yard because she laughed with them at her own expense. She was an anomaly, and she kept them entertained. So, Lila’s humor grew from desperation, a desperation to be liked and accepted. Her humor became her salvation.

In fifth grade, a miracle occurred. Her teacher asked if she’d like to play Mary in the Christmas play, to perform on stage, in front of the school and all the parents. Each year the fifth and sixth grades put on the holiday show, but Lila never imagined she might be chosen. And not for such an important part.

That night, she heard her parents arguing in the den. Her mother insisted it would be a wonderful opportunity for Lila. Her father refused. Lila would make a laughing stock of herself. Did Jesus participate in the theater? Did the apostles act on stage? But, this was a show to glorify the birth of Jesus, a holy purpose, Darla argued. You know Mrs. Harding. She’s a wonderful, devoted Christian. She’ll make sure the children do a fine job. If you’d only gone to the other performances, you would see . . .

George acquiesced, and Lila was allowed to play Mary. She remembered the experience as the best thing, maybe the only good thing that happened in her entire childhood. Of course, her father wouldn’t deign to attend. But her mother sat in the front row and applauded loudly, along with an auditorium full of other parents. Lila took her bows and never forgot the feeling—the giddy, proud feeling—that welled up inside her. Standing on the rickety wooden stage, under a weak spotlight, she secretly yearned to be an actress, a yearning that, from that day forward, never left her.

Throughout her teenage years, when she could slip away, Lila sneaked into the matinees at the local movie house. The dilapidated building was an old, smelly place that played an odd assortment of musicals, comedies, foreign films, and experimental animated movies during the day. At night, the current movie releases were shown, which Lila was never allowed to attend. Her father warned that at dark, Satan and his cohorts came out and tempted young men and women. Lila became a movie buff, seeing the early shows over and over, quietly mouthing the lines. A whiz at memorization, she learned entire scenarios by heart. When the kids at school realized she could flawlessly reenact the famous “Who’s on first?” routine by Abbott and Costello, catching all the nuances and expressions of the actors, they begged her to do it again and again. In her desperation for friendship, she discovered her ticket to meager popularity. So, Lila built a huge repertoire of comedy routines, her favorites drawn from old Lucille Ball shows, who she could imitate with her matching red hair and expressive facial contortions.

As years went by, making jokes came easier than holding a “normal” conversation with someone. She and her parents provided the fodder for her humor, and she hardly needed exaggerate to get a laugh. Gradually, her view of life changed, so that by the time she neared high school graduation, her fantasy world seemed more real than the one at home.

She had rewritten her past and present, now all she needed was the strength to write her own future.

 







Chapter 23

 


 


Davis edged his way down the face of granite rock. His fingers, caked with mud, ached from the cold. Why the hell hadn’t he brought his gloves?

His gut wrenched in pain. As he trudged through the woods working up a sweat, visions plagued his mind—of Lila taking over his firm, his money. He wanted to believe she was bluffing, but he smelled the truth. Lila had ruined him. Or, at least, she planned to. She was one obsessed, sick broad. If he could just get away and distance himself he’d be better armed. A cool head and his lawyer at his side—that’s what he needed.

That was the one thought that kept him going. Find a way out. Get off the island. Make some distance. Maybe he was so drunk he hadn’t heard Lila right.

He replayed his last year in college in his mind. Lila, a naïve, love-struck teenager. She was crazy over him, but wasn’t half the school? Was that his responsibility? Her delusions were her own problem, not his fault. And, for crissakes, it was fifteen frigging years ago.

Davis scrambled down the other side of the butte and strained his eyes to see. Sure enough, a small house sat backed up against a grove of pines, but the windows were dark and boarded up. Still, there might be a boat around, or a radio.

He made for the house at a fast jog, ignoring his footing. He tripped with a lurch and landed face down in the wet sand. A jolt shot from his ankle up his spine. Biting his lip, he rolled over and grasped his foot. The pain was severe, but the bone didn’t feel like broken. He chastised himself for being so stupid; he had safely maneuvered the rocks only to wrench his ankle on some tree root.

Upon standing, his leg gave way. Great, just great.

Wind and rain flailed him as he crawled on his knees, finally reaching the wood-slat door of the cabin. He banged his fist and yelled, then pulled himself to standing. He peered in through the glass window set into the door. The darkness revealed nothing. He tried the doorknob and banged again, this time hitting the window. Glass shattered and fell in shards, leaving a jagged hole. He felt badly about the break, but, hey, this was an emergency. He’d pay for any damage. He’d return the boat, too, if he found one.

Behind him, the waves roared. Davis didn’t want to turn and see what the ocean looked like. If he found some small boat, even a row boat, couldn’t he just follow the tide, whichever way it went, and row close to shore? Maybe that way he could maneuver to a sheltered area between islands and head for civilization. He wished he had paid more attention to the map of the San Juans. There were hundreds of islands around, but which way would he need to go to find one inhabited? Which way was north? And how could he be sure he wouldn’t head for open sea? Well, he’d worry about all that later. First things first—find a boat.

Davis reached his hand though the broken glass and grabbed the inside handle. The door swung open and he stepped into blackness. He felt around for a light switch. In the dark, he fingered the furniture, hoping for a CB or radio, a flashlight. All he found was a desk, a chair, a cot, and wood-planked walls that smelled musty. His ankle screamed with pain as he dragged his foot behind him. A wave of exhaustion overtook him. His head was slowly clearing from all the alcohol, and sleepiness replaced stupor. He lowered himself onto the cot and lay back on the pillow. Just a few minutes’ rest, he told himself. And then he would find some light, a key, something.

Davis shivered and climbed under a heavy wool blanket. His head felt hot and his skin clammy. The last thing he saw before falling asleep was Lila in her flowing garish dress, laughing like the wicked witch in The Wizard of Oz and saying, “I’ll get you, my pretty, I’ll get you!”

 


 


George Carmichael finally received his mission: anointed by God to save the lost and depraved youth of America. The unrest and rebellion spreading like wildfire across the nation was the sign he had been waiting for. With his flowing black coat, he preached the imminence of the Great Tribulation and God’s holy war—Armageddon—to the crowds of young people loitering in Seattle’s parks. It so angered him to see the young strung out and filthy that he intensified his teaching of Lila. He pounded Scriptures at her, warning her not to be caught sleeping because the “master” would soon arrive. Armageddon was finally here. He commanded her to watch for the signs of Jesus’ coming. “Then we shall flee to the mountains, when the sign of the Son of Man appears in the heavens and all of the tribes of the earth will beat themselves in lamentation. He will send forth his angels with a great trumpet sound, and they will gather his faithful together from the four winds, from one extremity of the heavens to the other extremity.”

Lila’s father would often stop mid speech and go to the door to scan the skies and listen, as if he could hear that trumpet. To Lila, the prospect of being swept away in the clouds with the Lord scared her. She saw a bumper sticker on a car that read: “Beware—in the rapture, this car will be driverless.” She envisioned car accidents the length of I-5 as drivers were pulled by some mighty magnet up into the stratosphere.

Her schoolmates were oblivious to their impending doom. If Lila tried to warn them, they laughed, as her father predicted they would. “They’re faithless unbelievers,” he told her, “and they will suffer at God’s hand. Just like in Noah’s day.” It filled Lila with trepidation to think God would torture her friends whose only sin, as far as she could tell, was that they went to a different church than she. Her mind was constantly bombarded with images of fire and brimstone, and the screams of people in pain. The impending rapture shadowed everything she did, making her daily, mundane activities seem pointless. Not until she’d left home did she realize how warped and unusual her perspective of life had been.

Lila spent her high school years under tense fear and anxiety. Her father stirred up his household with near hysteria. He quoted Jesus’ admonition not to go back into the house for any reason when the sun darkened. Be “constantly prepared” was his motto, or “that day will take you unawares.” He scolded Lila whenever she displayed a bad attitude or gave in to temptation.

“ ‘If your hand makes you stumble, cut it off; it is finer for you to enter into life maimed than with two hands to go off into hell, where the maggot cannot die and the fire is not put out.’ ” George made it clear that if he had to cut off her hand, he’d do it. He would do whatever it took to get his family into the holy kingdom.

Each night, he stood behind Lila in the glow of her lamp as she said her prayers while kneeling against the coverlet of her bed. Her father’s presence smothered her as he stood inches behind her; his breathing quickening as she spoke in a measured, self-conscious voice. Although she knew what was coming, she jumped each time she felt the hardness of his body as he leaned on her back and pressed against her, wordlessly. Although he never made another move, this frightened her more than all his yelling and cursing. Through her cotton gown, from her earliest memories, she could feel him tremble; was it from rage or holy spirit? Or something else? Fear made her long to race through her prayers, but experience taught her she’d only have to start over and have to endure that alien hardness of him that much longer. She would finish her prayers in a solemn tone, her father supplying the “amen” at the end.

After sixteen years with the sword of wrath hanging over her head, Lila felt hopelessly trapped. She ate herself into senselessness. Her father stopped punishing her by withholding food and Lila made up for the starvation years with a vengeance. Her only joy was going to the movies with her one friend, Carrie Hancock. Like Lila, Carrie also drowned her adolescent anxieties by eating everything she could get her hands on. Carrie, for her own reasons, was also an outcast. The two girls huddled together like packrats in the dark theater—hoarding boxes of Raisinettes, Dots, and buckets of popcorn. At school, they sat in the back of the classroom and passed notes, making fun of all the cute, style-conscious girls that flirted with the boys. They told themselves they were above all that teenage mush, but lapped up every romantic movie that came to town. Secretly, they yearned for love, but believing it unattainable, ate for comfort. Food was something that never let them down—instant gratification and guaranteed calories. Lila believed the layers of fat would protect her heart from ever getting broken. And the best part was, she controlled her weight; her father couldn’t.

Lila began to see through the hypocrisy of her father’s zeal. His main incentive, through his preaching, was accumulating money. Like the television evangelists she watched, her father made repeated urgings to the members of his flock to dig hard into their pocketbooks and wallets and give to the church. He judged a person by what they gave, and if he thought they were holding back, he condemned them.

Lila recalled one time her father dragged her to the hospital to visit a sick, elderly woman. Seeing a hospital ward full of dying people gave her the creeps. She stood next to the elevated bed containing the decrepit body of Mrs. McHaney, a smelly woman who whimpered piteously. Nurses shuffled by, smiles pasted on their faces. When George Carmichael told his daughter to give Mrs. McHaney a kiss on her leathery cheek, Lila refused. She knew if she touched that lady’s skin, she would throw up. Undoubtedly, she would contract the woman’s fatal illness.

George led his daughter out to the car, then slapped her across the face. Didn’t she know how much money this woman had? Lila had probably ruined their chances of persuading the widow to donate her estate to the church. He fumed the entire way home. Lila noticed that he never uttered a word of compassion for the old woman’s pain; all he saw were dollar signs. With his eyes fixed on the road, he explained to Lila why the money was so important. How it took money to run a church, pay the rent and utilities, buy the hymnals. Didn’t she understand? She did, and even at that young age, she understood more than he surmised. The church remained decrepit, their lives stayed impoverished, but her father’s bank account flourished.

Lila’s father was thorough in his attempt at destroying his daughter’s happiness. When Carrie’s parents divorced, George refused to let Lila play with her best friend. God forbids divorce, he told her; Carrie’s house reeked of sin. And when her father realized Lila sneaked away to see Carrie, he fixed it permanently. Lila never learned what he said to Mrs. Hancock, but the family moved away abruptly; Carrie never even said goodbye.

After she left, Lila felt lonelier than ever. She plodded through her last year in high school, simmering with hurt and anger. The kids at school were cruel, the teachers unsympathetic. Lila’s only distraction from her pain was the movie house, and the more she watched the silver screen, the stronger her desire to act, to escape, to find a way, whatever it took, to leave home. Lila knew she had to make the break, and having no money left her with little choice. She asked her school counselor about college scholarships and found out she was eligible to apply. Knowing her parents would never approve, she forged their signatures on the application forms and the income statements, fearing that any moment God would strike her dead. By spring, she had been accepted into The Evergreen State College in Olympia, right in her own backyard. Her roommate would be a girl named Millie Stevens from Brussels, Wisconsin.

All summer she fretted over how to break the news. September came and she couldn’t postpone leaving any longer. She took the coward’s way out. While her parents were shopping for a new sofa, she left them a brief note. She hastily packed and caught the bus at the corner. Only after leaving her neighborhood, Lila stopped looking behind her.

Ten minutes later, she arrived at the campus. An air of excitement and energy surrounded her. Kids hurrying across the Plaza, calling out to one another. Registering for classes. Racing around the bookstore clutching reading lists. Lila breathed it all in, terror mixed with excitement. She was a caged animal that had escaped the zoo. All these young people, seemingly without a care. No one could know what it cost Lila to come this far.

She watched these confident kids work through the registration process, and with her flair for mimicry, repeated their actions. She went up to her dorm and unlocked the door to a small and neat room with two identical beds, desks, and dressers. Her roommate had already arrived. One bed had a sweater tossed on it. One desk had books neatly stacked. The sight thrilled her. To Lila, this was the most beautiful room in the world. Her room. A place where her father could never touch her again.

After she unpacked her small suitcase, she walked around Red Square, then took the beach trail to the edge of the Sound. Lila drank in the beautifully landscaped and wooded campus.

As she stood at the water’s edge, Lila made a vow. She would be a different person here at Evergreen. She would make friends and be cheerful and study hard and make something of her life. No more standing in the shadows, on the sidelines. Somehow, she would find a way to explain this to her parents, knowing they would never understand or accept her decision. Knowing the walls of her house were going to cave in from her father’s wrath. He could come and physically drag her home, but she knew the law. She was eighteen and a legal adult. He had no power over her anymore.

 


 


Davis awoke with a start. In the dark, it took him a few moments to reorient. He jumped out of bed, remembering his ankle only after he put weight on it. Once more, he fell to the floor in pain. He stopped moving and listened. Definitely voices; far enough away, but he wasn’t going to waste any time waiting for company. He sneered. Lila must have sent the wolves out after him. He wasn’t out of “Siberia” yet. How long had he dozed? Minutes or hours? He cursed himself for not looking for that radio. Without light, how could he scour the cabin for a means of escape?

He would have to search the beach. Someone would have a boat dock. And someone was bound to have a boat, if only a rowboat. Or should he find a closet and hide? What if they found him? The last thing he wanted was a lengthy argument about marrying Lila.

Quickly, he buttoned his coat and wrapped the scarf around his pounding head. He felt so hot. Outside, the storm raged, but he had no other options. He would not to become Lila’s next meal. He thought about Cynthia, sleeping safely in bed. Now he wished he had stayed with her, rubbing up against her warm, smooth skin. He shook the thought from his mind. Before opening the door, he scanned his surroundings through the broken window. The voices were louder but indistinguishable. He saw nothing but dark and shadow.

He eased out through the door, his aching foot dragging behind. His head felt like a hot iron and sweat poured down his temples. He had to go on, even if it meant crawling back to Marin County. He hobbled over to the shadows of the trees and listened again. The waves crashed close by. He followed their sound until he reached the beach, where his leg collapsed under him and he could no longer move from the horrific pain.

 







Chapter 24

 


 


Whatever apprehension Lila felt about meeting Millie Stevens, vanished the moment her new roommate clunked into the dorm room. The door heaved open and Millie stumbled in, a short, stocky girl wearing loose jeans and a black sweatshirt. Her mop of curly light brown hair swished around apple-red cheeks. Tripping over two heavy suitcases, Millie collapsed onto the floor, laughing herself silly.

“Hi.” Millie smiled from the rug. “You must be Lila.”

Lila offered her hand. “That’s me. In the flesh. All of it.”

Lila was relieved. Her roommate was ordinary and nice, not some gorgeous coed with an attitude. Within five minutes, Lila learned that Millie, too, was escaping a father’s domination. And best of all, she wasn’t thin. An instant bond formed.

A week went by with no word from her parents, but finally Darla called, informing Lila of her father’s anger and disappointment. Lila, feeling safe at last, reassured her mother the importance of an education. She couldn’t live at home forever, supported by her parents. Didn’t the Bible encourage children to be able to take care of their parents in their old age? How did they expect her to do that without any job skills? Maybe she would study nursing or teaching. Lila’s mother was calmed by the altruistic arguments but voiced her dismay. Why couldn’t she have gone to a clerical school if she wanted skills? Darla finally hung up, partially assuaged, and Lila breathed a sigh of relief.

Lila waited for her father’s rage to descend upon her. She had a recurring nightmare where he stormed the campus and dragged her out of some class, humiliating her in front of her peers. So, his letter, arriving a week after the start of school, seemed anticlimactic. He warned her of the devil’s work in colleges today. Not one line demanding she return home. A short, neatly printed letter that she tore up. She vowed to never think of her past life again.

Millie talked to Lila about Wisconsin. How she hated the smell of curdling cheese and the miles of boring, flat farmland. Lila roared when Millie described a typical date in her home town. The guy would take her to a local bar and ignore her as he drank pitchers of beer with the other guys while they fed moths to the fish in the tank behind the bar. That was romance, Wisconsin style.

When Millie questioned her roommate about her background, Lila was not as forthcoming. Her answers were terse. She was a local girl, came here on scholarship. Her folks were religious. Millie respected her reticence and didn’t pry.

Millie gave Lila a tour of the campus while Lila drove Millie crazy with her jokes about cheese. As they walked to class, Lila kept up an endless patter. “Look, Mil, isn’t this beautiful? Just like the garden of Edom. Cheeze Whiz, Mil, say something. Oh, doesn’t his voice make you cheddar with desire? It makes my blood curdle.” Millie giggled at all her jokes. Once more Lila greased her way into friendship with humor. But, this time, she knew Millie really liked her. And she really liked Millie. She had a true friend at last.

In the evenings, as they studied, Millie raved about the theater group at Evergreen, a talented group of students that put on three plays a year. This was Millie’s second year in drama and she had only done bit roles, which suited her fine. She confided in Lila that her real reason for joining the group was to find a husband; she had no acting ambition. All the interesting guys hung around there. They were already into rehearsals of “The Owl and the Pussycat,” the December production, starring the two most talented actors in school. She persuaded Lila to sneak backstage and watch.

Millie ushered Lila into the wings of the dark stage. Lila melted into the curtain and watched the actors rehearse, illuminated only by the work light. Their voices resonated in the empty auditorium, filling Lila with awe. Absorbed in their performance, Lila startled when the instructor called for a break. She realized she had been holding her breath.

Suddenly, she knew she wanted to join this group. Yet, she would never have the courage to do it. How could she? She was no match for these students. They probably had taken acting lessons and performed plays all through high school. All Lila had to her credit was her fifth grade Christmas performance. But she knew, in that moment, that every chance she had she would be spent in this theater, watching an enchanting world. At the campus bookstore she flipped through a copy of “The Owl and the Pussycat,” then bought it on impulse.

One evening Millie came home and hesitated at the door. She heard Lila’s voice, rich in inflection.

“ ‘What a dope I was to listen to you. I’m going to save you, Doris! You are such a phony, I can’t believe it. You don’t write for money but you keep sending your junk to magazines, don’t you?’ ”

Millie turned the doorknob. There Lila stood—before the full-length mirror mounted on their closet door, oblivious to Millie’s entrance. Millie watched in fascination, noticing Lila’s marvelous ability at switching from character to character, changing her voice and mannerisms with ease. Lila turned, then blushed at seeing Millie.

“I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Oh, don’t be upset. I didn’t mean to snoop, but, hey, I’m impressed. You’re really talented.”

