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One

Flora wasn’t looking for the ring when she found it. She was rooting around an old file cabinet in the garage, searching for a photograph from the summer Ruby was five, thirteen years ago. Long years? Short? Both, depending on how she thought about them. Flora had woken up thinking about the photo and she knew it had to be somewhere in the house. The photo had moved from the ugly brown refrigerator door in Greenwich Village to an even uglier brown refrigerator door in Los Angeles (“How do two people on opposite coasts whose houses we are eventually going to live in both choose brown refrigerators?” she’d asked Julian) until ugly refrigerator number two shuddered its last breath one August morning and they’d replaced it with a new one that was fancier and stainless steel and wouldn’t hold a magnet. She’d moved the photo to a bulletin board in the small enclosed sun porch they called “the office,” but the edges started to curl and so she’d put it in a drawer, safe from the ravages of time and the relentless attention of the California sun. She’d cleaned out all those drawers a couple of years ago, right after she got the part voicing Leona the saucy lioness on the animated show Griffith and they’d turned “the office” into “the studio,” a place she could record her voice-over work at home when she wanted. Where had she put all the stuff from those drawers? She would never throw away a photograph, but especially not that one.

“Don’t we already have a pile of presents for Ruby?” Julian asked, rummaging through his bedside table, trying to help but just creating more mess. Their daughter was graduating from high school that night and Flora wanted to slip the photo in a frame and give it to her. A sweet surprise.

“We can probably get rid of a lot of that stuff,” Flora said, eyeing the piles of junk Julian was extracting from his drawer and moving to the bed: an assortment of reading glasses, outdated computer cords, empty aspirin bottles, a few battered scripts. He would ignore her suggestion. After twenty years of marriage the lines had been drawn, the places where she was allowed to exert her desire for order and the places she learned to ignore.

“Hey! These will come in handy for Ruby.” Julian held up an impressive wad of euros, coiled and fastened with a rubber band. At the end of the month, Ruby was going to Spain with her boyfriend’s family, after which she would meet Flora and Julian in upstate New York at the house in Stoneham, the same house in the missing photo from so long ago.

“I wish we could retake the photo this summer,” Flora said. “If David and Margot were coming, we could.” Julian tossed the euros over to Flora’s side of the bed, pleased with himself. Three years ago, standing in front of the currency booth at Charles de Gaulle Airport, they’d argued about whether or not to exchange the euros back to dollars. She remembered exactly. It was ungodly hot in the terminal because of some kind of air-conditioning malfunction. The three of them were logy and irritable from indulgence—days of cheese and baguettes, foie gras nearly every night, the croissants, the chocolate, the wine. Fifteen-year-old Ruby had been in a mood. “I am not being ungrateful. All I said is that the Parisians are pretty sniffy for people who can’t even get air-conditioning right. What’s the big deal?”

Ruby had never done well in the heat from the time she was a baby. Her early years in Greenwich Village during the summer were a nightmare. Ruby begging to leave the playground, refusing to wear a hat, her fair cheeks flushed red, the stinging heat rash between her meaty toddler thighs.

“Next year can we please go to the beach in July? Somewhere with air-conditioning, somewhere I’m not sweating through my clothes by noon?” She lifted one arm and gestured angrily toward the sweat stain at her armpit. “This blouse is ruined, Mom. It’s brand-new and I won’t find this silhouette in Los Angeles and it’s ruined.”

“Okay, okay.” Julian had placed a placating hand on Ruby’s shoulder. “Let’s find something cold to drink.” He had winked at Flora then, a signal, reassuring her that they were on the same side. They both heard in that moment how much Ruby sounded like Margot. Silhouette, sniffy—not Ruby’s vernacular.

That Ruby loved—worshipped—Flora’s best friend was a good thing. And it was no surprise that Margot, who had no children, and Ruby, who was an only child, were thick as thieves. The ruined blouse had been a gift from Margot, bought at a small boutique in the Sixth, not a place Flora would ever deign to shop. Too expensive. Too intimidating. She and Margot had had a testy exchange about it at dinner in a tiny bistro the previous night, where they’d probably been a little too drunk, a little too loud. Margot and her husband, David, had taken Ruby for the afternoon and then reappeared laden with shopping bags. Ruby was bright-eyed and high-spirited and not complaining about the heat for once.

“This is too much,” Flora said as Ruby opened bag after bag displaying her haul—the very sheer pink blouse, a pair of white gladiator sandals that Flora thought horrendous, a black scarf from some high-end designer covered with tiny skulls, a suede fringed handbag. “Is this in style now?” Flora said, running her fingers through the brown suede. “Mom,” Ruby said. “Obviously.”