“Come on,” Lila said, “don’t try to flatter me.”

“You can act. I mean it.”

Lila waved her away. “I love acting. I spent every minute I could, the last ten years, in a dark movie house. Memorizing all the parts. But I could never really act, not on a real stage in front of other people.”

“Oh, sure you could. Why don’t you join, Li? I’d be there to give you moral support.”

Lila shook her head. “No way.”

Over the next month, Millie dragged Lila to rehearsals, in spite of her protestations. She knew Lila wanted to be there and Millie was glad to have her at her side, more to keep from feeling a loner than for Lila’s benefit. As much as Millie wanted to be included in the small group of actors, she understood they only tolerated her. They treated her professionally when on stage with her, but offstage she was invisible to them.

The only one in that inner circle who spared her a few words was Dick Ferrol, and he was all jokes. Millie could tell he worked hard to stay in the clique. As the instructor sat with the students, discussing the day’s rehearsals, Millie often noticed Dick eyeing the others with envy. At breaks, when he hung around Jonathan and Davis—the two obvious leaders of the clique—he cracked jokes and exaggerated his experiences. Dick, like all the other guys in the group, tried to draw Della’s attention his way, but she smiled vacantly, pretending to be amused by his antics. Millie could almost smell the jealousy when Dick watched the sexual energy between Della and Davis, sometimes so distracted by their heated passion he would forget his entrances. The couple would be all over each other, hands roaming, mouths kissing, in the dark corners backstage. But, from what Millie gathered from the rumor mill, Davis was just another temporary amusement for Della.

Millie, like all the girls in Thespians, was magnetized by Davis—his gorgeous looks, his easy confidence. When he said his lines, he radiated with charm. But she knew better than to hope to land someone like him. Even Jonathan, who was from New York, had too much confidence and street smarts to notice a small town nobody. He and Davis seemed to have girls on their arms wherever they went.

So Millie set her sights on Dick. He was within her grasp. He lacked charisma and looks. But he did have a cute smile and a sense of humor. Rather than aiming for an acting career, he leaned toward public service. Millie appreciated his fevered speeches about Olympia and his involvement in the city council meetings. He would make his town better, develop bike paths and recycling centers, bring the ecology movement to Thurston County. Millie sat by him, listened to his jokes and laughed, complimenting him. When he made a move on one of the actresses and was snubbed, Millie appeared on the rebound, cheerful and admiring. Dick couldn’t fail to notice the loyal, devoted, yes, even worshipful Millie Stevens. And gradually, he began taking interest in the only girl who would give him the time of day.

When Millie heard there were openings for stage hands, she dragged Lila over to meet the crew. With a little persuasion, Lila joined, because she could be invisible behind the scenes and still participate in the excitement of the theater. Stagecraft quickly became her favorite pastime. Always a quick study, she learned about lighting, set design, and audio engineering. In the evenings, she worked on the stage, painting and wiring, working with tools for the first time in her life. She memorized every line of the play, mouthing along with the actors. College life was an alien world to Lila. Most of her time she spent observing people, watching how they behaved and moved and talked. She blended in with any group by adopting their attitudes and expressions. She became a chameleon, learning the social graces denied her in her sterile home. Soon she was just one of the gang on the stage crew, making jokes and entertaining her peers and teachers alike. No one knew her background or sensed her deeply concealed anxiety. To all appearances Lila was a happy, confident student with an typical, middle-class past trailing behind her.

Lila’s scholarship fell short of covering her expenses, so in the evenings she worked at Jo Mama’s, a restaurant that made unusual pizzas. Millie’s favorite was the banana with white sauce, (no cheese, of course), topped with almonds and pine nuts. Lila preferred the “Mafiosa,” with twenty-two toppings but impossible to finish. Sometimes, she feasted on leftover cold pizza for days, often the only food she could afford.

Jo Mama’s was, hands down, the favorite student hangout in Oly, with cozy wooden booths and cheap beer. The tips weren’t great, but Lila enjoyed overhearing the students as she served them. Often she would silently mimic a patron with a different accent or personality. Back at the dorm, she would demonstrate to Millie, who laughed appreciatively. Millie was the only one Lila revealed her talent to, the only one Lila trusted with her secret dream. Millie wished her roommate would take the chance and show the Thespians her talent. They could use a natural like her, she told Lila, time and again. But Lila refused. Maybe later, next year. She was only a freshman and had a lot to learn.

 


 


Winter settled in over Olympia with damp cold and morning frost. Davis held Della loosely in his arms under the down comforter draping his bed. The small house he rented in Boston Harbor afforded him a serene view of the Sound and the luxury of privacy. Rather than live in Oly, Davis preferred quiet and isolation, away from the downtown traffic and campus bustle. Boston Harbor stretched over rolling hills lushly packed with evergreens along the water’s edge, yet only a five minute drive to school. Sometimes, on an unusually sunny day, he’d take his canoe out and paddle to campus. His father insisted he go to college, but Davis didn’t intend to work hard. That’s why he picked Evergreen. You designed your own program and picked your core study and worked at your own pace. It took a little convincing to get the old man to agree to Evergreen instead of an Ivy League college, but fortunately TESC had a good career placement record. So without too much dissension, Dad acquiesced to Davis’s desire.

Why should he stoop to living in a dorm, sharing a room and communal bathroom? So much nicer to live alone, without anyone getting on his case about washing dishes or taking out the trash. And the other students envied him—his house became the place to party, with no close neighbors to voice complaint.

Della spent many nights over at Davis’s house. She shared a dorm room with two other women, neither of whom she liked. Staying at Davis’s was like a night at a Hilton hotel by comparison. For Della, much of her involvement with Davis had to do with the allure of a comfortable, warm bed.

As they lay together, a light snow drifted to the ground. Della stared out the window at the cloudy sky. “I hear Russel’s getting flack from administration. He’s not going to give both of us lead roles.”

Davis looked at the clock. Three in the morning and he was fading. Della was wide awake, smoking a cigarette. She fidgeted in bed and that annoyed Davis. He reached for her and stroked her back, hoping she’d relax.

“Come on, Del. Let’s get some shut-eye. I’m beat.”

“`And why the hell did they choose ‘Picnic?’ Another corny girl-meets-boy thing. Why can’t we do something really modern, experimental? I’d love to do Beckett. Or Ionesco. Have you read that stupid play yet? It’s boring.”

Davis grunted and buried his nose in her hair. He kissed her neck. Just the scent of her skin aroused him. He could tell from her lack of response that she wouldn’t be tamed. He changed the subject. “Only six months left. What’re you going to do after graduation?”

“Do you have to bring that up again?” Immediately Della’s stomach tightened. School had been her safe haven for four years. Her aunt’s money had barely lasted until now. Only by constantly borrowing money and letting friends pick up the tabs at restaurants had she been able to stretch her meager allowance this long without getting a part time job. Why did Davis always bring up the subject so cheerfully—like graduation was some exciting adventure to embark upon?

She knew why; he had tons of money. For him, it was an exciting adventure. His money was the reason she went after him in the first place. Never mind that he was sexy as hell. After all the older men she’d picked up at the resorts waitressing in the Catskills, Della knew how to lure a man in, and Davis was an easy conquest. In bed, she showed him things she knew he never experienced, not even in his dreams. She knew how to satisfy, yet keep him begging for more. All that mattered to Della was power, keeping Davis on her string.

“Davis,” she said, stroking his chest, “are you still thinking about going back to Marin, really?”

“It’s a tempting offer, Della. Guaranteed money.” He didn’t want to tell her about his father’s recent ultimatum: pursue acting and he’d be financially cut-off. The idea of scrounging for money was not only unacceptable, but demeaning. Other people, unfortunate people, had to do that.

This new talk about going into real estate set Della on edge. Whenever Davis brought up San Francisco and his social set, she envisioned herself wandering the marbled floors of a sprawling home, bored and restless. Why didn’t he want to go to Hollywood and become a star? They’d been planning it ever since they got involved; their careers were waiting. Every time she questioned him about it, he shrugged. Like it was his destiny to sit at a desk all day and push papers. Della wanted excitement, action, glamour. The only thing that thrilled her more than sex was applause. And all the attentive worship acting garnered for her. She felt herself sinking into despair. All that effort reeling Davis in, and now he was backing out. How could she get to Hollywood without someone to pay her way?

Della rolled over away from Davis. He wrapped his arm around her waist and fell asleep, leaving Della to fume.

 


 


The day before the Christmas performance, a festive mood hung over the cast and crew. They hung tacky holiday decorations backstage and placed little effigy dolls of Della and Davis, the stars of “The Owl and the Pussycat,” on a carrot cake. Lila found herself saddled with the responsibility of checking props, so she stationed herself in the corner of the storage room, going over her list. She could hear laughter and singing as the class indulged in refreshments.

Millie peeked her head into Lila’s cramped space.

“Hey, come on out and have some fun for a change.”

Lila shooed her away. “Someone’s been rearranging all the stuff. I don’t even know if everything’s here.”

“It can wait. Come on out—I can’t handle the assault of Dick’s bad jokes by myself.”

Lila didn’t care much for Dick, but she never said as much to Millie. The harsh way he treated Mil reminded Lila too much of her own father. It bothered her that Millie tolerated it, anxious for a little male attention.

Lila reluctantly came out and joined Millie and Dick.

“Hey, Li, how’s it going in the dungeon?” Dick said as he sipped his drink. “A nasty job, but someone’s gotta do it.”

“Nice of Lila to volunteer, don’t you think?” Millie asked him. He only grunted in reply. His eyes followed Della as she sauntered around the room. Millie touched his sleeve.

“Can I get you some cake?”

Dick turned back to Millie. His expression softened. “Sure, hey, that’d be nice.”

“Be right back. Come on, Li.” Millie tugged at Lila’s sleeve and dragged her to the food table.

“He certainly notices you now, Mil.”

“Yeah,” Millie said. “But he can’t take his eyes off Della.”

“Neither can anyone else. Do you believe what she’s wearing? You can see right through that dress, even in this light. I could never wear anything like that.”

Millie sighed. “Me neither. But, if I had her body I’d sure be tempted to.” Millie cut two slices of cake. “Want some?”

Lila shook her head.

“Oh come on, Li. No, dieting tonight. Time to party. Let’s go off our diet just this once. twenty-four hours—I swear.”

“All right.” She took a slice from Millie’s hand. “But I really have to get back to work.” She started for the props room.

Millie yelled after her. “Party pooper!”

At the desk, she marked off her list: ashtray, small pocket comb, box of Band-Aids, three drinking glasses, one pot holder. She rummaged behind some boxes, and when she lifted her head, she nearly bumped into Davis’s face.

“Hi,” he said. Lila caught her breath. Davis had never spoken to her before, or even looked at her for that matter. And now he was in her face, smelling of alcohol. She took a step back and tripped over a stack of boxes.

“Hey, careful.” Davis grabbed her by the arm and helped her stand. “I’m Davis.”

“Lila. Carmichael.” Lila searched for something else to say. Davis was smiling at her, his eyes glazed over. He gave her a sly look.

“Yeah. I’ve seen you around the set. Working in stagecraft this semester?”

Lila nodded. She had watched him from a distance as he rehearsed the play, and admired his talent. But being this close unnerved her. Lila fumbled. She smoothed out her clothes.

“Listen darling, by any chance have you seen my stage copy of the play? I thought I left it out yesterday . . .”

Lila reached into the desk drawer and pulled it out. “I cleared the set this morning.”

“Oh, you’re a love. I’ve got some phone numbers in there—” Davis hesitated, then smiled. “It’s good to know someone’s got it together around here.” He pocketed the playbook. “Hey, Merry Christmas, Lila Carmichael.” He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. She felt her cheeks grow hot.

Later that night, Lila asked Millie, “What’s the story with Davis and Della? Are they serious about each other?” Lila was familiar with the couple’s backstage fondling, but unsure how to read it.

“Are you kidding? They both go through partners like it’s nothing. You watch—after vacation Della will be buzzing around some other victim. And Davis will be necking with someone else in the corner.”

Lila’s heart sunk. How could someone be that popular—and that promiscuous? Della, she could believe, but Davis? He seemed so sincere. Her mind rejected the idea that Davis could be so insensitive, flitting from one woman to another. But, then, what did she know about the “real world”? Her father would describe it as a hotbed of sin—all these students sleeping around. She tried to imagine men swarming around her; the thought terrified more than excited her. But who was she kidding? She was the proverbial beautiful soul locked in a frumpy, fat body. She thought about Davis kissing her cheek, remembering the warmth of his skin radiating close to hers. Her heart raced. How ridiculous, thinking about Davis. Yet, she couldn’t get him out of her mind. Yeah, you and fifty other girls. She reached into her backpack and pulled out a thin Samuel French booklet. She didn’t see Millie come in.

“What’s that?” asked Millie.

Lila showed her the cover. “Picnic.”

“Are you going to try out this time?”

“No, Mil. We’re starting on backdrop design.”

“Over break?”

“Well, no one’s going home for vacation. Certainly not me. So, why not?”

“Let’s go skiing instead. You ever tried it?”

“No thanks, Mil. I’m too much of a klutz, or haven’t you noticed? I’d break my leg.”

“You’re no fun.”

“Take Dick. You could cuddle up by a cozy fire and drink hot chocolate. Sounds romantic to me.”

“Forget it. He’s spending the break with his mother. In fact, I’m going to her house for Christmas Eve dinner, can you believe it?”

“That sounds serious, Millie. Going home to meet Mom.”

“I know. I’m scared to death.”

“Don’t worry, she’ll love you. You can think of me while you eat turkey—slaving away at Jo Mama’s and scarfing on cold pizza.”

“I’ll bring you some leftovers.”

“Oh, thanks a lot.” Lila opened to the back of the play and scanned the page. “Get this: one milk bottle, chocolate cake, mixing bowl with deviled eggs. I’m getting hungry just reading the props list.”

“It’s a picnic, what do you expect? And I love the way you study a play—from the back first.”

“Yeah. I’m sure this great talent will get me far in life. Reciting cereal boxes backwards. Now, there’s a job description aching to be filled. Come on Mil, let’s get to bed. Tomorrow’s the performance. I need my beauty rest to count props.”

 


 


The show played to a full audience. Millie stood offstage with Lila, helping her direct props. Dozens of items had to be moved on and off, but the show progressed smoothly. When they got to the scene where Della kissed Davis, Lila’s eyes riveted on the pair. She imagined herself on the stage instead of Della, wrapped up in Davis’s arms. Millie nudged Lila.

“You could do better than Della. Everyone says she’s so great, but all her characters come out the same. Besides, she’s got such an attitude.”

“She’s never said anything to me.”

“Exactly. You’re a nothing. I’m a nothing too. All she talks about is going to Hollywood to be a star.”

“Maybe she will.”

“I doubt it. You have to work hard to make it in Hollywood. I don’t get the impression that that Della knows the meaning of hard work.”

“I thought all you had to do is sleep with some producer.”

“Well, if that’s the case, then, by golly, there’s hope for her.” The two girls laughed, then covered their mouths. Jon, directing the play from the opposite wing, shot them a stern look.

After the final curtain, Lila began clearing the stage amid the celebrating actors. Della radiated, surrounded by admiring fans. Lila noticed Jon never left her side. Davis broke away from his admirers and put on his coat. He yelled over to the cast and crew.

“You guys coming?”

“Be right there,” Della answered.

Davis waited by the door, and caught Lila’s attention. “Hi, Lila Carmichael. Once again, you kept it together. Everything ran smooth as silk.”

“Thanks,” Lila managed to say. “You did a great job. I was impressed.”

Davis took a theatrical bow. “You wanna join us at the Rainbow? We’re going to do a little partying.”

Lila’s stomach tied in knots. “I think I’ll pass. I’m really beat.”

Davis winked at her. “Well, if you change your mind . . .”

“Thanks. I-I better finish cleaning up.” She took a step backward and bumped into Della.

“Yes, you don’t want to lose any of those precious props.” Della entwined her arm around Davis’s arm. “Ready?” she asked him.

“Is everyone coming?”

“They’re right behind us, love.”

Lila felt like Cinderella, left behind while everyone attended the ball. Millie was nowhere in sight. Probably tagging along with Dick.

Outside, Della and Davis walked to his sporty car. Della talked nonstop, pausing only to light a cigarette. “Wasn’t that great? I loved the effect on the audience when you smashed the binoculars. And did you feel the tension at the end of the first act? It was great! There’s nothing like being on stage. You were really fantastic tonight, Davis. How can you even think of giving up acting?”

Davis pulled her close and kissed her. He pressed her against his car and reached up her blouse.

“Davis, it’s sprinkling. Let’s get in the car.”

“How ’bout the back seat?” His hand roamed down her skirt and he found her mouth with his. Della nodded her head and opened the door. The party could wait.

 


 


At the Rainbow, Jon, Dick, Millie, and a half dozen cast and crew members started in on their third pitcher of Oly dark. The tavern was packed as usual for a Saturday night. Jon kept glancing at the door, wondering what was taking Della so long. When he saw her enter with Davis, her flushed face and rumpled clothes told all. A wave of jealousy engulfed him. It drove him crazy, the way Della teased him. At rehearsals she gave him looks that literally made him shudder. He scowled and drank his beer.

“Hey, there you guys are. Hope you don’t mind we started without you,” Dick said.

Davis and Della slid into the bench. “Was that a show, or what?” said Davis, pouring a round of drinks. “I’m glad we’re moving into a different direction, though. ‘Picnic’ is going to be great.”

“Yeah, and some of us will even get to act for a change,” Dick said. Dick was trying out for the role of Alan, the lead’s boyfriend, and he’d already memorized all his lines.

“Picnic” abounded in female roles and auditions were opening right after break. Millie hoped to land the role of the younger sister. Then she’d be in rehearsals with Dick night and day.

“So, what’s this about open auditions?” Greg, the stage manager, asked.

Davis grunted. “That’s the word. We’re supposed to give up at least one of the lead parts. Administration says there’ve been complaints that we’re hogging all the shows. There are students outside of Thespians who want a chance to audition. It doesn’t mean we have to pick anyone, though.”

“Wrong, pal,” Jonathan said. “I talked with Professor Russel today. We do have to pick outsiders and not only that—Russel has to consult two other teachers for a consensus.”

“Oh, great,” Dick said. “So what’s the point of being in a drama group if you’re gonna get pushed out?”

“Calm down, Ferrol,” Jonathan said. “You’ll see how few people will turn up for the tryouts. Most students are too busy with their core programs to have time for all the rehearsals. I say don’t sweat it.”

Della sat smoking cigarette after cigarette. What did she care about playing some dumb lead part again? The end of school was creeping up on her faster than she liked. Each day brought greater agitation. She had a sudden need to get out of that claustrophobic room and relieve some tension.

She looked at Jon, who caught her glance. The opportunity was ripe. Jon was the only one in their group going to Hollywood and he might be her ticket out. In fact, Jon had already been accepted into film school at USC. Della looked him over. He was attractive, if a little soft around the waist. But she could envision herself in bed with him and even liking it. His egotistic ravings annoyed her, but what did you have to talk about during sex?

After closing the bar at two a.m., Della ditched Davis and caught up with Jonathan as he walked home. He lived uphill on West Adams, a few blocks from the Rainbow. Jon was surprised to see Della sprinting along the sidewalk after him.

After weeks of unspoken messages between them, Della didn’t have to say a word. On the sidewalk, under the dull illumination of a street lamp, Jonathan gathered Della in his arms and kissed her. Della had clearly tired of Davis, the all-American bore, and was ready for a change. He’d show her a time she’d never forget. As he walked up his steps with his arms around her, he gloated. She had taken her time coming around, but his charisma and talent were too strong to resist. He couldn’t wait to see the look on Davis’s face when he found out.

 


 







Chapter 25

 


 


“Hey, over there.” Dick shone his flashlight at a thick grove of trees. “See, I told you there was a house.”

“More like a shed.” Della gasped for air. “And it’s dark. Forget it.” She felt so tired and unbearably sick of the whole stupid chase. Davis was probably back at the castle by now, snoring away. She looked over her shoulder. No sign of Millie, but Della didn’t expect her to keep up.

Images of the warm tropics permeated her thoughts as she wrapped her coat tighter against the assailing wind. She couldn’t bear living hand to mouth anymore. Lila was right—she would probably kill herself rather than succumb to a life of poverty and failure. As she stopped to catch her breath, Della tried hard to remember what it felt like to be on stage, under the lights with the audience cheering wildly. Lila could do it, even make me a star. The yearning was so intense, she thought her heart would crack. Her fists tightened involuntarily. Even though the idea was crazy, she wanted to believe Davis would make good his promise to Lila. He just had to.

Jon elbowed Dick out of the way as he neared the cabin. “I’ll take care of him.”

Jon stumbled, colliding into the cabin siding.

“Cut it out, Levin. We’re all in this together.” Dick was close enough to get a good look at the structure. “Hey, check this out.” He aimed his flashlight on the broken window.

“Got him!” Jon yelled.

Della and Dick hurried after Jon, who twisted the door handle. “He must’ve smashed the glass to get in.” Jon reached through the shards to the inside latch and the door swung open. “Quit hiding, Gregory. We know you’re here.”

Jonathan shone his light into every crack. “I’ll find you . . .”

Della and Dick raced around the small rooms, their flashlight beams searching the corners.

Della shrieked. “He’s been here—look at the bed.”

“Someone’s been sleeping in my bed, said the papa bear, and he’s gotta be here somewhere,” Jon said.

Dick yanked on the cot and pulled it away from the wall. Jonathan ran over and flipped the frame onto its side. Finding nothing, he began pulling all the furniture away from the wall. Della and Dick joined him. They threw open cupboard doors and tossed the contents onto the floor. They rummaged through the closets and emptied the wood box by the cold pot-bellied stove. Soon, the cabin lay in shambles.

Dick ventured outside, panting and sweating. Damn Davis! How could he have given them the slip? In the back of his mind, prison doors clanged shut behind him. Dick forced the image away, replacing it with one of him seated in a fancy office at the State Capitol, and Penny running her long, manicured fingernails through his hair. Good riddance Millie! He wouldn’t have it any other way. No way he would go to jail and be disgraced. No way would he live in that suffocating box house with his fat wife breathing down his neck. No more petty, corrupt small town politics.

His mother’s face intruded in his picture. Ida, with her stern scrutiny. What is this? Someone just sent me disgusting photographs of you with another woman. How could you do this disgraceful thing? Dick’s gut wrenched in pain. No Mother, I’m going to be state senator, you’re mistaken. Then his mother scowled, and shivers shot down his spine.

Dick smothered the inner voices. First, find Davis. Everything in his world depended on it. Davis had destroyed their lives by his foolishness; making them all pay for fifteen years. Lila deserves some justice. What Davis did was unforgivable. But did Lila have a right to do what she did? There was no time to work out the moral ramifications—there was only one way out of the mess—Lila’s way. Dick scanned the ground.

“Hey idiots,” he yelled. “you coulda just looked at the footprints, see?”

Jon and Della joined him outside. They examined the wet sand. Footprints led out the door to the beach, footprints from a man’s sneaker.

“Well, you missed them, too, Ferrol,” said Jon.

Della heard a sound from behind her. She swung around and voiced her disappointment. “Oh, it’s only you.”

Millie panted, dragging her heavy, sand-caked hem behind her. “Thanks a lot. I feel real welcome.”

“You’re not, if you’re going to slow us down,” Dick said. His wife looked hideous. Her hair was a mess and she was still in that ridiculous dress. He was sure Lila would make her pay for ruining it, too. Millie disgusted him. If he never saw her again, what did he care? What did he need Millie and her stinking paycheck for now? He would set Penny up in a fancy house, even buy her that Jaguar she crooned over. He avoided thinking about his girls. That would work itself out in time, custody and visitation rights. He would be too busy for them, anyway, once he was in the Senate. Oh, where the hell was Davis?

Millie felt an odd relief in the realization that her marriage was unsalvageable. But, what if her daughters had to see their father in prison? A criminal. What a disgrace. Millie imagined Sally and Debby at school—humiliated by their friends’ jeers. Her babies coming home, crying. How did she get into such a mess? All she tried to do her entire life was stay out of trouble, but somehow trouble had tracked her down. If only I had told Lila the truth about Davis. But, she hadn’t. And now she was paying.

But none of this would have happened if Davis hadn’t done the unthinkable. Promising Lila he’d marry her just so she’d go to bed with him. How could he do such a thing? Like the others, Millie realized there was no way around it. Davis would have to pay. He had nothing to lose, anyway, since Lila already owned him. He was at her mercy.

“Come on, let’s get moving. He can’t be far.” Dick followed the tracks with Jon right behind him.

Jon’s thoughts kept drifting to the Academy Awards. He saw himself at the podium, reading aloud his short thank-you list to the adulating audience. He didn’t have many people to thank. He reached his pinnacle of success all on his own. He stifled a giggle. Maybe he’d thank fat old Lila. If it wasn’t for you, babe . . . What kind of picture would he win for? Some great epic, some fabulous sex-driven thriller? He thought of the flood of offers—and the money. Every step he took through the rain and muck brought him one step closer to his dream. Where was that jerk? He fought down his anger. He wanted to wring Davis’s neck. He trudged behind Dick, and the two women lagged behind. He wouldn’t need their help convincing Davis. Davis was ruined, finished.

The irony made Jonathan shiver. Jonathan would get the Oscar and Davis would get—Lila!

 


 


Cynthia raised her flashlight toward the canopy of branches. How long had she been wandering through the woods? Minutes stretched like hours as she wended through more trees. Finally, the congestion of vegetation gave way to a rocky wall. One pass with the flashlight told her the wall was insurmountable. The rain let up, but the wind still blew in powerful gusts, knocking her from side to side. The cold penetrated her layers of clothing, coating her with an unbearable chill.

She thought about her warm bed in her warm home and the tears started to flow. Her anger flared—anger and disappointment over Davis. He had showed her a side of his personality she had never seen before and it shocked her. The Davis she knew would never take delight in seeing people humiliated and mistreated. The Davis she knew would never lie to her, and break his promises. Somehow, in the course of one evening, her joy and contentment shattered. Could she ever trust him, or love him again? Cynthia shook the fears from her mind. If she didn’t find a way out of the woods, she might never live to find out the answers to those questions browbeating her heart.

With renewed determination, she followed along the base of the rock. Gradually, it opened up to sand and she could see over the rocks to another grove of trees. And barely visible against the dark backdrop was a small cabin. She exhaled in relief as she ran to the cabin door.

The footprints out front caught her eye. People had been here, and recently. She looked at the broken glass. She sucked in a breath. What if they’d found Davis and hurt him?

She pushed on the door and hurried inside. One sweep with her flashlight revealed the upheaval of furniture and the strewn contents of the house. Evidence of a struggle. Her heart pounded painfully against her ribs. How could respectable people be turned so easily into wolves? Quickly, she ran outside and reexamined the ground. Long grooves etched the sand, as if someone dragged their foot. Someone had been hurt.

Cynthia studied the footprints and found they led in one direction—toward the sea. The roar of the ocean carried over the expanse of sand. Cynthia knew she hadn’t a moment to waste. Turning headlong into the wind and beating rain, she kept her light pointed to the ground and chased the trail of footprints, dreading what she might find at the water’s edge.

 


 


On Christmas morning at The Evergreen State College, Millie told her roommate about the visit she had with Dick’s mother the night before. Although Millie had to endure the woman’s severe scrutiny, she nonetheless survived the evening without sticking her foot in her mouth. Lila seemed happy for her.

“Li . . . something happened. I mean, last night . . .”

Lila looked at her roommate. Millie knew she was blushing. “You went to bed with Dick?”

Millie nodded. “I guess you could say I’m no longer a virgin.”

“Wow. How was it?”

How was it? Not what she’d fantasized her first time would be. But it wasn’t Dick’s fault. They had no place private to go. On the way home, he parked at a place known as the local lovers’ lane. The back seat of a car sounded romantic, but it sure wasn’t comfortable. In moments, his hands roamed all over her. She would have preferred to wait, but Dick wanted her then and there. He told her how much he needed her and how she turned him on. She couldn’t refuse. They got tangled up in their clothes and Millie couldn’t seem to get past the logistics to be at ease. And then—they lay in awkward silence. Millie stared out the window, trying to ignore the painful ache in her groin. Dick hopped into the front seat and drove back to Oly in silence.

“I guess it was nice,” she said.

“Oh, Millie, I’d be so scared. The thought of having to . . . well, get naked and all. And then, how did you know what to do?”

“You don’t have to worry about all that stuff. Guys know. I guess this means I’m officially his girlfriend.”

Lila hugged her. “Oh, Mil, I’m glad for you.”

Lila had a hundred questions, but Millie changed the subject.

“So, I hear casting starts next week. I’ve just got to get that part, Lila. That means I’ll be in rehearsal with Dick every day.”

Lila’s buried her nose in a textbook. “Don’t worry. I’ll help you prepare for the audition.”

“Thanks, Li, but it’s such a big part.”

“You’ll get it. Even the character’s name is Millie, too. It’s an omen, don’t you think? Do you want me to come along for moral support?”

“Would you? And maybe while you’re there, you’ll try out, too. There’re lots of small parts.”

“Stop nagging me already. I’m swamped with a full load this semester. When would I have time for rehearsals?”

Millie chuckled. “There’s always time for rehearsals, you know that.”

“Not this time. My hours increased at Jo Mama’s and I need the money. Speaking of which. . .” Lila looked at her watch. “I’ve gotta get to work.” She pushed her books aside and gathered her coat and scarf.

Millie waved. “Maybe I’ll pop in later for a bite.”

The next week, with school back in session, Lila walked with Millie to their classes.

“Have they picked the lead roles yet?” Lila asked.

“Nope. Dick said there’s some big stink about it. Administration B. S. But you can bet the parts will go to our favorite couple.”

Lila thought about Davis and felt her face get hot. For the past week, he invaded her dreams, dreams that grew more sexually explicit each night. She watched for him each time she entered the Communications building. If he said hi and flashed that unreal smile, her knees about gave way. Her mind wandered when she needed to concentrate on her homework. She berated herself for giving in to such infantile emotions, to infatuation.

Millie entered the theatre in time to hear Della yelling. Unable to make out the content of the argument, she searched and found Dick in the wings. He took her hand and squeezed it.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“Della’s pissed. She came prepared to do the lead and Reynolds informed her she can play Rosemary, the spinster school teacher instead. She told him to shove it.”

“I don’t understand.”

“They’re holding open auditions for other students. That’s the final decision. There’ve been too many complaints.”

“Then why is Davis still playing lead?”

“That’s exactly what Della said. Why were they picking on her?” Dick shrugged. “But it’s not just the part of Madge. Alan’s part is considered a lead also, so that one’s gotta be farmed out too.”

“I thought you were going after that role.”

“I was. But they offered me Howard instead. I don’t care, really. I’m too busy with the city council to spend time rehearsing all those scenes. I’m not even in the first act, but I get plenty of lines.” He grinned. “And boy, will it be a kick to play Della’s boyfriend this time. Davis, eat your heart out.”

Millie watched Della gesture emphatically at the instructor and then storm over to the drinking fountain. Millie walked up to her.

“Hey, I’m sorry about the part.”

Della wiped her mouth and straightened. “Oh, I really don’t care. This is a pretty stupid play, anyway. I’m just pissed they’re doing this to me.”

“So, are you going to play Rosemary?”

“I’m not sure I’ll even bother. I’m sick of all the politics. I’ll just finish up this lousy semester and then I’m out of here.”

Millie didn’t know what to say. She hid her pleasure at the thought that Dick wouldn’t be playing love scenes with Della after all. “Well, Dick and I were thinking of heading to Jo Mama’s after rehearsal. Wanna join us?”

“That’s where your friend works. What’s-her-name?”

“Lila.”

“Yeah.” Della thought for a moment. “Why do you hang out with her? She’s such a dork.”

Again, Millie fumbled for words. “She’s my roommate. And she’s really nice, and smart. She memorizes plays backwards and forwards.”

“That so?” Della turned her attention to the stage, where Jon was speaking to the other actors. He caught her eye and smiled.

Millie wasn’t sure Della was listening. “Lila’s really a talented actress, too. I’ve heard her act out the parts—she can do anything.”

“Then why is she in stagecraft? She scared of performing?”

“It’s her dream to be on stage. She just doesn’t have the confidence. But, she’s good. You’ve heard how funny she is.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Della turned back to Millie. “Well, I’ll see what Jon . . . and Davis and the guys want to do. Maybe we’ll join you at Jo’s.”

 


 


Lila invented a new game for making her work hours speed by at Jo Mamma’s. She put her body on auto pilot. As she waited tables, she let her mind wander, treating herself to a series of slow, dissolving montages, with romantic background music. She and Davis kissing. She and Davis slowly undressing one another. The two of them whispering love phrases to each other. Her face moving into tight closeup with Davis . . .

Suddenly she gasped. His face was in front of hers. Pushing through the front door, with the rest of the Thespian gang behind him. Millie trailed behind, clinging to Dick’s arm.

She had no place to hide; her boss was watching her out of the corner of his eye. Lila gathered up glasses and set a water pitcher on a large tray. Balancing carefully, she walked as calmly as possible to the large corner booth. Millie greeted Lila while scooting in next to Dick.

“Hey, Li. I told you I’d drop by later. Seems everyone else had the same idea.”

A flurry of voices drowned out Lila’s reply. She noticed that Millie’s relaxed and easy manner with the group she so desperately wanted to be part of. More than ever, Lila felt like an outsider. She didn’t want to admit how much she yearned for acceptance, too. Maybe she was just jealous of Millie.

Suddenly Lila felt terrifically lonely. Millie was the only friend she had—and she was losing her to Dick and his circle of classmates. Lila knew she should branch out, meet other students, but the thought of the effort and the potential rejection terrified her. How could she avoid the perpetual replay from her childhood? Any friend she got close to, she lost. Her life was one desperate attempt to entertain and amuse people to hold their interest. Nobody really wanted to be close to her. As soon as the laughs died down, the audience always disappeared. Now, she wished she could disappear.

Lila placed the glasses on the table and passed out menus. Della eyed Lila with interest.

“Don’t you get sick of pizza, Lila?”

Lila shrugged at her question. As usual, she sensed Della wasn’t inquiring to make friendly conversation. Inadvertently, Lila caught Davis’s eye, and he smiled with those beautiful, gleaming teeth.

“How ’bout a pitcher of Oly dark, darling?” He patted Lila’s hand. Backing up abruptly, she collided into a man getting out of the booth behind her and nearly knocked him over. Della’s expression of amusement made Lila cringe.

“Sorry . . .” Lila muttered to the customer.

Davis turned to Della. “So, Del, what’ll it be? The usual?”

Della stroked his hair. “Whatever you guys want is fine by me.” Jon caught her gesture out of the corner of his eye and smirked.

Lila pulled out the order pad from her pocket, looking more composed. While the group argued over the menu, Lila went to the counter and filled a pitcher with beer. She placed it on the table and avoided Davis’s gaze.

Dick rattled off the order, giving Lila the opportunity she needed to hide in the kitchen and calm her thumping heart.

 


 


Davis turned to Della. “Are you really going to ditch us? How can we do ‘Picnic’ without you?”

“You’ll manage,” Della said.

Dick reached over and grabbed the pitcher. He poured himself a glass, then filled Millie’s. “We should all walk. Throw a mutiny.”

Jon shook his head. “What’ll that prove? There’re enough students in Theater Arts to fill the parts. We’re not indispensable, you know. Besides, I need this play on his résumé for USC.”

Della poured herself a beer and lit a cigarette. “So who’re you going to get to play Madge?”

“Who knows? Maybe Nancy. She did a good job in Major Barbara,” said Davis.

“She’s interning in D.C. this semester,” Dick said.

“Besides, it can’t be anyone in Thespians,” Jon added.

Della watched Lila climb the stairs with a tray of salads. She smiled thoughtfully, then poked Davis in the shoulder. “What about your girlfriend, there?”

“Huh?” Davis said. Della pointed at Lila’s backside as it jiggled up the stairs.

“Who, Lila?” Jonathan chuckled in delight.

“Oh, please,” moaned Davis.

Millie held her breath. She couldn’t bear to hear what they might say.

Della lowered her voice to a whisper. “You know she has the hots for you.”

Dick laughed. “Yeah, and so does every other girl at Evergreen.”

Della continued, “. . . and Millie says it’s her dream to be a star on the stage. She’s already memorized the whole play—she’s a natural. Why don’t we put a word in to cast her?”

Millie cringed. Why did she reveal Lila’s dream to Della? If Lila found out, she would never forgive her. She felt like a rat.

“What a great idea,” Jonathan said amid groans. “No listen! It would be great. A way to get Administration off our backs.”

“She’d have to pass the audition first.”

“No sweat,” said Della. “I volunteer to coach her.”

Millie forced out the words. “She’d never audition.”

Dick thumped his glass on the table. “Sure she would, Mil. You got her into stagecraft, didn’t you? You can get her to try out, for fun.”

“I couldn’t . . .”

Dick dared her with his eyes. “Oh, come on. You know she really wants a chance to act. This is her golden opportunity. She’ll listen to you.”

Everyone around the table joined in, urging Millie. Her stomach tied in knots. Dick poured her another glass of beer. She felt like she was slipping into a crevice.

“Shh, here she comes,” Dick said.

The students at the table grew quiet. Lila approached and eyed them with suspicion.

“Here’s a large veggie with sprouts. You guys need anything else?” Lila looked at Millie, who shrugged, then lowered her eyes.

Jonathan suppressed a laugh. “Just more beer, darling,” he said, imitating Davis.

Davis punched Jon’s shoulder. “We’re fine, thanks.”

Lila blushed and turned away. Laughter exploded at the table as Lila left the room. Millie ached to say something. How could they be so rude? And Dick sure found this funny. As far as Millie knew, Lila had no interest in Davis. They just didn’t understand Lila. How she suffocated from attention, especially harmless flirting. Millie alone knew about Lila’s strict parents and what effort it took Lila to appear relaxed around other people.

On the way back to campus, Dick pressured her even more about Lila. In vain, she tried to explain to him about Lila’s sensitive personality, but he cut her down. Desperate to have his approval, she acquiesced; she promised she’d try to get Lila to try out for the lead role of Madge.

Dick kissed her. “Save Friday night, babe. I’m arranging for a room for us.” He dropped her off at the dorm, unaware of the maelstrom brewing in her heart.

As she watched Lila studying on the bed next to hers, she chickened out. She couldn’t be a part of that joke. She would have to lie to Dick and say she tried and failed.

Lila looked up at Millie. “What gives, Mil? You’re awfully quiet tonight.”

“Just thinking about the play.” She fell back on the bed and kicked off her shoes.

“You want to run your lines with me?” Millie shook her head.