Everything was impressive. Everything was expensive. Flora was annoyed at Ruby for accepting so much while also realizing how stubborn Margot could be, wielding her generosity like a bludgeon: Here! take this, take it, take! Sometimes it was impossible to resist the force of her.

“It’s nothing.” Margot waved Flora off, tucking the shopping bags beneath their crowded table. “Everything was on sale.” David shrugged, his affable, agreeable self: what Margot wants—

But Flora was already feeling sheepish about the apartment they were renting. As always when traveling with Margot and David, it was obvious those two were covering most of the costs; there was no way Flora and Julian’s “half”—the very reasonable figure Margot quoted as their share—was 50 percent of the spectacular, sprawling flat blocks from the Jardin du Luxembourg. “Maybe she got it with ‘miles,’” Julian joked, when they were unpacking, referencing Margot’s insistence that she would take care of everyone’s plane tickets because she had airline miles she needed to use.

That day in the airport in France, Flora didn’t have the energy to argue with Julian over exchanging the currency they could have used for the cab fare from LAX to home or for takeout that night. She’d just wanted to keep the peace. Get home. Regain her daughter’s attention, because if everyone was being honest the real reason Flora was testy over the clothing purchases was ten days of Ruby hanging on everything Margot said, mimicking her gestures, her intonation, even one night—jokingly but also kind of accurately?—calling her mon autre mère.

Flora went downstairs and poured herself a cup of coffee, adding some almond creamer that Ruby had convinced her to use instead of half-and-half. (“Sorry, Mom, but at your age dairy is basically poison.”)

She looked out the living room window. It was early, the sun barely rising, turning the sky a watery Monet blue and backlighting the downtown skyline. Early June in Los Angeles. June gloom. A thick, low marine layer shrouded the houses down the hill, making the neighborhood look like the hidden village of a fairy tale.

Julian grabbed his backpack and car keys and kissed Flora good-bye. His last day of shooting before the summer hiatus. She still wasn’t used to the slightly longer hair, the massive sideburns he’d grown for his new job playing a cop in 1970s New York City. A good cop, of course; the cop who was furtively building a case against corruption and cover-ups. Julian was almost always cast as good, he had one of those faces. His show had just been renewed and for the first time in all their married lives, they both had desirable parts, season renewals, almost two months off without worrying what the rest of the year might bring in the way of work. Julian pulled Flora close and spoke into her ear, “Tony, Tony come around. Something’s lost that must be found.” The old prayer to St. Anthony that her mother used to recite at top volume whenever anything was lost, as if St. Anthony lived in the apartment upstairs and she could summon him to rush down and look for her reading glasses or a misplaced glove.

Julian was teasing her, and though she no longer prayed to St. Anthony or anyone anymore she did have her little superstitious rituals around lost things. One was to rub her thumb along the thin line of her mother’s wedding ring, the modest band of white gold that she’d worn on her right hand since her mother died. She did it now. A tiny comforting gesture.

Where could the photograph be hiding? Then a flash, an idea. When they’d built the recording space in her office, she had moved a bunch of folders and papers from the house to the garage, mostly into the large file cabinet they’d owned since she was pregnant with Ruby, one they’d found on Twenty-Third Street in Manhattan back when the area was littered with office supply stores and they were supposed to be shopping for furniture for the baby’s room.

“It’s perfect,” Julian had said, standing in front of the bright white metal file cabinet.

“For a nursery?”

“At least it’s white.”

Flora balked. They had a hand-me-down crib and changing table, and she wanted to buy something new for the tiny space that would be Ruby’s nursery. She wanted a rocking chair or a bookshelf or a toy box; it didn’t seem right to stick a filing cabinet in a corner of the baby’s room, and this was back in the earliest of the aughts, before decorating a nursery became a reflection of the good taste and intellectual rigor of the entire family, before Danish ceiling pendants and murals of enchanted forests and curated bookshelves and those little square lamps that reflected the sun, the moon, and the stars on the wall all night.

But the file cabinet was needed and practical and, she had to admit, had been a smart purchase. A prominent piece of Ruby’s “nursery,” it was in constant use. Flora and Julian had moved the cabinet from the snug apartment in the West Village to their first rental house in Los Angeles, where it seemed to shrink once it was settled into a larger space. When they bought the house in Los Feliz, the stalwart cabinet was relegated to the garage nobody ever needed for a car because there was no snow and it had barely even rained the last few years.