“You know,” Lila added, “I’ve been thinking. I’m going to try out for ‘Picnic.’ ”

Millie nearly fell off her bed. “Uh, that’s great, Li.” A flood of relief washed over her. “Then we can do it together.”

“What makes you think I’ll get a part? I bet there’s a ton of students trying out.”

Millie shrugged. “Not as talented as you. What about trying out for Madge?”

Lila burst into laughter. “Yeah, right. Me—the beautiful girl. I think the sarcastic school teacher would be more my style. I can really characterize her.”

“Good choice.” Whew. Now the group would stay off her back.

Two days later, Lila found herself under the work lights, performing for the instructor and the handful of faculty and students milling around the stage. She read for various parts, recited the lines she knew by heart, then apologized for her inadequate performance. When the audition ended, she raced for the exit before Millie could stop her, not even hearing the words of praise that wafted behind her.

The members of Thespians were impressed. When the instructor asked for recommendations for parts, Dick, Della and Jon, as a bloc, enthusiastically touted Lila’s talent. They unanimously agreed Lila should play the lead role. With little persuasion, they convinced the faculty a new star was in the making.

Millie sat quietly while the comments flew around her. Lila’s audition merited their praise, but she guessed Lila would turn down the lead. And Millie hoped with all her heart she would, for her classmates, with their condescending contempt, would surely find ways to torment Lila.

 


 


Della announced she would play Rosemary after all. No way was she was going to miss supporting Lila in the lead role. What a joke to have homely Lila play the love interest. And Davis would have to pretend he was in love with her. What an acting challenge that would be.

After the audition, Della joined Davis at his house. She planned to tease him about his new co-star. But as she peeled Davis’s clothes off, he deflated her excitement.

“I’ve made my decision. I’m joining my father’s firm. And don’t whine to me, Della. My mind is made up.” He gathered her into his arms, but she pushed him off.

“Damn you!” She spoke to his back as she stormed out of the house.

To hell with him. She headed straight for Jon’s place. Jon was surprised to see her, but voiced no objection.

As they lay in each other’s arms, Della realized Jon gloated over her like a prize. He clearly got a kick out of stealing Della away from Davis. He never really talked to her, never asked her how she felt. Nor did he ever ask her what she wanted or needed in bed. Always his needs, his desires. Such a selfish bastard. Wondering how Davis would react to their affair when he found out. But at least Jon was going to Hollywood, and she planned to go with him, even if it meant screwing him every night until graduation.

Predictably, Jon brought up his favorite subject. “Do you think Davis suspects?”

“No way.” Della rubbed Jon’s chest.

“So, how do I compare?”

“To what?” She knew what was coming. What a jerk.

“Davis. Is he good in bed?”

Della forced the words out. “No comparison, stud. The guy was a real bore. I just liked his down comforter.”

Jon chuckled. Della slid down under the covers. “I find you much more exciting.” She started to explore his body with her tongue. “Just promise me one thing.”

Jonathan moaned. “Anything, anything.”

“Keep him real busy rehearsing with Lila, so we can do more of this.” Della moved lower and Jonathan moaned louder.

“I’m your slave. Your wish is my command.”

Della smiled under the covers. Gotcha: hook, line, and sinker.

 


 







Chapter 26

 


 


“Just hold it right there, Gregory.”

Jonathan screamed over the roar of the surf, but Davis had his back to him, standing at the water’s edge scanning the dark horizon.

Davis turned to find Jonathan tugging on his coat. Dick and Della were stumbling toward him, fighting the force of the wind. And farther back, he could make out Millie dragging her feet through the sand. Davis pushed Jonathan away and trotted along the beach as quickly as his injured ankle allowed.

“Dammit, Davis, wait up.”

Davis pressed on. “What do you want with me? You’re crazy to be running around this time of night.”

Dick caught up. “Yeah, well, what about you? What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Davis stopped to catch his breath. “None of your business. Did Lila send you to bring me back?” The pain in his leg throbbed. He would never be able to outrun these guys.

Jonathan softened his voice. “Listen, Davis, we need to talk.”

“So talk.”

Della panted up to the group with Millie trailing at her heels. The rain poured down in a steady patter. Millie shouted over the din, wiping the soggy hair from her face. “Guys, can’t we go find some shelter? This is ridiculous. We’ll all die of pneumonia.”

“Quit whining, Millie,” Dick said.

Davis turned to face his pursuers. “Spit it out. Say what you came to say, then leave me alone.”

Della leaned into Davis’s face. “And where do you think you’re going? There’s no way off this island. You’ll have to come back with us to Lila’s.”

“Like hell I do. Who made you my boss? All you’ve done the last two days is get stoned and drunk. Get out of my face.” He forced himself to walk, one faltering step after another. Della yanked on his coat and Davis lurched to the ground.

“Dammit, Della.” Davis swung at her, intending to push her away; instead, his hand swiped the side of her head.

“You prick! How dare you?” She jumped on his back and punched him.

“Who the hell do you think you are, Gregory?” Dick said. “I can’t believe you hit her.”

Davis managed to get back on his feet. “It was an accident.”

“Yeah, sure,” Della said. “You have nothing but contempt for me. You always had.”

“Oh, Della, get off it.” His fingers were freezing; he could barely make a fist. “Look, why don’t you guys leave me alone, okay? If you want to come with me and find a way out of here, then fine. Otherwise, get lost.”

“Even if you find a way off the island, you won’t get away from Lila,” Millie said. “Please, let’s all go back to the house and get warm.”

Jonathan glared at Davis. “Gladly, but only if Davis comes, too.”

“No way.”

Della groaned. “Davis, come on. Millie’s right. You’re going to have to talk to Lila.”

Davis laughed with a tinge of hysteria. “Oh, that’ll do a lot of good. You think she’s some reasonable person you can have a friendly chat with? You’ve seen how crazy she is. We should all run for our lives.” Davis’s teeth chattered and his head burned like a furnace. He squinted his eyes from the pain and fell to his knees.

“Dammit, Davis,” Della said. “She owns you. You heard her.”

“Yeah, well I think it’s a big joke. I bet she made it all up.”

“Then why are you running, huh?” Dick asked, pressing in on him.

The wet bodies hovered over Davis as he attempted to stand. Behind him a loud wave crashed, sending plumes of foam up the sand. The others retreated at the racing water, but Davis fell back down. Freezing water encircled him, soaking into his shoes.

“Look guys, I’m going to get off this island and head straight to my lawyer. If that lunatic really did what she says, we can have her arrested.”

Dick cut him off. “And what if she buys your lawyer, Davis. Think of that?”

Davis scowled. Impossible. Or was it? If Lila had gone this far, she’d go all the way. He’d find another lawyer. But with what money?

Davis’s heart raced. He would not let her do this. No way would he let some selfish, crazy woman destroy everything he spent his life building.

Davis searched the faces glaring down at him. “Look, I have a lot of friends. People who won’t succumb to her type of bribery. I have powerful connections with a lot of money.”

“Forget it, Gregory.” Jonathan pulled on Davis’s sleeve, forcing him to his feet. “Can the foolishness and get back to the house. Come on.”

Davis refused to budge. Jonathan clenched his lips together. “Davis, you have to come.” The others began yelling at him.

“Yeah, you broke your promise to her and we’re all paying for it,” Della said.

“You lied to her, you fix it.” Dick added.

Davis tried to press his way out of their enclosing circle, but they stood steadfast in their places.

“That’s ridiculous,” Davis screamed back. “We were all acting. It was a play, don’t you remember? Lila misunderstood.”

“Yeah, right,” Jonathan said.

Dick nodded. “Yeah, you tricked her.”

“What is it with you guys? What does it matter if I did or didn’t? I don’t remember anymore, do you? Do any of you?” Davis pushed on Jonathan, forcing his way through, but Jonathan held fast. “Don’t let her scare you. I can help you. I’ll straighten it out, you’ll see.”

“What about Cynthia?” Millie asked.

Davis grabbed Millie’s arm. “What about her?”

He searched the expressions on the encroaching faces. “Where is she? Did you do something to her?”

Millie shook her head. “She ran out ahead of us. We thought she would have caught up with you.”

Davis stopped. “Oh my God . . .” He thought Cynthia was sleeping in that warm bed. “If you guys are lying to me, I’ll kill you.”

“That’s the truth, Davis,” Millie said. “She probably went back after she couldn’t find you.”

Davis collapsed back onto the sand. A knife of pain tore through his ankle. He had to get back to check on Cynthia. Behind him, another wave exploded on the jutting rocks and the tide whipped white foam along the shoreline and raced across Davis’s shoes. Rain blew in sheets around them. Davis was drenched up to his knees. His long wool coat, saturated with water, pulled him down. Shivering, he stripped it off and let the current carry it out to sea.

Another huge wave cracked behind him. When he saw the others run up the beach, he knew he was in trouble. The force of the breaker knocked him forward. He reeled face down into the sand. The retreating water pulled at his legs. In the dim darkness, he searched the faces of his classmates as they stood yards away. Why wouldn’t anyone help him?

“Please,” he tried to say, but his voice was a scratchy whisper. “I can’t get up.”

He dragged himself a few inches toward shore, but the tide pulled him back toward the churning sea.

At the edge of the woods, a figure ran toward the beach. Davis strained to see, but another rush of water encircled him and flooded his face. Freezing water submerged his entire body. He was numb from head to foot and his hands felt like stumps. Strangely, he had stopped shivering; the cold didn’t seem to bother him anymore, but his face still burned like a hot furnace. He laughed and barely a sound came from his ice-cold lips.

He must be imagining things. There was Cynthia, in her I. Magnin’s fur-lined coat running toward him. He chuckled and lowered his face to the wet sand.

What he would give for a little sleep.

 


 


“What do you mean, I got the lead?” Lila asked her instructor. Mr. Reynolds explained that the panel of faculty and students were in unanimous agreement that she play the part of Madge in “Picnic.” She could hardly believe his words. Lila knew she had read well but never expected this. The best she’d hoped for was a walk-on, but the lead?

Lila wandered in a daze through the rest of the day. Her mind raced with fear and excitement. During her classes, she sneaked peeks at the play and studied her dialogue.

She planned to arrive early on the first day of rehearsal, but was so nervous she had to make innumerable trips to the bathroom. When she finally entered the theater, she found the entire cast already seated on the stage. She wanted to turn and flee. Her breakfast roiled up into her throat.

Davis called to her. “Up here, ‘Madge.’ “

Lila approached the stage aware of the eyes upon her. Davis tapped the seat next to him, a warm smile on his face. Lila relaxed. Millie sat to her right, having snagged the part of the younger sister.

Jonathan, the director, took charge. “Okay, people. Let’s do our first read-through. At rise . . .”

When Lila’s turn came to read, she no longer was fat Lila. Instead, a beautiful, naive young woman stood on a porch on a warm summer’s night, a night filled with a potential for romance and adventure. As she said her lines, her fear transformed into confidence. Her voice softened with renewed joy. This was where she belonged—on stage. Nothing felt so right as being immersed in a role, being someone, anyone other than Lila Carmichael.

When the first session ended, Lila could barely lift her backpack. Even through her exhaustion, the elation of the reading buoyed her. She joined Millie outside and they walked back to the dorm together.

“I was good, wasn’t I, Mil?”

“You sure were, and they all know it, too.”

 


 


That night they celebrated with an expensive dinner neither could afford. As rehearsals went on, Millie noticed the subtle condescension directed at Lila from the inner clique. Lila, so unaware, worked her heart out on the stage, oblivious to the snickers whispered behind her back, mostly from Della. Why couldn’t Della be satisfied with the role of the schoolteacher? It was a terrific, juicy part and Millie thought Della should be glad. But, oh no, Della had to be the star. Even Dick and Jonathan cracked rude jokes about Lila, and Millie agonized over their remarks, terrified that Lila might hear. Only Davis treated Lila with respect. Millie noted that, of all the group, Davis was actually kind to Lila, tackling his role with seriousness and sincerity.

One afternoon, Lila took Millie aside. “Come on, Mil, let’s have some tea. I’ve got to talk to you.”

Lila seemed nervous. Millie knew she worried incessantly about her performance, yet the rehearsals went smoothly. Sure, this was her first big role, but Lila wasn’t eating or sleeping much and her hands often shook.

“Lila,” Millie said, urging her into one of the big overstuffed lounge chairs. “You need to calm down about this show . . .”

“It isn’t the show. Oh, everything’s going great. I’m so happy.”

“Then what?”

Lila lowered her voice. “I know this is going to sound stupid . . . I can’t say it. Forget it.” She sipped her tea and stared out the window. “Look, Mil. Spring’s finally here. Look at all those flowers.”

“Lila,” Millie said, “spit it out.”

She sighed and faced Millie. “I know I’m crazy, but I—well, it’s Davis.”

Millie’s heart raced. “What about him?”

“Look, I know every girl in the school is gaga over him, but I really think, well, I really think he likes me.”

Millie drew in her breath. “Of course, he likes you. And respects you.”

“You know what I mean. I’m so close to him every day on that stage. I just feel he really cares.”

“He’s acting, Lila. He’s supposed to be attracted to you.”

“It’s different than that. Oh, am I crazy to even think such a thing?”

“Yes, forget it. You know Davis’s taste in women, let alone his track record. Besides, he and Della are still a couple.”

“Not from what I can tell. Something’s going on between Della and Jon.”

“Oh, that’s just Della’s way. Playing one against the other.”

“You should look more closely, Mil. If you’re going to be a great actress, you have to be a keen observer. Davis and Della are finished.”

Millie let out a long breath. “Lila, if I were you I wouldn’t get my hopes up. Besides, Davis is not your type.”

“I can tell he’s different than what shows everyone. He has a kind heart and maybe I’m crazy, but I can’t help it. I’m hopelessly infatuated.”

“Forget it, please, Li. You’ll only get hurt.”

Lila laughed, her face glowing. “Well, I can dream, can’t I?”

 


 


As the semester progressed, Lila spent more and more time in rehearsals. Jonathan expressed concern over getting the parts perfect, and Lila found herself scheduled with Davis for extra hours in the evening at least two or three times a week. Those were the moments she lived for. Being so close to him, feeling his arms around hers in the romantic scenes, made her heart pounded so hard she thought he could hear it. She felt eyes fixed on her. Granted, only Jonathan and a handful of actors were in the room, but Lila wished she and Davis were alone.

Knowing Millie would chide her, Lila kept her feelings to herself. Her infatuation grew and filled her with agonizing pain. She could never tell Davis how she felt; he might laugh at her. So she bore her passion in silence, hoping against hope that Davis would grow to love her too. Everything else in her life paled beside this one thought. Her grades fell. School no longer seemed important. At night, she lay in bed practicing words to say to Davis, visualizing her arms around him and his lips on hers. For a brief moment, she considered quitting the show before she went crazy. But she smothered that thought quickly, feeling herself fall, fall into love.

 


 


The night before Easter break, Millie joined Dick down at the Rainbow for drinks. She felt guilty for ignoring Lila. Dick wanted to spend all his free time with Millie, but Lila didn’t seem to mind. Soon, she and Dick would graduate and, although he intended to stay in town, Millie knew she had to apply some pressure to keep him from drifting away. He rambled on about politics and the activists in Olympia he hung out with—some of them aggressive, confident women. Millie worked hard to garner his time and attention, fearing he’d lose interest in her. At least she got him to commit to a trip to Wisconsin as soon as school ended.

As she slid into the booth beside Dick and his friends, she saw how drunk they were. It bothered her that they drank so much; her family raised her to shun the evils of alcohol. On occasion, she had a beer at Dick’s urging, but she preferred a Coke. Even one beer dulled her perceptions, making her woozy and nervous.

Dick greeted her with a sloppy kiss and filled her glass. Della, sandwiched between Davis and Jonathan, laughed and pushed at them. The club was packed with locals and students, and music blasted from the jukebox. Everyone greeted Millie and passed the pretzels to her.

“Dig in,” Dick said.

Millie took a small handful and sipped from her glass. She was watching her diet, wanting to slim down for Dick. Earlier that day, he had remarked on some woman they passed on campus, how that kind of body turned him on. And Millie’s heart sunk—the woman was practically anorexic. She tried to restrain her eating, but her anxiety increased her appetite. Only four weeks left until graduation and every minute and every calorie counted.

“I wish school would end already,” said Davis.

“Why rush it? Once you’re out, you’ll have to go into the real world,” Della said.

“I’m sick of this show,” Davis added.

“It’s just because you’re bored.”

Davis hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah, maybe.”

Millie didn’t understand Davis; she thought the show was wonderful and he and Lila were fantastic in it.

“You’re too talented for a small-time school production,” Millie said. “You really should go into television.”

“Well, the big star’s made other plans,” Della said. “He feels his calling is to sell inflated pieces of land to developers who hope to fill the world with cracker-box houses.”

Davis huffed and hunkered over his glass. “At least it’s a sure thing.”

“A sure, boring thing,” Della said.

Davis turned and scowled at Della.

“So, how is it, holding fat Lila in your arms?” Dick asked.

Davis groaned. “Oh, please . . .”

Jon interrupted him, waving his hands and laughing. “Ugh, imagine having to pretend you’re smitten with Lila Carmichael.”

Della shook her head, flicking her hair into Millie’s face. “Boy, is she obvious. She’s totally hung up on you, Davis.”

“Do you have to remind me? Sometimes I think she’s going to faint in my arms and I’ll get a hernia.”

Millie lowered her heated face.

“So, why don’t you prove how talented you really are,” Della said, pouring them all another round of beer.

Davis looked at her with suspicion. “Meaning?”

“See if you can really act.”

“Yeah.” Jonathan got the point. “Make her believe you really are falling for her. Lila’ll pee her pants.”

“Oh, come on,” Davis said.

“You’re chicken, Gregory,” Jonathan added. “And I bet she’s smarter than you think. She’d never fall for it.”

Millie held her breath. The comments volleyed around the table, and in their drunken state, her classmates were building up to something awful. What could she do to stop them?

“Piece of cake,” Davis said. “She’d be easy to fool.”

Della leaned her face up against Davis’s, nose to nose. “Don’t count on it. You’d have to be one damn good actor to convince her. Her self-image is so low, she’d know you were toying with her.”

Millie’s stomach clenched. She excused herself and wiggled out from behind the tight table and Dick’s groping hands. In the bathroom, she splashed water on her face. How much of this could she take? If she defended Lila, they’d all deride her. Yet, Lila was her friend. As much as she needed Dick, she hated herself for not standing up to him. Why was she so scared to speak her mind? She had to think.

 


 


As soon as Millie left the room, Dick leaned over to Davis and lowered his voice. “I’ll bet you fifty bucks, Davis, that you won’t be able to convince Lila you’re in love with her. And I really mean convince her.”

Della smirked. “And I’ll double the bet that you’ll never be able to get her into bed.”

At that, the group went wild.

“Your talent is on the line, buddy,” said Dick.

Della added, “There’s no way you’ll get to screw Lila. She’ll be a virgin the rest of her life. I hear her Dad’s a hellfire preacher.”

“The biggest challenge of your life, Davis.” Jonathan egged him on with his wide eyes. “A golden acting opportunity.”

“I can get any girl to bed. Any girl.”

Della lit a cigarette and reached over to stroke Davis’s face. “Then prove it, loverboy.”

“By opening night,” Jonathan said. “You’ve got two weeks.”

Davis laughed, shaking his head. “That’s plenty of time. You guys don’t know the depths of my talent.”

As Millie returned to the table, Dick refilled her glass. A sheepish grin spread across his face. The others were chuckling to themselves.