The file cabinet had been a compromise of early marriage between Julian’s near hoarder-like tendencies and Flora’s love of purging. The “archives,” Julian only half-jokingly called the contents of the cabinet. Half-joking because he’d confessed to her once that he began keeping and cataloging everything of his when he was a young boy because he thought he’d be famous one day. She hadn’t been surprised by his confession; she’d indulged the same fantasy when she was young: that she’d grow up to be an actress and that meant, to her kid self, some degree of fame, but it had never occurred to her to actually plan for the eventual telling of her story.

Once, she’d mustered the confidence to say her dream out loud to her mother when they were at the sink doing dishes. Josephine had laughed. “Every little girl thinks she’s going to be a star.” Flora didn’t believe her. It wasn’t possible that every little girl thought she would—or even wanted to—be famous. Minnie Doolin with her perpetually runny nose and saggy knee socks? Rosemary Castello, who in fourth grade was scolded in front of the whole class by Sister Demetrius for stuffing her bra because she’d used colored Kleenex that showed right through the white school-uniform blouse? Flora didn’t buy it.

That Josephine believed Josephine was going to be famous was not only understandable but accepted family folklore, the story Josephine told about her younger self most often. The auditions, the casting agent who loved her and wanted her to fly to Los Angeles. “They wanted me to be the next Elizabeth Taylor.” Glossed over were the years where she continued—unsuccessfully—to audition for Broadway, for radio and television commercials. Marrying Flora’s father and the quick dissolution of that relationship. The apartment Flora grew up in was like a shrine to her mother’s brief theater career. Crossing the threshold of the small two-bedroom above a bakery in Bay Ridge, you’d never know that Josephine had worked as an actress for only four years and a hotel telephone operator for thirty-five.

“Okay, Miss Rich and Famous, try again with this.” Flora’s mother handed her the copper-bottomed spaghetti pot. “You need the special cleanser. Make it nice and shiny, so you can see your face.”

Remembering now, Flora wondered if that was a common story: little boys who wanted to be famous started carefully and precisely cataloging their lives—the archives—and little girls were encouraged to use a variety of cleaning solutions on one sauce pot.

* * *

FLORA HATED THE GARAGE, which had often been claimed by rats over the years; it was a place she tried to pretend didn’t even exist. She administered a little pep talk to herself about rodents and their nocturnal habits, mustered her courage, and headed out to the freestanding structure at the end of their driveway. She lifted the heavy door with both hands and paused, listening for any signs of life. When they’d first moved into the house, the entire yard was infested with rats. An older woman had lived in the house for decades and at the end had been too weak and ill to maintain the property. Before they bought it, Flora used to pass the house all the time on her morning walks. It looked like something from a Grimms’ fairy tale: vaguely Tudorish, lots of half-timbering, a big cobblestone chimney, and leaded windows. The modest house felt exactly right for the three of them, but it was the extravagant yard that Flora had fallen for. Two looming eucalyptus trees planted long before the house had been built flanked a small patio. At the edge of the lawn, the most beautiful copse of fruit trees she’d ever seen: fig, lemon, tangerine, grapefruit. It was like a Bible color plate of the Garden of Eden. The first time she saw it, it left her breathless. It still did. She never stopped feeling like she’d stepped into someone else’s life when she walked outside and smelled the bitter morning air perfumed with eucalyptus, saw the hummingbirds darting in and out of the flowing bougainvillea and the tiny yellow finches eating seeds from the wild rosemary.

And then there were the rats. The fruit was an abundant year-round supply of free food for all the neighborhood rodents. She and Julian had put up a fence, cleared ground cover, baited traps, plugged holes in the garage and house, and she hadn’t seen the heart-quickening blur of brown in years. Still, she worried. But all was quiet today.

She made her way back to the file cabinet and opened the top drawer. It was jam-packed with manila folders, all from Good Company’s early years back in New York. This was a wormhole she couldn’t afford today, but she couldn’t resist the program right in front: Jason and Medea—the production that Julian and his partner Ben had staged around a defunct city pool in Williamsburg, a retelling of Euripides’s Medea set in modern-day Brooklyn. The cover of the program was a drawing—the silhouette of a woman carrying a small child in a blood-soaked T-shirt, the blood the only color on the cover. She’d always hated the image, so cold and ruthless. The critics had loved the production—well, the indie critics, the ones from the Voice and Time Out. But nobody had bought tickets.

“The play is so sad,” Flora’d said to a disappointed Julian one night.

“Life is sad,” he’d snapped at her.

In the second drawer, theater and drama books: Stanislavski, Hagen, Adler, Meisner, Strasberg. Julian didn’t pledge fidelity to any particular method; he was a drama atheist with all the certainty and scorn of atheists. He loathed idolatry. He believed actors should use whatever worked.

She moved on to the third drawer. All of Ruby’s old school records and progress reports. The art projects Flora had saved. She used to have to clean out Ruby’s backpack and toy box when she was asleep, making sure to bring the garbage outside to the curb that same night. If she didn’t, Ruby was bound to open the trash bin and spot something of hers—a broken doll, a drawing, a graded spelling test—and be pierced with longing and indignation. “You’re throwing out my Valentines?” she said one June morning when Flora had finally dug deep into her school bag, trying to return it to some kind of order. “And my valentine candy?” Nearing the final days of the school year, the candy hearts were mostly dust, but Ruby acted like Flora was discarding rare books, fine chocolates.

Flora would apologize. “Oh, honey. I didn’t mean to. Good thing you looked.” But Ruby would be chilly to her for the rest of the day and protective of every single one of her possessions for weeks, not forgetting. “Where’s the paper umbrella they gave me at the restaurant?” “What happened to that yellow ball?” “What did you do with my party hat?” she’d ask Flora, sharp and accusing.

Finally, Flora pulled open the bottom drawer. She dragged an old stool over, a red metal one from Ikea that they’d bought for Ruby to stand on to reach the kitchen counter when she was three. It was paint spattered and scratched but still sturdy. She sat and started rifling through the papers. A jumble of envelopes, not a single one labeled. One held a bunch of faded receipts, one a stack of postcards from various art museums and churches, all meant to serve as inspiration for what exactly she couldn’t remember—sets, or costumes maybe.

Under the folders, a large manila envelope that Flora recognized. She pulled it out and saw her own handwriting on the outside: KEEP. Ah, she remembered! She had gathered a bunch of photos and placed them here for safekeeping. She opened the envelope and the one she wanted was right on top.

The photograph had been taken at Ben’s sprawling family property upstate during rehearsal for a summer production that was an off-shoot of Good Company’s work in Manhattan. Ben and Julian founded and ran Good Company together, but from its earliest days Ben was fixated on mounting an outdoor show up at Stoneham. He pitched the idea late one April night over many beers in Flora and Julian’s living room. A piece of classic theater, site-specific, staged for one night—and only one night. No tickets, no critics. A chance for all their friends who were unemployed and not auditioning in August to get out of the city, get their hands dirty, have complete control over something. True community theater.

“I don’t know,” Julian said. “Seems like a lot.”

“If it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work. Worth a try, right?”

What began the first summer at Stoneham as a lark, an experiment, quickly cemented into annual tradition.

The year of the photograph, one of the actors had documented the entire week of madness. Charlie was a big bear of a guy, bashful, the camera around his neck an obvious shield for his offstage unease. One night while Flora and Margot were sitting on the porch steps, shucking corn for the nightly “family meal,” he’d grabbed Julian and David from the lawn, corralled Ruby, who was running around with a dish towel on her head pretending to be a princess, and tried to arrange them all on the steps of the house’s front porch.

Flora and Julian sat on the top step, Margot and David just below. Flora barely got Ruby situated next to her when she squirmed away and settled herself onto Margot’s lap. Ruby’s Margot fixation had started that summer. She followed Margot around the property like a duckling following her adopted mother. Margot looked back at Flora apologetically. “It’s fine,” Flora said, though it wasn’t. Julian moved closer to Flora, kissed her bare shoulder, looped his arm through hers. “Hey”—Flora reached over Margot’s shoulder and tapped Ruby’s arm, trying one more time—“you don’t want to sit on Mommy’s lap?”

Ruby shook her head no, but grudgingly reached up to take Flora’s hand. Charlie was fiddling with the lens and Ruby was restless, so Flora counted off on Ruby’s fingers, saying, “This little piggy went to market, this little piggy went home.”

“No, Mama!” Ruby said, but she was laughing. “You need my toes.”

“Okay,” Charlie finally said, “everyone look up.”

And miraculously, everyone had.

Flora and Julian’s heads were bent together, smiling straight into the camera. On the bottom step, David was slightly hunched forward, the conscious furling of a very tall man, his elegant surgeon’s hands clasped in front of him, his face half-turned to Margot, who was tan and blond and gleaming, her fingers laced together in front of Ruby’s buddha belly, her chin on Ruby’s head, her smile dazzling the camera. Ruby’s legs with their slightly dirty knees entangled with Margot’s longer ones. Ruby’s hair a mess of curls. Ruby shyly grinning, a finger pulling down the corner of her mouth, her other arm raised and that hand firmly implanted in Flora’s, a conduit between her mother and Margot.

They all looked so enmeshed and content and endearing and young. A family.