“Here, Mil,” he said. “We were about to make a toast. Here’s to ‘Picnic.’ ”

“To ‘Picnic.’ ” Della added, “The most challenging production of the year.”

“Let’s give ’em a performance they’ll never forget,” said Jonathan, who then erupted into laughter. He raised his glass and Davis clinked it with his own.

Davis matched his gaze. “You’re on.”

Millie’s heart sank as she studied their expressions. She just knew they were up to something awful.

 


 


At the end of the week, Millie mustered up enough nerve to confront Dick about the night at the Rainbow, demanding to know what they were planning.

He shrugged and told her about the bet.

“She’s my friend. It’ll break her heart.”

“It’s just a joke. It’s no big thing.”

“I’ll tell her.”

“You better not. If you say anything, you’ll blow it.” Dick raised his voice. “You better keep your mouth shut.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Then I guess you’re not part of this crowd anymore.”

Millie sucked in her breath. She realized the ramifications. She had to make a choice between her friend and her lover. And she needed Dick more than Lila. School was almost over and then what? Back to Wisconsin to make cheese? Or stay in Oly and work in a store? She wanted a husband. She wanted Dick. A niggling fear crept over her. She was a week late with her period. What if she was pregnant? Dick would have to marry her. With a sinking heart, she made her choice.

“Okay, I’ll keep quiet. But it’s wrong.”

As rehearsals continued, Millie watched in paralyzing horror the progress of the group’s little scheme. Davis was beginning to convince Lila he wasn’t just playing a role. Lila wanted to believe. He smothered her with attention and Lila ate it up. Damn, why couldn’t Lila see he was manipulating her? Millie saw how he touched her and stroked her hair, making her blush. And he was good, he never pushed or flattered her. He played her like the proverbial violin.

At night, Millie had to listen to Lila ramble on about Davis’s virtues, how the impossible was really happening: Davis falling in love with her. Millie couldn’t bring herself to say a word. Lila was so happy and excited. Millie, hating herself for her cowardice, convinced herself that Lila wouldn’t believe her even if she told her the truth. Besides, she’d tried to warn her before, hadn’t she? She wasn’t Lila’s keeper. Lila was a grown woman and had to make her own mistakes. Millie tried to assure herself that, in the end, it would turn out all right. That maybe Davis would finally get bored with the game and give it up. But, deep inside, she dreaded the weeks to come.

 


 


Della felt smug. Everything was playing in her favor. Davis’s performance kept Lila completely unsuspecting. But she had her own secret plan to pop Lila’s bubble just before opening night. She would tell Lila the truth about Davis. Lila would be so upset she wouldn’t be able to face him. She would run and hide and the understudy would have to step in—Della herself. No one else knew her plan and no one would find out. Lila would probably leave school, run back to her parent’s house to hide. So, to hell with school policies. Della would play the part that was meant to be hers. And she would give the school a performance they’d talk about for years.

 


 


The night before the show, and the last night of the bet, Davis invited Lila out to a restaurant in Shelton. Stage one was a “fait accompli.” He knew Lila believed he was in love with her. That was the easy part. Now for the tough one. He didn’t want to take the chance of running into anyone from Evergreen. After an expensive dinner and a bottle of Chardonnay, Davis took Lila’s hand and led her to his car. He could tell she had taken extra care in dressing that evening, and probably stood in front of the mirror for an hour, changing her clothes and hair style to find just the right look. He put his arms around her and kissed her deeply.

He felt her tense up and resist.

“Let’s go back to my house, Li,” he whispered in her ear.

“I can’t. Tomorrow’s the show. I better get my rest. I wouldn’t want to look puffy. . . ”

He kissed the words away. “Just for a little while. Then I’ll take you home. We can listen to some music and make a nice fire. There’s so much I want to say to you.”

He gazed into her face and coaxed a smile. She nodded but her eyes belied her willingness. He would have to do some pretty sweet talking.

When they entered his house, Lila moved nervously about, exclaiming how lucky Davis was to have his own place. She skittered around the living room, touching the furniture and drapes.

He took her hand and led her to the fireplace, then lowered her to the rug. As he built up the fire, he sensed her staring. He turned and pulled off his shirt, exposing his chest. Lila’s eyes widened and her jaw dropped. He kept a straight face but wanted to laugh. Poor, sheltered Lila. He bet she never even sat on a beach and looked at men in their swim trunks. Boy, was she in for a surprise.

The fire blazed and crackled. Davis dropped down beside her and slowly unbuttoned her dress.

She pushed his hand away with shaky fingers. “I can’t. You said . . . we were just going to talk.”

His mouth nuzzled her ear as he whispered to her. “I am talking to you, darling.”

“Oh, Davis, I want to. I really do, but I can’t.”

Davis, bored by the effort, pondered taking her home and not wasting his whole evening. What did it matter, anyway? He could lie to the others and say she went to bed with him.

He lay back on the rug and stared at the ceiling. But if they learned the truth, he’d never hear the end of it. Lila would tell Millie and Millie would tell Dick. They’d all know. Besides, this was a matter of pride. No woman had ever turned him down. So, it was now or never.

He sat up and kissed Lila, gently with passion. He pulled back before she did.

“Lila, I’m really crazy about you. I know how you feel and I respect you. Maybe you just don’t understand my feelings, what’s really going on inside me.”

Lila stared at him, confused. Davis stammered, trying to find the right words. “All these years, girls always threw themselves at me. It doesn’t mean anything, you know? No one ever really wants to know me, the real me. They just want sex. No one ever says, ‘Davis, you have a good heart, you’re a kind person, you make me laugh . . .’ ”

Lila jumped in as Davis expected. “I do.”

“That’s right, Li. You’re the only woman I’ve ever known who really sees me. You don’t know how much that means to me.” Davis pulled away from Lila and put on his best puppy-dog pout. “This is so hard for me . . .”

“What is?”

“Explaining this. I feel so stupid.”

Lila draped her arm around him. “You’re not stupid.” She sighed. “Just as lonely and misunderstood as me. We’re a lot alike, that way.”

“Yeah,” Davis said. He paused the right length of time and stared into her eyes. Now for the slide into home plate. “I know you’re going to think I’m crazy, but would you ever consider marrying a guy like me?”

Lila gasped. She questioned the honesty in his gaze but Davis never flinched. Tears filled her eyes. Davis cradled her in his arms.

“There, there, it’s all right,” he said. “Come on, I’ll take you home now.” He kissed her cheeks and wiped the tears off her face with the back of his hand.

“I don’t want to go,” she whispered.

“I don’t want you to go.”

“I want this night to last forever.”

“Then let’s do that. Make it last forever. Let’s have a night we’ll never forget as long as we live. As the poets say—the night I pledged my troth to you.”

He lowered her down onto the rug. He lay beside her and explored her body through her clothes. When Lila tensed, Davis backed off. He poured her a glass of brandy.

He watched her sip for awhile, then took the glass away and began again.

“I’m so fat,” she blurted out.

“No, you’re beautiful. I like women with meat on their bones. Oh, Lila, your skin is so soft.”

“Please, go slow . . .”

“I’m in no hurry, darling.” With the gentleness of a mother washing a baby, he took her dress off. Her arms quickly covered her breasts. He took her hands away.

“Please, let me look at you. You have such beautiful skin.” He reached behind her and fumbled with the clasp of her bra. He felt her heart pound through his fingertips. He caressed the outline of her breasts with a soft touch that made her gasp. Then he reached for her nipples and squeezed. Her body squirmed into his, wanting more with every fiber of her being.

Then his fingers moved deftly along the rim of her underpants. She stiffened, then caught her breath. He lay down the length of her: he, with most of his clothes still on and she, totally naked and vulnerable. The image amused him. Without further hesitation, he sought out her mouth and felt her body fall against him, unresisting.

She threw her arms around the man she loved and gave herself completely to him.

 


 







Chapter 27

 


 


Lila was in a frenzy all through dress rehearsal. Surely everyone knew by the expression on her face. Couldn’t they tell she’d been to bed with him? Every time she looked over at him, blood pounded her ears and her face washed hot. Davis was amazing. Such a complete professional. He behaved as if nothing had changed. But when he knew no one was looking, he winked at her, or gave her hand a squeeze.

She surprised herself. Somehow she remembered all her lines, yet last night’s affair, in his arms, replayed again and again, overlaying the mundane lines of script she recited. She never imagined intimacy could be so fantastic, as scared as she had been. Yet Davis had been so gentle. All her prior fears proved unfounded. Davis understood everything. How scared she was. How inexperienced. Each time he touched her, her body responded with such passion, she astonished herself. She had no idea of the depth of her desire. He made her feel beautiful for the first time in her life. She wanted to scream out to the world — he loves me! But everyone would know soon enough. Davis suggested they wait until after opening night’s performance to share their feelings. Now they needed to concentrate on the performance.

When she got home last night, she wanted to pour out her excitement to Millie, but her roommate was asleep, and in the morning they’d both had to race out to class. She would just have to tell her along with everyone else tonight.

At the end of rehearsal, Jonathan admonished the group with last minute notes and warnings. Lila hoped Davis would walk out with her, but as she gathered up her things, Jonathan called Della, Dick, and Davis to stay behind.

As she and Millie pushed through the Comm. building doors into the blustery spring day, Lila stopped abruptly.

“What’s the matter?” Millie asked.

“I forgot my coat.”

“Okay. I’ll meet you at the cafeteria.”

Lila hurried back inside. The crew was turning off lights and replacing props as Lila walked backstage to her locker. As she opened the door and pulled out her coat, she heard a familiar laugh that struck her heart. Davis!

She closed her locker door and snuck over to the wings of the stage. She wanted to drink him in, soak up his every word.

She saw the four friends lounging on the set. Della sidled up next to Jon, and Dick straddled a chair. All eyes were on Davis. Then she heard her name mentioned. She leaned her head to hear better.

“I can just picture her.” Dick spoke with a raised pitch. “Oh Davis, I can’t. I promised my dear old daddy I’d stay a virgin until I died.”

“So go on,” Jonathan urged.

Davis cleared his throat. “So, I gave her the bit about how much she meant to me and then the old sob story. How no one understands poor Davis; they all want his body and don’t appreciate his mind. . . ”

A spatter of laughter erupted. Davis continued: “She fell for it, easy as falling off a chair.”

“Poor Davis, no one understands him,” Jonathan said, shaking his head.

Lila’s body went rigid. It took a moment for Davis’s words to sink in. She shook her head, trying to shake away the truth that rammed her heart. A voice in her head screamed at her. Get out of here. But she couldn’t move. She was riveted, paralyzed and horrified.

Della turned to Davis. “Come on, Davis. Let’s have all the gory details. What’s fatso look like without her clothes on?”

“Fat!”

They all roared.

“Hey, we all know she’s nuts about you,” Dick said, “but how did you get her into the sack?”

Davis grinned. “Piece of cake. I told you no woman can resist my charms.”

Della seemed unconvinced. “Just like that?”

“All I had to do was say ‘please.’ She was a pushover.”

Waves of nausea roiled in Lila’s stomach. Her vision darkened and her head grew woozy. No, dear God, no!

“Well, you’re a better actor than I guessed. I would have bet you five hundred that you couldn’t get her to bed by opening night,” Jonathan said.

Davis laughed, and instead of filling Lila with joy, his mirth made her gag. “A good thing you only risked fifty,” she heard him say in between his chortling.

“Well, you won,” Dick said. “The least we can do is buy you a drink.”

“That sounds great. Let’s get the hell out of here,” Davis said.

Lila shook herself out of her stupor. They were coming her way. Move, move! She raced across the recessed stage and out the door.

Sobbing in hysterics, she ran across campus not caring that people stared at her. Oh please God, just let me die!

She flung open her dorm room door. Without thinking, she stuffed clothes into her suitcase, then snatched her toiletries out of the bathroom. Her hands shook as she grabbed bottles out of the medicine cabinet. She popped two aspirins into her mouth, then noticed a prescription bottle of Valium belonging to Millie. After swallowing two, she glanced at the pile of textbooks on her desk. They looked oddly foreign, out of place against the glaring reality of her life. She took a last look at her room: her bed, her dresser, Millie’s things. This room, once her sanctuary, now felt a prison.

College was over. Her life was over.

Lila boarded the first city bus that came by, not caring what direction she went. She watched the campus fade behind her, like a curtain lowering down. Curtain. The curtain would go up on “Picnic” in four hours, but that no longer concerned her. Someone would have to fill her shoes last minute and she knew it’d be Della. She thought about Della on stage with Davis. That’s what the whole joke was all about, wasn’t it? They planned this to make sure Della would play the lead—the lead she wanted from the beginning. Lila’s eyelids grew heavy and her thoughts crumbled into pieces. She tried to imagine Della playing her part, Davis holding Della in his arms.

Davis, why did you do this to me? How could you?

All of them in it together. Laughing at her every day behind her back. Davis and Della. And Jonathan and Dick. All of them, plotting against her.

Millie? Did she know? All those times Millie avoided her, her face unreadable these last few weeks. She was Dick’s girl. She wanted a husband and would do anything to get Dick. Oh yes, Millie knew, too.

She could see her father’s scowling face. “I warned you. You put yourself in Satan’s hands and now you’re reaping what you’ve sown.” As the bus headed downtown, her father’s voice plagued her. A magnet pulled her back toward her parents’ house in Tumwater, but she would not crawl back and beg for help. No way. Home was out of the question.

Lila stumbled off the bus on the west side of Olympia and searched the street. A seedy bar with dark windows sat on the corner. She needed time to think. The pain in her heart spread through her body like penetrating poison. In a daze, she slid into a stall in the back of the smoke-filled room and ordered a vodka straight, glad the darkness masked her age. She had never tasted hard liquor before, but she downed it without reservation. The pain in her heart began to subside. Signaling the bartender, she ordered another. The thoughts that lay shattered in her mind now dissolved into hazy obscurity. Why was she here? Just where was she?

Hours passed, and by the time she exited the bar, a dark, starless night greeted her. She struggled to keep her eyes open. A warm rain splattered her face as she tried to get her bearings. Nothing looked familiar. She searched her mind and the image of Davis formed like a diaphanous ghost. Hot tears poured down her cheeks as she trudged along the sidewalk. What could she do with all this pain? Her wet clothes stuck to her skin and strands of dripping hair flopped in her eyes.

By now the play would have started. She was supposed to be up on the stage, under the lights in her first starring role—the pinnacle of her life. Instead, this. She had an urge to burst into the theater and scream, embarrass the whole lot of them. She sobbed and stared at her feet, one step lifting and setting down in front of the other, leading nowhere. She was a weak, gullible fool and her “friends” would laugh at poor, pitiful Lila. Their laughing faces trailed behind her, breathing down her neck.

Headlights flew past as she braced herself to cross the street. She had a hard time distinguishing the distances of the cars. Color and sounds all merged in a vague pattern, splattering red and yellow lights against the sidewalk. As she staggered to the other side, cars honked and splashed up water around her ankles. Then she remembered she left her suitcase in the bar. She spun around on the pavement and headed back across the street. A screech erupted in her ears and she felt a heavy thud against her leg. The last thing she remembered was her head smacking concrete and a sharp pain shooting up her neck.

 


 


When she awoke, her mother was leaning over her. She strained to lift her head, but a jolt of pain shot up her spine. It took a few moments to recognize she lay elevated in a hospital bed. A glance down her arm stopped at the IV needle taped to the back of her hand, the plastic tube trailing up to a pouch of clear liquid.

“Father, she’s awake,” Darla Carmichael whispered.

Lila was aware of her father’s shape alongside her, although the image was fuzzy. His voice rang like tin in her ears as he bent over her bed.

“Well, young lady, you should thank your merciful God you’re alive. What with all the alcohol in your blood.”

Darla patted Lila’s hand. “Now, George, she’s supposed to rest. You can speak to her when we get her home.”

Lila managed to open her mouth. Her lips felt like jelly and her words lodged in her throat. “I don’t want to go home . . .”

“I’m afraid you have no choice,” her father said. “You need serious care. You were hit by a car, for God’s sake. You certainly aren’t going back to that school!”

Lila sighed and let her heavy eyelids close. She was in no condition to fight her father. She would take her bitter medicine, helpless before his mercy. She deserved it. No punishment was too great for her sin. Her sin of stupidity.

Her parents fixed her up in her old room and, for a week, fed her soup and bread and Bible Scripture. Her father pounded her night and day with admonitions about her behavior, reminding her she got what she deserved.

“You went out into the world, not like Jesus ordered—as a messenger of God, a light in the dark—but to delve into the evil ways of the ungodly.” The Reverend sighed deeply and raised his hands to heaven. “ ‘O that thou hadst harkened to my commandments. Then had thy peace been as a river and thy righteousness as the waves of the sea.’ ”

Lila never told her parents what happened to her and they never asked. Her depression and pain told them all they needed to know. After making little improvement the first week, they decided harsher measures were needed to rescue their only child from Satan’s clutches. Her father prayed over her each day and forced Lila to go on a fast to cleanse out the filth. Not that it mattered; she had lost her appetite anyway. After a few days without food, she was so dizzy she couldn’t stand. Her father grilled her to recite Bible verses and screamed at her when she faltered. He allowed her only water. What they didn’t realize was she didn’t care—she only wanted to die. What was there to live for? She could waste away on her bed until she lost consciousness forever.

The days passed endlessly. She stared at a picture of Jesus on her wall and asked him why it was taking so long to die. When her parents weren’t home, the only sound she heard was the clock ticking. Like waiting in limbo, or Purgatory.

One afternoon, her father lost his temper. “Get down on your knees, you Jezebel!”

Shut up! she screamed inside her head. Standing at the window, her back to her ranting father, she made a fist. As her father raved in midsentence, she pummeled that fist through the glass, shattering the air with a loud crack and sending shards flying. Her father fell silent as he watched the rivulets of blood pour down Lila’s arm.

That evening he put her in a straight jacket and fastened her to the bed. Her mother wouldn’t even come into the room. George Carmichael left the gaping hole in the window uncovered, and the rain and wind blew in, soaking Lila’s curtains and floor. He turned off the heat in the house and left her in bed in the cold. He would force the devil out of her. Each night, in the dark, he sat at the foot of her bed and mumbled fervent prayers, working himself into a sweat. By then, Lila was so weak and malnourished that she lay without expression, staring into the blackness.

How long this went on, she had no idea. Only, one day she found her bindings loosened and the house empty. Dying was taking forever and this religious torment was a punishment in hell. Slowly she sat up, the first time in days. Kicking the bed pan off the night stand, she wobbled over to the broken window and looked out. Every muscle in her body ached from confinement. The glare from the bright sunlight hurt her eyes and the smell of cut grass filled her nostrils. Somehow, summer had arrived.

After removing the loosened straight jacket, she leaned her weight against the window sash and pushed. The window lifted easily. She found some old clothes in one of her dresser drawers and, in slow motion, put them on. They hung from her limbs.

As she hobbled down the street, the world tilted around her. She knew if she just kept walking, she’d get somewhere. Hours later, the smell of pizza assaulted her nose. How long had it been since she tasted food? Suddenly, there she was, in front of Jo Mama’s. She hesitated a moment. What if she ran into someone she knew? But it was summer. Most students were home for the break. All her “friends” had graduated or left for the summer and had surely long forgotten the pathetic Lila Carmichael.

She smoothed out her hair and walked into the restaurant. The wafting aroma of pizza made her mouth water. She realized she had no money, but needed to eat. She walked up to the manager, whose back was turned.

“Hi Sam.”

He looked at her, startled. “Where the hell have you been?”

“Oh, here and there,” she said. Just the effort of talking made her winded.

“Don’t think you can just walk in here after you left me high and dry.”

She felt herself wilting before him. “I was . . . sick. Sorry.”

He softened as he took in her appearance. “Hey, I’m sorry. Nothing serious?”

“No, just cancer.” Lila didn’t know where the words came from. They just popped out. Sam looked abashed.

Lila shrugged. “Hey, but I’ll live. So they tell me. I just stopped by to get my back pay and maybe a bite to eat. I sure do love the food around here.”

The manager went to the register and took out some bills. He handed them to her, his face averted. “And help yourself, okay? I’m needed in the back.” He hurried away into the kitchen.

Lila managed to keep down a half slice. Her stomach had shrunk from weeks of starvation, but she drank glass after glass of water. Sitting at a back table, she tried to decide what to do next. Bitterness coursed through her veins, giving her new motivation to live. The semester was long over and who knew where all the Thespians had gone.

Lila pictured each of them in her mind. Della gone off with Davis, back to his easy life in Marin, living in high society. Dick and Millie married and starting a miserable life together. Jonathan off to Hollywood to make his fortune. She felt nothing but anger, an anger that festered each minute.

That night, Lila found an unlocked car in an apartment parking lot and curled up in the backseat and slept. She realized she’d have to buy some clothes and find a place to stay. She also needed a job. Beyond that, planning was impossible. What was she skilled to do? Nothing. The only experience she had was waitressing and washing dishes. She had to distance herself from Olympia. Sam was kind enough to give her a written recommendation to help her get a new start. She could go anywhere; restaurants always needed waitresses.

In the morning, she stuck out her thumb at the interstate and headed south. After a few hours and several rides later, she ended up in downtown Portland. Fortunately, the last driver had compassion on her and palmed her a twenty.

She went from business to business asking for work and finally lucked out. A family diner, Sonny’s, needed a day waitress, and she started the next morning. After a week in the youth hostel, she earned enough to rent a room in a dilapidated house on the south end of town. Three other women lived there but she rarely saw them. She kept to herself. As much as she yearned for someone to confide in, she had learned the lesson well: trust no one.

At night, she familiarized herself with all the bars and comedy dives across town. She needed something to laugh at, and soon blended in with the clientele that frequented those places. They were like her–losers—and she found comfort in shared misery. By keen observation, Lila imitated the bar crowd. At the restaurant she wore her hair up, applied some makeup, and kept her uniform ironed. But at night she dressed like the regulars at the bar, wore loose clothes, and mussed up her hair. She learned the names of drinks: kamikazes and merry widows and gin slings. She made up a different past each time someone sat beside her. She was an air stewardess, a dog trainer, a stunt woman. She came from Mississippi, Ohio, Canada. It amazed her how, with a few drinks, she could fall into another role, become someone else. These strangers never questioned her stories.

Over the months, she grew to have a reputation in the bar circuit around town. Lila became known for her biting sarcasm and outrageous monologues, and when she entered a bar or club, people cleared a stool for her and gathered within earshot. In the absence of friendship, she found power in the way she controlled her small but faithful audiences. She received attention and accolades, but kept all at arm’s length. Never would she allow anyone to get close enough to hurt her—ever again.

Lila ate what she could off the plates at Sonny’s, and in the bars devoured baskets of peanuts and pretzels. She bought groceries on whim, buckets of ice cream, and Sara Lee chocolate cakes. Over three months, she gained forty pounds. But even that gave her more power. People took notice and no one ever messed with her or tried to pick her up.

One club she frequented—The Hot Spot—featured a small stage for a weekend jazz trio. But Wednesday night was open mike for anyone who wanted to sing or do a comic skit. Sometimes someone with real talent graced the stage in the smoky, dingy room, but usually the entertainment was just plain bad. Lila never cared. She sat at the bar, sprawled over two stools, and chatted with the bartender, cracking jokes and telling stories. Every Wednesday, Lila drank until she passed out, and Len, the owner, would find her a ride home to her shabby little room.

One evening, Lila sat with Len at a table by the stage. The club was busy for a Wednesday night and most of the regulars were there. The tape deck blasted from the bar but no one took the mike. Len crouched over Lila, his big cigar dangling from his mouth.

“Why are you wasting your life away, drinking like this? You’re young. You’re talented. Go back to school.”

Lila laughed. “Yeah, school’s what got me into all this trouble in the first place. Give me another idea.”

Len thought for a moment. “Wanna be a bouncer?” He chuckled, then coughed.

“Thanks a lot. I knew I was destined for great things. When are you gonna quit the cigars?”

“When you quit drinking.”

Lila snorted and downed the rest of her drink—her third vodka.

“How ’bout comedy? You’re a natural, you know. I’ve watched you rip people to shreds with your sharp tongue.”

Lila shrugged. “I’m not funny, I’m bitter. There’s a difference.”

“I don’t see it.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“So, let’s hear it.” Len pointed to the empty stage. The mike stand stood under a single spotlight. “I dare you.” His eyes shined as he smiled, and ashes dropped from his cigar onto the table. “I’ll bet you fifty bucks you’re too chicken.”

Lila scrutinized Len’s face. Fifty bucks could come in real handy. “Better unlock the till. Five minutes—fifty bucks. A deal?” She held out her hand. Len laughed and shook it.

“Better think fast, Li.”

Len pushed his chair back and walked onto the stage. He waved a finger at the bartender, who turned off the stereo. He tapped the mike.

“Uh, friends. We’ve got a local talent for you here tonight. Known around Portland for her wit and sarcasm. Played in clubs all over the country.” Len shot Lila a sly glance. “Please welcome Lila Carmichael.”

A few hands clapped as Lila ambled to the stage in a daze. She was drunk, but the alcohol relaxed her, gave her confidence. She stood under the one bright bulb and glared into the dark room. Most of the bar’s patrons were talking and drinking; few paid her any attention. But Lila didn’t care, she could rattle some story for five minutes. She was in her element.

The last time she stood on stage was in another lifetime. She remembered Davis’s arms around her, so-called friends looking on with feigned admiration and respect. Her heart flooding with love and happiness. As she scanned the faces of the losers of the town, she saw the real world: hard, dirty, disappointing.

She cleared her throat and spoke in a commanding voice.

“My boyfriend dumped me the other day.” She looked around the room. “Don’t look so surprised—just because I’m fat and frowzy . . .” She fluffed up her frizzy hair and did a bump and grind. “. . . doesn’t mean I can’t attract a man. Well, I was thin and gorgeous when we met, but you know how it is. Relationships really take their toll. And this one was heavy, like a Mac truck. You can still see the tread marks on my back. Anyway, it’s his fault I look like this. Some guys drive you to drink. He sent me running to the ’frigerator. He said he was bored, can you believe it?” Lila fluffed her hair again. “I couldn’t compete with the peroxided chicks on TV, you know—the ones with the nose and boob jobs. Well, I’ve got plenty of both, but maybe I should have worked a little harder on my hair. Never mind about the cute sexy thing at the office. He denies she had anything to do with his decision to dump me.”

Lila noticed as she spoke, the room grew quieter. People were listening. She detached the mike from the stand and started pacing the narrow stage. Hey, this was almost fun.

“At first I thought, okay, that’s life, who needs him anyway, but it really ate at me, so I ate back, you know what I mean? My shrink says I should work out my anger. Run or exercise or something.” She grimaced. “Run? Exercise? Me? Was he crazy? Those words weren’t in my vocabulary. Big Macs I know. Cherry cheesecake. Ben and Jerry’s chocolate fudge. Those, I know. So I steam-shoveled those calories in and the anger went out. Garbage In, Garbage Out. And then I thought . . . why am I suffering when it should be him? I decided to take the better path to stress-reduction—revenge.

“Now for any of you who’ve tried it, you’ll swear by it, am I right?” Some heads nodded. “You know the delightful satisfaction that comes from revenge. Revenge is great—you can get back at your parents for all the nit-picky things they made you do as a kid. I visited my folks last week and the first thing I did was turn on all the lights in the house. Then I raided the fridge and left the door open. I even used the potty and forgot to flush. It felt great. Already my stress level was cut in half.” Lila paused and took a long breath. She scanned faces in the crowd and saw smiles. Words tumbled through her head.

“But the best satisfaction was what I did to my ex-boyfriend. I still had the key to his place, you see. So when he was at work, I made my move. First I went through the medicine cabinet. A little sulfuric acid in the aftershave cologne, a little glue in the styling mousse, a little hot chill oil in the toothpaste.” Laughter erupted in the audience. “That took a little doing. You gotta mix it in with a toothpick. Then I had a field day with the refrigerator. I took out the mustard and mayonnaise, the ketchup and relish, and added all kinds of interesting additives. Sweet and Low is a good one; it dissolves easily. I put three packets in the salsa. Now, in the fridge was this side of beef, marinating in some winey-smelling stuff. I think I invented a masterpiece: one part rubbing alcohol, one part nail polish remover, and two parts brown shoe polish. Funny, when I called him at work the next day, he was out sick. Imagine that.”

Lila wobbled around the stage. Now she saw riveted expressions. “I felt I should do something. So I sent a telegram to his office, where his bimbo secretary goes through the mail, telling him how sorry I was I missed our hot date the other day. I reminded him about our hot and heavy sex and how this was the first week we’d missed in months. I promised some vile, lewd rewards for him as compensation, then signed the telegram, Teresa. Then I bought the most disgusting S & M rag I could find. Had some woman chained naked to a doghouse on the cover with the dog doing unmentionable things behind her.” The audience groaned collectively. “I slipped it in a brown wrapper and had it delivered by inter-office mail. The note on the cover said, thanks Bob, for letting me borrow this. Like you said, it was the best issue of the year. Your pal, Dick.” More laughter reverberated around the smoky room. Lila looked at her watch. Two minutes to go.

“I really wanted to kill the jerk. There should be a special hell for people who dump you for someone prettier, don’t you think? Maybe all us homely ones get to date the gorgeous angels once we croak. And the jerks in hell get the dogs. Teach ’em a lesson. You know, this guy Bob is one helluva fox. Kind of like Robert Redford but without the acne scars. He could make a girl have cardiac arrest just by smiling. The bigger the smile, the more dangerous. He oughta have a license to use it. You heard the expression, ‘if looks could kill.’ Well, they do. He used that smile on me and I ended up in the hospital. No kidding. I got this great idea for torturing him. I’m gonna tie him up in front of a mirror and make him smile. For twenty-four hours. With a gun at his head. See how he likes it. And I’m gonna make his bimbo girlfriend sit next to him and stare at the mirror too. I figure she’ll be dead in two hours. If not, she’ll be so sick of that smile, she’ll never want to see it again.”

Lila smiled sweetly. “I spend hours thinking up these twisted plots, don’t you? When someone screws you, doesn’t it just eat at you, night and day? You heard the expression, ‘living well is the best revenge’? Well, I say to hell with that. Revenge is the best revenge. Period.” Lila took a slight bow. “Thanks and don’t forget to stick it to them that sticks it to you. Goodnight.”

Lila trotted off the stage and back to the table where Len sat, chuckling. The crowd cheered and clapped wildly.

Len pulled out a chair for Lila and poured her a beer. She plopped down and held out her hand. “Dig deep, Len. Five minutes, fifty bucks.

“Well, it dragged in the middle and could’ve been funnier, but I know you didn’t have much time to prepare. But I knew you had it in you, girl.” He handed Lila a fifty dollar bill. “And I’ll do you better. How ’bout a regular gig? Every Wednesday night. You can work up some routines and pack the place. With a little prep, you’d knock ’em dead. Be good for my business.”

“I can use the bread.” She stared him down. “And you are going to pay me . . .”

He laughed again, dropping cigar ashes on the table. “You bet, sugar.”

After a few weeks, Lila grew more and more comfortable on the stage. Her monologues became more lewd, more daring. And the more they laughed, the more vulgar her speech. The more outrageous she became, the more they loved her. The Hot Spot packed to overflowing on Wednesday nights. Word got around and, soon, talent scouts approached Lila with an offer to go on the west coast comedy circuit. The following year she made her first appearance on TV, and five years later, anyone who watched the Comedy Shop recognized her instantly. She was a regular and a loner. The other comics hung out backstage, waiting for their introduction. But Lila would disappear in the back of the club or in the audience and watch the other acts. She studied the way each comedian moved and spoke and observed the audience to see what they laughed at and what they didn’t. Her scrutiny paid off. She kept up the drinking, but scaled back. She found being on the stage induced a different sort of intoxication, and after a few hundred times, the nervousness turned into keen anticipation.

Ten years after stepping foot on the small stage at the Hot Spot, Lila signed a contract for a series on cable television. By then, she had long left Portland for Los Angeles and developed her eccentric wardrobe. And throughout those years, the thing that drove her, that made her waking hours bearable and catapulted her to become the most successful, sardonic comedienne in America, was the memory of her year at college.

She made it her mission to follow five people’s lives closely, like watching bugs under a microscope. She would pay them back, her old college buddies.

Every last one of them. No matter how long it took.

The richer she got, the easier it was to wreck their lives. Her obsession was her ‘raison d’etre,’ and without it, she would have simply withered away.

 


 







Chapter 28

 


 


Peter set his empty glass down on the night table beside Lila as the first hint of dawn crept into the sky. The oil lamp flickered from the moaning wind seeping through the cracks in the turret walls. Lila sighed and collapsed back against the bolsters of her bed. The bottle of brandy, polished off, lay in her lap. Her head flopped to one side.

Peter, drunk himself, felt inclined to curl up under her down comforter and snooze. Exhaustion filled every muscle in his body like a thick fluid. He listened to Lila’s breathing as it deepened into a slight snore. As he stared out across the Sound, the dim light etched the edges of the blanket of storm clouds gathered at the horizon.

Through the long night, Peter had listened to Lila as she spoke with passion and concentration. He watched a fleet of emotions cross her face as she poured out her story. And now, the house was too quiet. Maybe her guests had returned from their mad folly and were sleeping hard. But he would have heard the huge door open and close in the night, a sound that reverberated off every wall in the house. Through the thickness of his thoughts, he discerned that Lila’s guests were still outside, and had been out in the cold and violent storm for hours.

He reached over and shook Lila.

“Where’s the fire?” she moaned. Lila pulled a blanket over her head. Peter yanked it off.

“Come on, your highness, you’ve got to get up.”

Lila lifted her head and glared at the window. Then she turned and grimaced at Peter. “What the hell are you waking me for? It’s not even daylight yet. You have some nerve—”

“Listen, Li. You’ve got a group of guests wandering somewhere out in the dark.”

“Yeah, so what?”

“Lila!”

Lila sat up and looked Peter in the eye. Her head swayed from side to side. “Haven’t you heard a single damn thing I’ve said to you all night? Let them all freeze to death out there. That’s what they deserve.” She waved a weak hand toward the door. “Why don’t you go downstairs and make sure the front door is locked. Then we’ll never be bothered again.” She retreated under her blanket.

“You don’t really mean that.”

“You care about them so much, go join ’em. Go ahead.” Lila grunted and turned her back to Peter. “I thought you’d understand, but you’re just like them.”

Peter shook his head. “Lila, come on.” He searched for words. “Sure, I can understand you being bitter. What they did to you was low, but it was a long time ago . . .”

Lila jerked back around and poked her head out. “Oh, Avon, don’t you start in with that excuse, like the rest of them.” Lila whined in a high-pitched voice. “Oh, Lila, we were so young, we didn’t know what we were doing. It was so long ago and we were mere babes.” She scowled. “I don’t care if it was a fucking million years ago. There’s no statute of limitations here. A crime was committed, so they have to pay.”

“Hey, I’ve seen you do a hell of a lot worse to people over the years.”

“There’s a difference, Avon, a big difference. The people I screw are rotten, manipulative people who deserve what for. But, when these bastards did it to me, I was an innocent. Trusting, naive, goodhearted. They had no right to do it. And they need to be taught a lesson.”

“Looks like you’ve been paying them back for years. Years.”

“It’s not enough.”

“Then what is?”

“With some crimes, no punishment is great enough. They destroyed me. With their heartless, selfish fun, they destroyed me.”

Peter waited for her anger to subside. “From what you’ve told me, you’re trying to get back at the wrong people. They aren’t the ones who destroyed you. It started long before them. Your father—”

“Oh, pul-eeze, Freud. Can it with the pop psychology.” Lila threw her covers off. “Okay, I’m awake. Are you happy now? Now that you’ve piqued my curiosity, I’m ready to go.”

“Where?”

“On a wolf hunt, you idiot! Get your coat, Avon. I can’t wait to see what condition those frightened rats are in.”

 


 


As she raced across the sand, Cynthia kept her flashlight pinned on the sets of footprints. She was so weary; running took unbelievable effort. The ocean crashed and roared like some fierce animal let loose. The rain had been beating her for hours, etching her delicate face raw. As she crested the rise, Cynthia cried out in relief, when, down below, she spotted the shapes of people. Then, with a quick scan of her light, she realized in horror that Davis was not among them. A moment later, as a wave sent the group scurrying back up the beach, she noticed his supine body in the water.

“Oh my God! Davis!” No one was helping him. Her anger fueled her feet, and she raced past the immobile figures on the beach to the edge of the churning water. Davis lifted his face up from the sand. He strained to look into her eyes.

“Cyn, is that you?” He managed a weak laugh. “I thought I was hallucinating.”

“Jesus, Davis.” She pulled at his arm as the water receded. “Get up! What are you doing? I can’t lift you.” Her voice screeched over the deafening noise of the sea. “What’s wrong with all of you? Help him, dammit.”

As Davis struggled to get onto his knees, the others edged toward the water. Cynthia looked up and saw anger in their eyes. She screamed at them.

“What in the hell were you trying to do to him? Kill him? You’re all sick, sick!” Cynthia tugged Davis’s drenched sleeve. “Look at you. You should see the expressions on your faces. Lila’s turned you into wolves. She’s the one you should be furious with. She’s the one who ruined your lives. Not Davis.”

“No one’s trying to kill him,” Della said. “We’re just trying to get him to come to his senses.”

“Like this? Pushing him into the water?”

Jonathan shrugged. “He went into the water on his own. We didn’t force him.”

“He wouldn’t come back with us,” said Dick.

“For God’s sake!” Again, Cynthia pulled Davis’s arm. “Come on!”

“Give me a sec, hon,” Davis muttered with a lopsided grin. “I can’t feel my legs.”

“You don’t have a second. We have to get you onto the beach.”

Cynthia shone her flashlight into Della’s eyes. Then Jonathan’s, then Dick’s and Millie’s. They all stood back, watching the water race back up around Davis’s legs.

“Millie, help me,” Cynthia pleaded. “Don’t just stand there and do nothing.”

Millie waited until the water washed back down, then inched over to Cynthia’s side. She took hold of Davis’s other arm and tugged.

“I’m sorry, I’m not very strong . . .”

Millie sobbed, losing her grip on Davis as she collapsed onto the sand. Cynthia glared at her.

“Dammit, Jonathan, get over here. Dick!” The two men stood motionless, watching in fascination as the water surrounded Davis and lifted him, carrying him back toward the sea, with Cynthia dragging beside him. Davis fell on his side and struggled once more to get up. A deep rolling chuckle spilled from his mouth.

Cynthia, still clutching his arm, stared at him, puzzled. “Why are you laughing?”