Flora put the photo in the pocket of her sweater and took a minute to savor her triumph—because this was what Flora did. In the division of labor, emotional and otherwise, that was their marriage, Flora was the finder of lost things. The household St. Anthony. It was a point of pride for her (and a source of irritation for Julian) that when he declared something truly lost, she could usually find it within minutes by following the circuitous routes of his disheveled brain and figuring out his paces in real life. Was that how every couple functioned after time? Seeing the contours of someone else’s intelligence so much more easily than your own?

She started putting all the folders and envelopes and notebooks and pens back in the cabinet drawer and decided to do a quick cull while Julian wasn’t standing there to object, telling her to save it until he had a chance to look at everything himself, which would be approximately never. This was another area of her expertise, winnowing their lives down to essential parts, appointing herself judge and jury of the detritus of their past, deciding what would survive and what could go. They were so sentimental, her husband and daughter.

Flora did a quick check of the mostly empty notebooks. The cryptic scribblings couldn’t have any meaning anymore. Trash. She tested all the markers, half of them spent of ink. She took one that worked and wrote general descriptions on the envelopes (POSTCARDS, FAMILY PHOTOS, PLAYBILLS). From the very back of the drawer, she pulled out a brown envelope stiff with age and something shiny and bright slipped out, a glint of gold on the cracked concrete floor. A ring.

A ring?

Flora immediately recognized it as Julian’s wedding ring—one of Julian’s wedding rings. To her chagrin, he was constantly losing them. How many so far? Three at least. The ring almost always went missing on set or in a theater because he had to take it off if it wasn’t right for the part he was playing and also because he was so absentminded. She slipped the ring onto her thumb. Having an extra wouldn’t hurt as he was sure to eventually lose the one he was wearing now.

Back in the kitchen, she removed the ring to take a closer look, and that’s when she noticed something: the ring was engraved. The only ring they’d had engraved was the first one, because after that who had time? She was holding Julian’s original wedding ring.

The chill started low and slow, deep in her gut. It took some seconds for her brain to catch up to the creeping realization moving through her body. Julian had lost the ring she was holding the summer of the photograph. He’d come to her one afternoon, sheepish. He’d gone for a swim in the pond and somehow the ring had fallen off in the brackish water.

“Oh, well,” Flora had said. “We’ll have to get a new one.” She didn’t want to make him feel any worse than he did, so she didn’t let on how sorry she was that he’d lost the ring. She was a little heartbroken. She’d loved that ring, which was too expensive but so pretty. The band was wide and flat with tiny little beading—milgrain—along the top and bottom. When she’d slid the ring on his finger the day they married and looked up at him, at his beautiful face, she’d thought, Mine.

And yet. The ring was right here in Flora’s palm. It had been in an envelope at the bottom of the file cabinet in the garage.

Flora was perspiring in a different way now, a cold sweat despite her exertion and the rising sun. She had a sudden, sharp desire to call her mother, who had been gone for over a decade. She could almost feel her mother at her side, peering down at the ring with her familiar scowl, her booming voice full of dismay: Flora. What in the name of g-o-d?





Two

The entire time Margot was being interviewed by the girl (What was her name? Maura? Molly?), a complete stranger sitting on the opposite side of the café had been taking pictures of her with his phone. Some people tried to be surreptitious but they rarely succeeded because in addition to being painfully obvious—the slump, the awkward angle of the device, the studied casualness of a teenager up to no good—Margot, like almost everyone she knew who had a recognizable face, had a sixth sense for being spotted, even when the person was standing behind her in line or on the sidewalk outside of the restaurant or on the other side of the street. Some actors said they felt it as a tingling on the back of the neck or in the tips of their toes. Some, Margot knew, felt joy (I’ve been seen! I exist!) in spite of their complaints. Margot’s brand of intuition presented as inexplicable sadness. There she would be: grocery shopping, eating in a restaurant, hiking with a friend and she’d feel a wave of gloom and think, What’s wrong now?

It was always a camera. Always. And now that there was a camera in virtually everyone’s palm, the surveillance felt constant, the existential sadness a daily battle.

What a world. When someone wanted to take a picture of her and her glass of lemon water on an ordinary Wednesday morning in a little café on Larchmont. The spaces where she felt safe, invisible, were becoming scarcer and scarcer, and this café had been one for nearly all the years she’d lived in Los Angeles. One of the reasons she and David had eschewed the Westside—Beverly Hills, the Palisades, Santa Monica—was because her neighborhood didn’t feel as Hollywood as those other places. And although it was true that she wasn’t bothered by trolling TMZ buses full of tourists (yet), this recent, constant intrusion was confounding.