 


 


Davis shrugged. How could she understand? There was no Davis Gregory. The Davis she knew was an illusion. A creation of Lila Carmichael. The whole empire in Marin, his kingdom of gold, was a meager sand castle, now being washed away by the ocean. He even felt like a sand castle himself, eroding away one wave at a time. Cynthia would never marry him now. He was a nothing. The futility of his task overwhelmed him. He was fooling himself about getting back to Marin and finding salvation. There was nothing left. Lila had been too clever and too careful. She had all those years of scheming on him. He would have to admit defeat. He knew that was all she was after. She didn’t want to marry him. She just wanted to see him suffer, as she suffered. And somewhere under all the numbness it made sense. He understood.

 


 


“Now, isn’t that a pretty sight.”

Davis and the others lifted their heads and looked up the beach. Lila stood with Peter by her side, poised above them on a rise of sand. She shined a piercing beam upon them. Her coat flapped in the wind as rain poured down.

“Are you dragging him in or out of the water? What did I miss?”

Cynthia let go of Davis and rose to her feet.

“You sent them to kill him!”

As Lila neared, Cynthia grabbed her coat. Lila pushed her off like she would a groveling dog.

“I did no such thing. I only wanted them to use a little persuasion.”

Lila squatted in front of Davis, who struggled up onto his hands and knees. “Well, loverboy, have your friends convinced you to give up?”

“Do I have a choice?” Water streamed off his clothes. “You win, Lila. But, like they say, you won the battle and lost the war. You know that.”

Lila pressed closer to Davis’s face. So many years ago—the last time she was this close to his eyes, his lips. The memory of his features pained her. They linked her unbidden to another place, another lifetime. How could that innocent, naive, love-struck girl have been her? Repulsion filled her every pore. Repulsion at Davis and repulsion with herself.

“I’m no loser, Davis.” She spit the words into his face. “I have everything, everything!”

Cynthia yanked again at Davis’s sleeve. “But, you don’t have love, Lila,” she said. “You wouldn’t know love if it slapped you in the face.”

“Oh pul-eeze. Bring out the violins.”

The five others watched silently at the water’s edge. Lila glanced over at Peter, knowing he fought the urge to run down to help. She turned back to Davis. “Well, loverboy, have you changed your mind about marrying Cynthia?”

Davis only moaned.

“Or maybe the little princess has changed her mind.” She turned to Cynthia. “You still want this poor, tragic nothing?”

“So you take away his money. So what? He can start all over again. At least he has a kind heart.”

Lila straightened and glared at Cynthia. “Haven’t you learned anything this weekend—you with your rose-colored glasses? Your fiancé’s a fake, a schemer. He lied to you. And he lied to me. He took the heart of an innocent, trusting girl and ripped it to shreds. There’s a monster under that Ultra-Brite smile.”

“I guess saying sorry isn’t enough,” Davis mumbled.

“You’re damn right.” Lila stepped closer to Davis. The icy water rushed around her ankles, but she didn’t care. She burned with fury.

Cynthia released her hold on Davis. “Get up, Davis. Please try.”

Lila ignored her. “I had two weeks of happiness in my entire life. Two fucking weeks in thirty-five years.”

“I’m sorry,” Davis murmured. He let his cheek drop to the sand. “You know, I really did like you, you were a sweet kid. Serious, funny . . .” Lila heard his shallow breathing. “It just got out of hand . . . I was cruel.” He closed his eyes and sighed. “But, honestly, I never intended to hurt you . . .”

Lila panted. She felt the anger drain from her face. Her whole body shook. She’d waited fifteen years to make Davis say he was sorry. But now, hearing his apology didn’t fuel her sense of victory and vengeance. Instead, she felt sick all over. Her heart began to ache.

Lila looked in his eyes. She had been fooled by that warmth before, that mock humility. She leaned into his face. “Maybe you cared. A little. But what you did was unforgivable. You bastard.” Lila fought back the tears, but they ran down her cheeks, mingling with the rain.

Davis seemed to force the words from his mouth. “. . . Yes, you’re right . . . Forgive me?”

Cynthia hoisted him up, her arms under his armpits. “You can do it, darling. Try.” To Lila, she said, “It’s over. Over. You made your point, now help me get him out of here.”

Still in tears, Lila reached out to grab Davis’s arm. Behind her, she heard Peter yelling.

“Lila, watch out!”

She looked back at Peter, silhouetted on the dune with the glaring morning sun rising over his shoulder. He was pointing to the sea, waving his arm wildly. Then Millie screamed.

In one moment, Lila heard the deafening crash, and in another became engulfed in water. What was it called? she wondered, as the wave assaulted her. The dreadful, fearful ninth wave. The mother of all waves.

An image drifted into her mind. That terrible day when her father forced her face under water to baptize her. She was eight years old. What was it he said? Something about repentance for the remission of sins? Repent. And ye shall receive the gift of the Holy Ghost. In ablution, your sins shall be washed away.

Something was being washed away, from deep inside her, and from all around her.

For a few seconds, her hand gripped Davis’s sleeve, and then he was wrenched from her grasp. She stumbled forward into the swirling, chilling foam and landed on her knees. The cold knocked the air from her lungs. She crawled away from the impelling water, like a lemming struggling up the beach. When she caught her breath, she dragged her body around and looked back at the ocean. Cynthia lay on the sand in her sodden coat, coughing water from her mouth.

“Davis,” Lila screamed, “Davis, where are you?” She spun in circles, dragging herself in spurts up and down the edge of the water. The others joined her, racing down as soon as the monstrous wave subsided. Jonathan and Dick waded out into the water with careful strides.

“Find him, oh please, find him!” Lila shrieked. She collapsed onto the wet sand and wiped hair from her face. Cynthia stood a few feet away, still as a statue, her gaze fixed out over the surf.

Lila felt someone’s arms lifting her. She rubbed sand from her eyes and looked up. For a moment she was back at college, on Davis’s rug by the warming fire.

“Davis . . . ?”

Peter shook his head. His eyes reflected pain. “Are you all right?”

Lila nodded. Her teeth chattered uncontrollably. Her body felt like a block of ice.

Peter studied her. “Wait here.” He ran to the water’s edge to join the others.

Lila fell back down on the sand. Anesthetized, she watched the scene unfold before her. A scene from a horror film.

A sliver of daylight illuminated the water. Clouds parted and broke up in mosaics across the pink expanse of the dawn sky. At the water’s edge, six people plowed their arms through the water, as if sifting through sand. Waves rhythmically spilled at their feet, then receded on cue. She heard the cast shouting impotently. Then another shout from offstage. Two people dragged something out of the water and up onto the beach.

She watched, emotionally vacant, as Peter tried vainly to resuscitate the body. The rest of the group assembled, as if in prayer, over what lay in their midst.

The camera angle was wrong, she thought in irritation. She couldn’t see anything—just their backs, bent over.

Like a circle of wolves engulfing their prey.

Cynthia was right. It was over.

 







Chapter 29

 


 


September 12

Tacoma, Washington

 


“You’re darn lucky, you know that?” Ida Ferrol glared at her son, Dick. She poured him a cup of tea from her silver service and stared out the window at her manicured lawn.

Dick listened to his mother’s rambling with less than full attention. He was still shaky, replaying in his mind the sentencing of the day’s trial, with Millie and his mother in attendance at the back of the courtroom. Two years probation. No jail time. Thank God! Although, he knew he should be down on his knees thanking his mother. She was the one who came up with the bail money and the smart-assed lawyer, some friend of hers from church. But Dick knew he would never, ever be able to thank her enough; she would make sure of that. Now that Millie was out of his life, Ida Ferrol was unrelenting in her demand for adoration and obedience. What could he do? The divorce would be final in two weeks and Millie got nearly everything. So what? What did he need from that dump of a place anyway?

Dick mustered a defeatist’s smile. The money he had stashed away was confiscated, he had no job, and Penny wouldn’t give him the time of day. His career in politics was over—kaput. Even Lila would have been hard pressed to make his life more disastrous. But, at least he avoided jail. Relief spread through his limbs as his mother’s voice filtered into his head.

“. . . and be sure to trim back those heavy branches as well. First thing in the morning. Dick, are you listening?”

Dick focused on Ida. “Yes, mother.”

“And when you’re through, be sure to go see my friend Larry. At the Hardware store. He’s expecting you.” Ida sipped her tea with a look of distaste. Dick knew it wasn’t the tea making her grimace. “You know, Larry’s being quite kind to offer you a job, considering your lack of experience. I hope you appreciate it.”

“I do,” Dick said, forcing his voice to sound polite. “I really appreciate all your help, Mother.”

Ida grunted in reply.

Dick was washing dishes when Ida came in to say goodnight. She surveyed the tidy room and showed her approval with a brisk nod of her head. “See you in the morning.”

“Right.” Dick dried his hands and walked into the den. All the furniture was early American, with dust covers on everything. Even the carpet was covered with clear plastic runners, in case someone tracked in mud. The quietness of this house still unnerved him. Just last week, the girls had been over, even spent the night. He never realized how much he loved them. How much he missed hearing them laugh and play in the house. Millie was agreeable to giving him weekends and holidays with the girls. At least they were talking—that was something. Soon, he would get his own place and figure out what to do with the rest of his life. Maybe teach poli-sci at the college. He was qualified for that. And to be around all the young coeds . . .

He checked to make sure his mother’s door was closed, and then turned on the television, with the sound barely audible. He scooted the footstool up close to the set so he could hear.

Absently, he flicked through the channels, avoiding the local news. The last thing he wanted to hear was the play-by-play of his own trial. He hesitated at HBO—the only pay channel his mother allowed herself. He flinched, recognizing the unmistakable figure and face. With morbid fascination, he turned the volume up and craned his neck to listen.

There was Lila, all alone on an immense stage. Amazing how this small woman had yielded so much power over his insignificant life. As he watched Lila move, it occurred to him that all his troubles revolved around women. He always let women rule him. Millie had tricked him into marriage. Lila had maneuvered him into crime and litigation. Penny seduced him into treachery. And his mother. The sooner he got out from under her influence, the better. Here was his chance to start all over again, without women manipulating his life.

On the screen, Lila seemed distant, although, in the back of Dick’s head warning lights went off. Was he really free? Or would she reappear again and cause him more grief? He had to believe it was over; how else could he get on with his life? Somewhere, deep in his gut, he felt pity for Lila. And that made him feel even freer.

Dick turned off the set. Seeing Lila made him lose all interest in watching TV. He let his mind wander back to that fateful weekend. The events blurred in his head. That garish castle. His so-called school buddies. The booze. That terrifying game of Wolves. He would never, as long as he lived, forget the sight of Davis going under that wave. He hoped the visions would fade away forever. An ineffable sense of sadness suddenly engulfed him and didn’t know why. Quickly, he put on his jacket and left the house. A walk would clear his head.

 


 


Olympia, Washington

Millie kicked off her shoes and collapsed onto the sofa. She propped her stockinged feet on the coffee table and smiled. Being her own boss took a lot of hard work, but it was paying off. Sales were up this week, the third week in a row. Her clothing boutique, situated across from the Rainbow Cafe, drew in more customers each day. Three months ago, when she signed the lease agreement and gave notice at her job, she worried night and day. Owning a shop was a risky venture, even though there would be Dick’s alimony and child support. But Millie knew better than to count on Dick. Her duties were little different from her last job—purchasing merchandise, going to trade shows to view new lines, keeping the books. The sense of accomplishment boosted her confidence. In fact, she had already lost twenty pounds and indulged herself with a new wardrobe. Funny, Lila was the one who gave her the idea to open a store. But she did it on her own, without anyone’s help.

“Hi, Mom. You’re home late,” Sally said, with Debby trailing behind her. The two girls climbed onto the couch and cuddled with their mother.

Millie hugged them. “I know, I’m sorry. It’s been a long day. But things are going great. You should be proud of your old mom.”

Debby giggled. “You’re not old, Mommy.”

“You look great, Mom,” Sally added. “Your diet’s working.”

Millie nodded. “Thanks to you guys. You never let me eat anything but carrot sticks. I’m going to turn into a rabbit.”

Debby giggled again. “It’s not a school night so can we stay up as late as we like?”

Millie shrugged. “Sure. Get into your jammies.”

“Okay,” Sally said, as both girls bounded out of the room. Millie yelled after them. “And put your clothes in the hamper and brush your teeth.”

She listened to the sounds of the girls running around upstairs. She compared the way she felt now to when Dick lived in the house. What a difference. The tension was gone. No more criticism and guilt. If the house was a mess, so what? If she didn’t want to fix dinner, so what? The girls were easy, and even though they missed their father, they were all much more relaxed without his fury filling the house. In fact, ever since the separation, Dick seemed kinder and more considerate to his daughters. Maybe it was all for the best. In time, she would deal with the loneliness that crept into her heart. She had her friends, and many of them were divorced women. She would make it work.

Millie picked up the remote and turned on the television. She was startled to see Lila’s face filling the screen. Curious, she turned up the volume. I’ll just watch for a few minutes. Since that weekend in March, Millie had pushed the image of Lila far from her mind. She didn’t want to relive the terrible things that happened. She thought about Della, wondered how she was. The thought of phoning her flit through her mind, but she dismissed it. She was on a positive streak now and Della’s depressed personality would only drag her down. And Davis—poor, beautiful Davis. What a tragic waste. Would she ever forgive herself for her part in Davis’s death? The guilt sat heavy in her gut.

She studied Lila’s manner on the screen. Lila strutted back and forth across the stage. Millie was surprised she felt so detached. Lila was just another actress, a superstar who had nothing to do with her world. Millie watched Lila play to the packed auditorium. But in a few minutes her eyes began to close. Such a long day . . .

 


 


Beverly Hills, California

Jonathan Levin parked his precious Mercedes in the breezeway space provided him by the landlord. He hated not having a real garage. The car was the only thing left of his former life. And he didn’t want the grime and soot to ruin the paint job.

He ambled up the concrete back stairs to his second-story apartment. Lucky he’d found this place in the flats of Beverly Hills. It was in the section south of Wilshire that had once housed famous stars, but that was decades ago. These old, ratty apartments should have been torn. What mattered to Jonathan was the cheap rent and having a Beverly Hills postmark. He looked around cautiously. L.A. wasn’t the place it used to be. No neighborhood was safe anymore.

As he scoured the refrigerator looking for something to eat, he thought about the week’s taping. What a bore. Directing Daytime was the pits, but it brought in steady money. His show was a tired old soap, a TV staple for over thirty years, churning out the same old “drek.” The plots were tired and the actors more so. But at least it was a job. He was squirreling away every cent for the day he could start the move up again. When he got done paying off all his debts he would buy another house. Prices were at an all-time low; everyone was leaving L. A. ever since the last earthquake. Maybe he could find something in the hills. A foreclosure. A lot of smart-ass show biz folk were in over their heads now. There must be thousands of houses for sale. He couldn’t ride up a street without seeing those signs, one after another. He could make a killing. And this time, he’d be careful. No living way over his head.

He thought back to the day he had called his old agent, Evans, on the phone. He forced out an apology over his bad behavior and asked Evans if he would consider being his agent again. He really needed a job and promised not to act like an asshole. Evans, miraculously, knew of a job, but it was Daytime. Jonathan remembered the tone of Evans’s voice. You better not refuse this one, Jonny.

After a futile search for something to eat, Jonathan pulled out a beer and popped the top. He would rather be at Spago’s with a gorgeous young thing, sipping vintage wine. But, at the moment, the only action in his life came from what he garnered vicariously across the street. Thinking about it, he felt a tug of arousal. He walked over to the window and pulled up the blinds. He picked up the binoculars and positioned himself. After a few moments, he heaved a sigh. The lights were out.

The past few weeks he got off to watching a couple going at it in the bedroom with the shades up. It gave him the most amazing rush. Not even going to porn movies in the afternoon turned him on like this. He found himself driving home, looking in the windows of buildings as he passed by. Imagining buildings full of people having sex. He dreaded the weekend. If only he could find a woman, any woman, as background music for his loneliness.

He put down the binoculars and drank his beer, looking around him with distaste. A boring apartment with boring furnishings. It killed him to sell his house with all those antiques. And his wine cellar, too. He finished the beer and ate a piece of moldy cheese.

Jonathan checked the messages on the machine with a mixture of hope and apprehension. Maybe someone would call with a better job offer. Oh, how he’d love to break his contract. Or maybe it would be Evans, telling him he lost out on a big one, again. His stomach knotted. Maybe he should just switch careers altogether, leave this depressing town. No messages except for a recorded spiel for a time-share in Palm Springs.

Jonathan flicked on the television. He put on the Preview Guide and scanned the titles. One show caught his eye. “Lila Carmichael—An HBO Exclusive.” He grunted with rage. That was one show he was going to miss. Anxiety raced over his entire body, ready to twist him into knots. Lila! The curse of his life. Where would he be today if she hadn’t interfered, no, destroyed his life? When he thought about the damage she did to his career, he wanted to smash his fist through a wall.

Impulsively, he turned to HBO. I’ll just watch for a few minutes. He wanted to see if her act was slipping. He knew her TV “Q” still went through the roof, even though she stopped doing her cable series. Boy, what a bombshell when she walked out on her show. She even had a network deal pending, but he heard she blew that off, too. It was right after the weekend. Losing her precious Davis must have freaked her out. Yet every magazine cover still had her ugly face plastered on it. He read that her fans sent mail everyday to the studio, begging her to bring her show back.

That cursed weekend. Why the hell had he gone? He knew well why. He went to show off and play big shot—the only one of the group who made it to Hollywood. He should have turned back when that dumb broad, Melodie, walked off down the highway. It was an omen. His life turned to garbage because of Lila. She should have died instead of pathetic, old Davis. He never felt so close to committing murder as he had that weekend. She unleashed emotions in him he never wanted to feel again. But to hell with her. He’d pull himself up again and someday when he was on top . . . he’d get even. The sight of Lila up on the screen made him queasy. He turned off the set, grabbed his car keys, and left the apartment.

Cruising the dark streets calmed him. Maybe he’d take in a late movie.

Suddenly, he felt a bump behind him. Through his rearview mirror he saw a beat-up old car. Too close. A guy got out and went to examine the damage. Great! That putz rear-ended him. He shut the motor off, palmed the keys, and stormed out of the car, fists clenched. Then he saw trouble. The guy was big. As his panic grew, the other car door opened and another big S.O.B. got out with a gun tucked in his belt. Jonathan’s stomach roiled.

The first man outstretched his hand. “Hand it over, man.”

Jonathan’s knees went weak. He’d read somewhere, if this happened, you were supposed to take a subservient stance. Don’t look them in the eye. Don’t look at their faces. If they thought you could identify them, you were dead meat. Don’t make them have to shoot. He lifted his hands above his head.

“Okay guys. Take it easy.”

“Your wallet.”

He slowly removed his wallet. The man snapped it from his grip. Great! He’d gone to the bank today and had five hundred in cash. And the credit cards. Oy vey! The phone calls he would have to make. As long as they didn’t hurt him.

“Can I go now?”

Cars were passing in both directions, but nobody stopped. Not that he blamed them. He wouldn’t stop either. He only hoped one of them would call the cops.

“The keys, asshole.”

“Keys?” Oh, please, no . . .

“The car, jerk.”

“No, please. Not my car . . .”

The second guy walked over, grabbed the keys out of his trembling hand, then smashed him in the nose. Jonathan covered his throbbing face. At the same moment, a knee jolted his groin. Jonathan groaned and fell to the ground.

He didn’t look up as he heard his beautiful car start up.

One of them called out to him. “Have a nice evening, buddy.”

Then both cars were gone.

 


 


South Fallsburg, New York

Della Roman made a sweeping gesture with her hand. “Isn’t this beautiful, kids?” All around her, the maple trees flamed in crimson and gold. The woods of the Catskill Mountains filled her with great pleasure, reminding her of so many summers and falls from earlier years. Years when her life was still ahead of her, filled with dreams.

Behind her, a group of seven children jumped in piles of leaves and grabbed at her arms.

“Della, how much longer?” one girl asked.

“Not much.” Della turned and looked at her hikers. They were panting and tired. The air was warm, with an edge of crispness. Every Friday, before she went back to her Aunt Evvie’s house, she took the children on a long walk. She well knew the grounds of the Concord Hotel, the place she first attended a dazzling stage show, an event that shaped her life to come. How odd to be working there again, free of the idealistic hopes of her youth. Now she was content overseeing the day camp. Working with children satisfied her more than acting ever did. The adoration of these smaller fans seemed more genuine than the accolades from fickle adult crowds.

As she approached the door to the main building, she gathered her charges around her.

“Now, come close and listen. I’m going to show you something special. Little kids aren’t allowed in here, but we’ll just sneak in and be real quiet, okay?”

One boy started squirming with excitement. “Where’re you taking us?”

Della put her finger to her lips. She creaked opened the heavy door and led the children through a narrow hallway. A few more turns and she ushered them into a dark room. Bright lights shone down on the stage, and in the plush interior of the huge auditorium were rows of velvet-covered chairs, and small lights running along the aisles. The children stood in awe. Della motioned with her hand for them to follow her to the side of the theatre.

They stared at the stage with rapt attention.

An elaborate set was erected, colorful city scenery. Actors recited dialogue from an old play Della recognized. Wish You Were Here.

The girl next to Della leaned over and whispered, “Is this where you used to be on stage, Della?”

Della smiled and took her hand. “I’ll tell you all about it another time.” As she watched the actors, she fought the urge to walk onto the stage and soak in the lights, a painful mix of excitement and anxiety. Maybe someday.

Later that night, after fixing dinner, she settled on the couch to brush out her aunt’s hair. It was part of their nightly ritual. Della told her aunt all the day’s happenings, even though she knew Aunt Evvie could understand little. Occasionally, her aunt would make a comment or smile, but Della knew her being there soothed her aunt. Her brother Edward had even come from Brooklyn to visit and complimented Della. That was a first. She was still outlawed from visiting the rest of her family, but figured, in time, that would change. She was seeing a real therapist now and paying her own bills. Fortunately, her therapist knew enough to recognize her history of depression. He sent her to a doctor who prescribed a regimen of pills. The last thing she wanted was to take more pills, but these really worked. She fantasized tracking down Daniel, her former “shrink,” and confronting him with his corrupt, reprehensible behavior, but thought better of it. It was smarter to just erase the whole past, put it in the trash where it belonged.

After tucking Aunt Evvie into bed, Della stacked dishes and settled comfortably on the couch with Cupcake, her new white Persian cat. After a day of boisterous children, she relished the peacefulness. Della stroked her cat and smiled, realizing that she felt content—a familiar feeling these days. She glanced at the scars on her wrist, hard-pressed to remember the former feelings of hopelessness. Now, so many simple things made her happy. She still fantasized owning a house in the Caribbean, soaking up the sun and feasting on tropical fruit. But, she would get there someday. On her own.

She pulled her cigarettes from her purse and reached for an ashtray. She never smoked around her aunt. One day she would try to quit, but this vice was hard to let go of. One thing at a time, Della. She resisted the urge to pour herself a drink. Instead, she drew hard on her cigarette and turned on the television.

She flicked through the channels, then stopped. That face from her past stared at her. Lila standing on a vast stage, looking ridiculous. Fat, worn, tired. Della emitted a sigh and, without hesitation, changed the channels until she found a classic Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers musical.

Her sense of ease vanished. The sight of Lila brought back the weekend with a rush. Seeing herself strung out. Sick in heart and soul. Seeing the gang from college and how shocked they’d been at her fall from grace. But the weekend, as awful as it had been, was the reason she was here, now. Lila, by destroying her illusions, actually set her free. She should be grateful to the cow, but she wasn’t. No cripple ever thanks her crutch.

And Davis, the golden boy. He had everything to live for. He died and all the losers got to live.

A peculiar thought came to her. Davis died for their sins.

Ridiculous. Her imagination was in overdrive.

She concentrated on Fred and Ginger as they danced their way to love and happiness.

 


 


Sausalito, California

Cynthia stirred her Shirley Temple as she stared out the large picture window of the Foothills Country Club. The view of the boat harbor, lit up under a canopy of stars, took her breath away. The bar buzzed with boisterous voices—the Friday evening crowd. She looked around for her date and saw him speaking on his cell phone by the door. He caught her eye and winked, motioning with his hand that he’d be done momentarily. Jason was on the Board of Directors of one of her charity youth groups. He was pushing forty, divorced, with two teenaged sons. Nice boys, honor students. Cynthia was impressed with Jason’s parenting skills. A nice looking man—with a big heart. She enjoyed the way he talked about the kids; his enthusiasm inspired her.

Yet, she felt uncomfortable at the club. The last time she was there was with Davis. It seemed so long ago. Yet, only six months. The memory of their engagement party ran through her mind, creating a twinge of fresh pain. What was she doing on a date already? She chastised herself. This was not a date. They were here to talk business. Budgeting. Jason understood.

Cynthia had made it clear earlier that day that she wasn’t ready for any entangled relationships. Sure, she had her whole life spread out ahead of her. Her twentieth birthday fast approached. But, she still cried herself to sleep most nights.

And the nightmares kept replaying. Turbulent water and Davis’s drowning. The worst were the ones in which she kept reaching for his hand and his fingers slipped her grasp. She blamed Davis, she blamed Lila, and she especially blamed herself. The guilt wore her out.

She sighed as Jason slid into the seat beside her. He squeezed her hand and smiled, searching her face. Cynthia appreciated his look of concern.

“I’m all right. Everything okay at home?”

“Yeah. Danny couldn’t get the VCR to reset.” He shrugged. “Kids. They know not to page me unless it’s important. But he just had to record some comedy special.” Jason signaled a waiter for a drink. “You want another?”

Cynthia shook her head. Close by, at the bar, a blast of laughter erupted. She glanced up at the television mounted on the wall. The crowd seated around on barstools strained to listen to the set. A stab of pain shot through her as she saw Lila’s face staring out. The camera slid up close on Lila’s expression, first serious, then silly. The intimacy of her expressions more than unsettled Cynthia. She remembered snatches of words emitted from Lila’s mouth, bits and pieces of that weekend she had been trying to force from her memory. Jason must have noticed her agitation. He took her arm and pulled her up from the table.

“Come on, let’s go for a walk on the promenade.”

Cynthia tore her eyes away from the set and looked into Jason’s accepting face. “Sure.”

He shrugged again, so casually. She was beginning to like that little movement of his. It said: not to worry, everything will be fine, relax. She wanted to trust him. She needed someone to lean on, to pour out her heart to. So much pain welled up tight inside her.

Her parents and friends had tried hard to comfort her when she returned from Lila’s island. All those compassionate people, well-meaning but ingratiating. It was easier to be alone and think. But thinking made her crazy. If only, if only . . .

Jason entwined his arm with hers and led her out the French doors. The night was warm and balmy, and a big harvest moon sat on the horizon. Jason paused at the railing and looked out. “Quite a sight.”

“Yes, it’s stunning.”

“Should I take you home?”

“No. This is nice. Let’s sit out here and talk. We need to go over these figures. Besides, if I went home, I’d just lie in bed watching the news and stuffing my face. No thanks.” She sat down at one of the round tables on the deck.

Jason stroked her hair and on impulse, leaned over and kissed her on the lips. He pulled back abruptly. “Sorry, I don’t know what came over me. It must be the full moon. And you’re awfully hard to resist.”

Cynthia laughed. “So are you.”

Jason smiled and waited for the awkward moment to pass. He reached for his briefcase and opened it on the table. Cynthia relaxed. As Jason spread out the sheets of paper and started explaining his ideas, a heaviness lifted. She knew later that night, as she lay in bed, it would come back; it always did. But, in this moment she felt hopeful, as if everything would be all right—eventually. Life would go on, without Davis and without Lila. The nightmares would gradually fade and she would be happy again.

She took Jason’s hand and squeezed it. He stopped talking and looked at her with questions in his eyes.

“Thanks,” Cynthia said. “For being a friend.”

He shrugged again.

Cynthia smiled. The knot in her stomach loosened.

 


 


West Hollywood, California

“Knock, knock,” Peter yelled through the crack in the door. “It’s the pizza man.”

He waited, listening for sounds of movement. Matt took awhile to come to the door. Peter stood at the landing of a second floor apartment in Hollywood, an old peeling building built in the ’twenties with ornate wrought iron railing and bars over the windows. Below him, the traffic on Melrose Avenue moved at a snail’s pace; the headlights weaving down the street resembled yellow and red snakes. It was Friday night and Melrose was the hippest game in town.

The aroma from the hot pizza made his mouth water. Friday nights he spent the evening with a patient named Matt. He didn’t even know Matt’s last name, or the last names of the others he visited, for that matter. They all seemed to prefer the comfort of a first-name basis. With few friends left, this little personal touch meant a lot. It gave these guys reassurance where so little reassurance was available.

The door opened.

Whenever Peter saw one of his “neighbors,” as he liked to refer to them, he steeled his emotions for what he might encounter. Sometimes they would be fine, happy, almost an image of perfect health. At those times he found it inconceivable that they were close to death. The only telltale signs were the weight loss, the dark circles under the eyes, and the side effects from medication. But most nights, after he got off work at the counseling center, he encountered what he called “walking death.” He mustered every ounce of emotional strength and put on his best acting ability to smooth over the heaviness in the air. He made it a point to be cheerful, compassionate, and a good listener, for sometimes they needed that most of all—just someone to listen to them.

“It better be pepperoni or you can just forget it.” Matt leaned over to smell the pizza. Peter saw his head shake; supporting his neck seemed unbearably straining. Matt motioned with his hand. “Entrez, entrez.”

“Good to see you up and about.”

“I’m up but not about. Bring the box over here. We’re gonna watch the tube.”

Peter cleared the coffee table littered with books and newspapers. The apartment was in its usual disarray. Many of these places were. The patients could rarely afford domestic help, and friends were either few or too busy to offer a hand. That’s what made the assistance program so great. People who did have spare hours could fill in where needed: buy groceries, clean homes, take pets to the vet. Peter brimmed with a sense of purpose and pride. He was doing something that made a difference, and those he helped showed huge gratitude. Not like the last person he worked for.

Matt lowered his body into a reclining chair as Peter dished out the pizza. “So, what’re we watching tonight? It must be important if we’re skipping chess.”

Matt pressed the remote. To Peter’s chagrin, Lila’s sneering face assaulted him from the small TV screen. Just what I need. An evening with Lila Carmichael.

“This lady is the funniest thing on legs,” Matt said. “Not much makes me laugh these days.” He chuckled, then hacked, doubling over. Peter came to his side but Matt waved him away.

“Are you sure you want to watch this trash?” Peter asked. “It might be hazardous to your health.”

“Like I care?” He turned up the volume. Lila’s crackling voice screamed out at Peter. He swore never to see her face again, and here he was, forced to watch her show. But how could he turn Matt down? With a grunt, he sat in an old armchair and pretended to be amused.

“I never missed her shows when they were on the air. You ever see any?’ Matt asked Peter.

“A few. Let me get you something to drink.”

“Beer’s in the fridge. I know I shouldn’t, but what the hell.”

Peter got up and retrieved two beers. As he watched alongside Matt, he thought about the day he packed his things at Lila’s—right after the weekend. When the limo pulled up at Lila’s house in Bel Air, he told her he quit. She didn’t say a word; just sat there, sullen and brooding. No word of thanks, no wishing him well or promising a recommendation. Nothing. Well, he didn’t want a recommendation from her, anyway. Only to sever the ties for good.

When he read that Lila had quit her series, he wasn’t surprised. Rumors said she planned to retire from show business. Yet, here she was. She couldn’t keep away from the spotlight. Nightmares of that weekend haunted him; surely Lila replayed that scene at the beach over and over in her mind as well. All those years of plotting and scheming for her sad, lost love. Was it Oscar Wilde who once said “each man kills the thing he loves”? With what he knew about Lila, she must be suffering terribly—or else smothering in denial. And that meant taking her stress out on everyone around her. He felt sorry for whoever landed the ignominious job of being her new personal assistant.

Peter listened to Lila’s patter. She was not up to par. Her lines were funny, but the delivery was off. She looked haggard and exhausted, especially on the closeups. Her makeup was smeared and sweat poured down the side of her face. Nevertheless, she had the crowd by the crotch, as always. Peter watched her roam the stage, as he had watched countless other times. Beside him, Matt laughed and coughed interchangeably. Peter could tell Matt was in pain, but so fixated on Lila that he didn’t care.

“I hope in my next lifetime I come back as funny as her. If I have to come back to this screwed-up planet at all.”

Peter chewed his pizza and thought how Lila evoked such loyalty in her fans. She had a gift for reaching the heart and wrenching it into pieces. All her words were two-edged swords, unbearably funny and unbearably painful. He thought about Lila’s life and the events that formed her character: her stifling upbringing, the series of disappointments and illusions she encountered through her life, her desperate need to make friends. Everyone was made of those little bits and pieces, pieces that moved you uncontrollably toward your destiny, whatever that proved to be.

Peter smirked. He was sure waxing philosophic tonight. But it was easy to do, being around these guys who had maybe weeks to live. So, what was he going to do with the rest of his life? Whatever he chose, he would make it count.

The pizza box was empty and Matt had somehow polished off three beers. Peter looked over and noticed Matt had fallen asleep; his chin rested on his chest and his mouth hung open. For a panicky moment, Peter thought Matt had died, but then he heard a quiet snore escape Matt’s mouth.

Peter picked up the remote and turned off the television. Moving quietly, he gathered the trash and empty bottles and straightened up the kitchen. After writing Matt a note, he shut the door behind him and went out into a night bright and bustling with life.

 


 







Epilogue

 


 


Under the glittering, flashing marquis that reads “Lila Carmichael —An HBO Special,” Lila stands, immobile, sweltering from the spotlights. She’s in a regal, dark maroon velvet gown, adorned with jewels, the queen of crass. Sweat drips down her neck, down her cleavage. Her dress sticks uncomfortably to her skin. Her makeup feels like it’s cracking. As she speaks, she scans the meaningless faces in the crowd. All eyes are riveted, infusing her with familiar power. They may as well be faceless.

As she usually does, she singles out two targets to concentrate on—a young woman in the front, and an old man in the fifth row. She knows they’ll respond appropriately to her barbs, and they do. Laughter erupts like scattered explosions as she does her routine. The cameras follow her every move with their single, black eyes. Energy surges over the stage like a flowing tide, enveloping her.

Abruptly, Lila stops. She waits for the laughter to subside. A hint of irony appears on her face.

“You like fairy tales? I do. Every kid does. We all grew up on them. When I was a kid, I read every fairy book there was. That’s probably why all my friends are fairies,” she says as an aside.

“There was The Green Fairy Book, The Red Fairy Book, The Purple Fairy Book. There were more books than names of colors. If your childhood was like mine, then you hid under the covers and lost yourself in that world of witches and trolls and elves and handsome princes.

“Once I tried to spin gold out of my hair, but I got it caught around the toilet paper holder in the bathroom. My father cut it all off with scissors. I kissed a lot of frogs, but all I got was bad breath. I remember making a magic potion out of food coloring and a bottle of perfume I lifted from the 7-11. I poured three drops in my father’s coffee, hoping he’d change into a unicorn. Instead he became a fire-breathing dragon that sent me to bed without any supper. I cast a spell on my mother by saying the Lord’s prayer backwards. I wanted to turn her into a beautiful queen. She turned into a witch instead, and washed my mouth out with soap.”

Lila waltzes grandly across the stage, waving a jeweled wand. “I guess my childhood was more like a fairy tale than I thought. I was locked in my tower, to hide me from the world. It wasn’t really an ivory tower, but, hey, I did have some lovely polyester drapes and a chenille bedspread. A spell was cast over me, so that everywhere I went, I spoke gibberish. I was sure I was saying one thing, but what people heard was something else. It was an evil spell and it kept me from ever making friends.

“Not once did my sweet little fairy godmother appear and wave her little pink wand. You bet I was pissed! Actually, in my family you waited for Jesus to take you up in the rapture. Personally, I would have settled for anyone, even the Jolly Green Giant, to whisk me away to a magic land where candy canes lined the streets and birds twittered, as long as I didn’t have to eat those frozen peas! I’d seen the Wizard of Oz twenty times, so I knew that somewhere over the rainbow was a place where happy little bluebirds fly. So I ran away from home, and like the proverbial hero of those fairy tales, went into the deep, dark woods to seek my fortune. Somehow, I ended up in college.

“Like Bugs Bunny says,” (Lila imitates Bugs), “‘Ahh, I musta taken a left turn at Albuquerque.’ Like the prince on his quest, I fell into dangerous trials, fought dragons, fell in love. But still, I spoke gibberish. Finally, it made me so crazy, I ended up in a nut house—that is, back at my parents’ house—in a straight-jacket. No kidding! Once again I escaped, and lo and behold! here I am—The Queen of Comedy, ruling over a vast kingdom—and, lo and behold! still speaking gibberish.”

The laughs dwindle. Members of the audience look at one another, puzzled.

Lila seems distracted. She stops, then as if remembering where she is, walks to the edge of the stage and looks down, waving her wand in large, slow circles. “Finally, very late, my fairy godmother appeared. It was about frigging time, I told her! I expected Binnie Barnes and got Milton Berle instead.

“Borrowing shamelessly from G. B. Shaw, he said only one thing: ‘Honey, there are two tragedies in life. One is not to get your heart’s desire. The other is to get it.’ ”

Lila pauses again, dazed and distracted. “At least, that’s what I think he said. Sounded like gibberish to me.”

Lila carefully lowers her heavy body down so she’s sitting on the apron of the stage, swinging her legs like a kid. The camera stays with her. The crew, knowing she won’t stick to a script, are ready to move at her whim.

“Funny thing. Like the Emperor’s new clothes—I get on stage and everyone laughs and laughs. I’m naked and I don’t know it. I reveal my hidden parts and you laugh. Why? Why doesn’t anyone tell me I’m naked? Why doesn’t someone save me from myself? Why doesn’t some Good Samaritan say, ‘Hey, Lila, cover up, you’ll catch cold’ Or, ‘you’re making an ass of yourself.’?”

Lila searches the audience. She sees eager faces trying to stay with her although they are baffled.

“Why doesn’t someone say, hey Li, you are one screwed-up broad?” She swings her legs and stares off into space. “I hate myself for it, you know?”

Again she stops speaking and stares mindlessly out into the sea of faces.

A few nervous giggles travel the room as her audience waits for the delivery of the next line. But Lila sits there, motionless, and to her viewers’ surprise she begins to cry. The audience holds its collective breath.

Slowly, with effort, Lila stands and walks off the stage.

The audience shuffles uncomfortably in their seats. The sound is like a wind rustling old, crackling leaves. They wait, expecting her to return with some gimmick. But a minute passes, and finally someone breaks the strange spell and starts to applaud, joined by another, and another, until soon, the room is swelling with sound, the din rising like an ocean wave that crests and crashes, and then subsides to silence, leaving no trace of a footprint or a tear.

 


 


The End
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