“That must be so annoying,” the girl had said when she noticed Margot angling her chair away from the person snapping away with his phone. As with every interview, Margot ran what she wanted to say (No more annoying than having to talk to you!) through her survival filter and came up with the blandest reply: “Sure, sometimes it’s frustrating, but it comes with the territory and, you know, I’m lucky anyone cares.” Light laugh, shy duck of the face. The guy with the phone had re-angled himself right along with her. What would he do with all those photos? Text them to someone? Post them somewhere? Make a shrine? Something more perverted?

What a world.

Margot was doing press because she was one of the original cast members of Cedar, a network hospital drama about to conclude its ninth season. She played Dr. Cathryn Newhall—Dr. Cat—who, as the audition sheet proclaimed all those years ago, was “a pediatric oncologist waging a war against cancer and longing for love.” Margot’s contract was up for renewal, and this time—this time, dammit—she was insisting that her salary be brought to parity with her costar’s: Charles Percy, aka Dr. Langford Walker, who had joined the show two years after Margot and still made more money than she did. Charles was the chief of surgery at the fictional Cedar General in the fictional northwest town of Cedar. Charles started back when Bess, the show’s creator, still lathered all her attention and affection on the show, back when she called it her “baby,” before she had an actual baby. He started before Bess began building her empire of Cedar spin-offs: Willow, a drama about the medical examiner’s office helping to solve crimes, and Cypress, which focused on a trauma center of a major city hospital. “Cedar is still my first baby,” Bess loved to say the first day of each season when she showed up to give her inspirational talk to the entire cast and crew. “I might not physically be here all the time, but I am always here in spirit, and—I have a lot of spies.” The line always got a laugh from the newcomers and an inward groan from the veterans because she did indeed have spies.

“Charles is a real get,” Bess had told Margot excitedly when he signed on. “Fresh from Broadway. Tony nominated.”

Margot resisted reminding Bess that two years prior she’d been fresh from a Drama Desk nomination and a successful run on the West End. Bess had the memory of a sparrow, only able to contain what she needed in that moment. And Margot was genuinely excited to work with Charles. They’d crossed paths a lot in New York and had worked together once during an out-of-town run at the Guthrie. She liked him, and he did bring a certain prestige to the show. She was glad to have him as her television love interest. She just wanted to make the same amount of money that he did.

“Now’s the time to push,” Margot had told her manager, Donna, the previous week. After a few years of mediocre story lines, the past season had been a strong one for Margot. Dr. Cat and Dr. Walker had realized their many-season dream of having a child—twins via surrogate—and Bess had given Dr. Cat non-birth postpartum depression. “Is this really a thing?” Margot had asked.

“It is, because I had it,” Bess told her solemnly. Of course. For reasons that were never quite clear to Margot, Dr. Cat’s story arcs usually mirrored Bess’s real-life story arcs. When Bess fell in love, so did Dr. Cat. When Bess couldn’t get pregnant, neither could Dr. Cat. So, if Bess had non-birth postpartum? Well, Margot would play the hell out of it despite never having been pregnant and never having had a child and never regretting either for a single second.

“We need to get you out there, Margot. Prove to Bess that Dr. Cat still means a lot to viewers and then set our terms. An Emmy nomination would be fucking fantastic,” Donna’d said, wistful, because those days were over for the cast of Cedar. Long gone were the summer months where Margot would drive down Sunset Boulevard and see her towering face on the For Your Consideration billboards. The show had been around too many years and felt too old-fashioned. Standard network fare.

So here she sat, at interview number five, offering up Margot’s Favorite Moments—scenes, costars, story lines, wardrobe—from nine seasons at Cedar General. No detail seemed too mundane, and in an effort to try to not ask the same questions everyone else was asking, the queries had become absurd. This morning she’d had to send a description of one of her “favorite things” to her publicist, Sylvia, for an article that would appear God only knew where.

She’d chosen a candle from an old pharmacy in Florence, one she gave away as gifts all the time because the candle itself was so pretty and the scent of the one she favored wasn’t overpowering. It smells like Sunday mornings in Italy, she’d written, redolent of roasting coffee, lemon blossoms, and pine groves. She’d written about coming across the shop as a teen during her family’s annual summer trip and how the candle reminded her of those magical months in the Italian countryside. She’d enjoyed the exercise, for once. But then Sylvia had emailed back that the publication was featuring the entire cast’s favorite things, and the woman who played her little sister, Kelsey Kennen, a fairly new addition to the show and someone Margot was trying very hard not to loathe, had also chosen a candle and Sorry! but Kelsey’s candle was not only more affordable—Do you really pay seventy dollars for a candle?—but was also made by Syrian refugees, so could Margot pick something else? It would be great, Sylvia had written, if whatever you choose could come from a war-torn nation. A handbag maybe? Sandals? I don’t want to put words in your mouth, of course.

Or shoes in my closet? Margot had written back.

Lol. But—seriously. Maybe something from Bosnia? This from a woman who spent hundreds of dollars a week to have someone blow-dry her hair and couldn’t find Bosnia on a map if you offered her a case of seventy-dollar candles.

Usually all it took for Margot to steer the conversation during an interview was to retell her shopworn tales about what it was like to play a doctor on television while being married to a doctor in real life. A not-very-amusing coincidence that was endlessly entertaining for the media. She knew all the questions by now: Did she run her scripts by her husband? Did he help her rehearse? Did he watch/like/respect the show? And she had all of her answers down pat (longer versions of no, no, yes).

But this girl (Mia!) had done her homework, and she was a good interviewer, keeping Margot off balance by threading her puff-piece questions with genuinely interesting ones. She’d dug up some of Margot’s old work, including her first television show that had filmed in New York, the one where she played a smart, eccentric single woman—also named Margot—in her early thirties not longing for love, never mind a cure for cancer. The creator and director were young and exciting, but the single-camera show was scheduled to premiere two days after 9/11, which of course didn’t happen. By the time it did air, some weeks later, nobody was paying attention, and the light-hearted take on Manhattan felt wrong given the context of the world. She told herself that was the reason Margot was received poorly, even by the critics clamoring for something better and smarter than the standard sitcom pabulum. They’d had a twelve-episode order, but the ratings were so dismal the show had been cancelled after six. Nobody other than the people involved in making Margot had seen the last episodes. Apparently they were in the Paley Center for the Media.

“I’m wondering how it felt to go from your theater days in New York to working on Margot to a hospital drama like Cedar. As good as it is,” Mia said (young but smooth), “it’s very different from your work in New York.”

Like night and day was what Margot wanted to say to her. Like fucking night and day. Her work before becoming Dr. Cathryn Newhall was interesting and literate and challenging, and Cedar was a nighttime soap opera—fun and ridiculous and the pay was great. She could see the audition description as if it had manifested on the table in front of her: “Cathryn Newhall (Dr. Cat) is pretty (feline pretty a plus) and approachable, kids love her on sight, brilliant but a little flaky; did she remember to wash her hair today?”

Mostly, Cedar was the thing that got her and David out of New York when they needed to leave. But she wasn’t chatting with a girlfriend. This was an interview, and it was her job to be interesting for sixty to ninety minutes but not say anything of real interest.

Before she’d even had a chance to flex the old muscles of that particular narrative (had enough, wanted a different life, Los Angeles beckoned), Mia mentioned the Jensen case and stopped Margot in her tracks. “I know you moved out here in part so your husband could open his stroke clinic, but I also came across something about a patient of his who died during surgery. Abbie Jensen? And I was wondering if that played into your decision to leave New York.” (Not just smooth, devious.) “I’m sure this is a sensitive topic,” Mia continued, “but I was wondering, with some distance, if you’d care to talk about the Jensens. Are you ever in touch?”

Now Margot wondered whether the girl was actually fucking with her, because why in the world would they have stayed in touch with the Jensens? “I’m sorry,” she said, using her gentle voice, the one she’d cultivated for the scenes where she had to tell a family the test results were not what they’d hoped, “but I thought this was a profile about me and Cedar.”

Mia had the courtesy to blush. “I was doing research on your New York days, and it seemed like the dates might be significant.”

Margot sat there with a perfectly benign expression on her face, trying to imagine what vein of “research” would have brought this girl to the Jensen case. The hospital had done a good job keeping it out of the news; they’d settled quickly and the Jensen family hadn’t wanted that kind of attention. The agreement was sealed. She held Mia’s gaze; she’d learned how to hold a silence to the point of discomfort, a journalist’s favorite trick and one that never, ever worked on her. She could outlast anyone. It wasn’t a fair fight, really. She stared at Mia. She was pretty in a blond and possibly Midwestern way, her nose a little flat, her cheeks a little broad. Twenty-five? Twenty-six? No makeup, but her skin was blinding. She took care of her skin, just like all the young people who were the most talented and the most beautiful—often both—in their hometowns who flocked to Los Angeles only to discover a city brimming with identical specimens. Mia’s studied casualness didn’t fool Margot—the lowered pitch, the widened eyes. She was dressed in her version of what an entertainment journalist should wear. A flowery, flowing dress that could have come from a revival of Little House on the Prairie, lace-up leather boots, a long loose braid, a bomber jacket. A costume. Margot looked at Mia and thought, I know you.

The waiter came over, and Margot asked a bunch of inane questions about the menu to buy some time even though she never ate during interviews. She’d made that mistake once, years before, and the reporter had peppered his article with descriptions of her breaking off pieces of her scone as “raccoon like.” Margot looked at her watch, almost noon. “I don’t suppose,” she said, lowering her voice conspiratorially and flashing her widest smile, “that I could persuade you to have a glass of wine with me. They have the most delicious Gavi di Gavi here.”

“Gavi?” Mia said, hand fluttering to a slender chain around her neck, eyes widening. “What is that?”

“Oh, you’re in for a treat. Two glasses,” she said to the waiter, and, breaking her rule, “Why don’t you put together a nice antipasti platter for us?” She turned back to Mia. “Did you know I spent summers in Italy as a kid?”

* * *

“THIS IS SO DELICIOUS,” Mia said, raising glass number two to her lips. The wine had loosened her up, and now Margot was asking her questions, about her job, her boyfriend the aspiring actor, her hopes and dreams. “I would love to go to Italy,” she told Margot, polishing off her wine.

“You have to,” Margot said, “and when you do, I’ll give you my personal list of restaurants.” And then, “Hey, are you busy tonight? Because there’s a premiere at the Hollywood ArcLight for that new Clooney movie, and the whole thing takes place in Italy. I’ve heard good things. I was supposed to go, but I’m hosting a party for my best friend’s daughter. I can definitely get you and your boyfriend on the list if you’re interested.”

“Are you kidding me?” Mia put her glass down a little too hard. “I don’t know how to thank you. That would be amazing. You are so unbelievably nice.”

Mission accomplished. Margot had diverted the conversation without giving Mia any ammunition to write about her unwillingness to discuss David or the Jensens because that reluctance would take on a life of its own. Another reporter would read about her not talking about the Jensens and then another, and pretty soon there would be a full-fledged piece somewhere dredging up the painful past—an event juicy enough, even a decade later, to feed the bottomless pit that was entertainment journalism.

“Wow,” Margot said, looking at her watch. “It’s late. I’m afraid I have to run.”

“Oh, shoot,” Mia said, picking up her notebook. “I had a few more questions.”

“I have time for one more.”

“Okay,” Mia said, relieved, looking down at her notes. She turned the pages of her Moleskine, stopped, looked back up at Margot, and smiled. “Okay. One last question. Any regrets?”

She used the word lightly, as only someone so young could. Margot choked back a laugh. Where to begin with regret! She wouldn’t know where to start. Or rather, she would: she would go back to the morning of David’s stroke, when they were still in their place on East Eighty-fifth street. Him coming into the kitchen fresh from a shower, her picking the moldy raspberries from the container and putting the perfect ones into a bowl. His hands around her waist. “No,” she said to the girl. So young. So unsullied. So poreless. “I have a wonderful husband, a job I love, a great life. I’m so lucky.”

On the sidewalk after the interview, she stood wondering where to go. She was hungry and she had the beginnings of a wine headache. She could go home, but she was hosting Ruby’s graduation party tonight and her house was full of catering staff. Plus a florist. She should go home and supervise, make sure everything wasn’t too over the top, or else Flora would—well, she wouldn’t say anything, but she’d get that look on her face, the disapproving pinched mouth, the tense set to her shoulders. She wouldn’t even try to hide the slight eye roll. Lately, this seemed galling to Margot, to have to continue to pretend she didn’t spend money in an entirely different way than Flora and Julian did, because the monetary gulf had narrowed in the last few years, now that both Flora and Julian were steadily employed.

Flora, after years of commercial voice-overs, had a part as a main character on Griffith, an animated musical series that was about Los Angeles, only all the characters—Hollywood players and not—were animals living in either Griffith Park or the neighboring zoo. After season one, the show had the all-important word-of-mouth and a season-two renewal. Margot had caught up on the episodes yesterday. Flora was phenomenal as Leona, a lioness preoccupied with getting older, losing her looks, and worrying that her singing voice was deteriorating. The show was funny and dark and although it was geared to adults—the cages in the zoo the perfect symbol for how actors were pigeonholed, kept the story lines also managed to be sweet and hopeful.

Julian had moved up to series regular on his cop show. He had to be making decent money, and she didn’t think he helped finance Good Company anymore. Why would he? He was never there.

She understood Flora and Julian’s habits were engrained, their priorities different, but why did that mean she had to feel sheepish about wanting mini lobster rolls for Ruby’s graduation? What she’d really wanted was to host a good old-fashioned clambake, fly in a crew from her favorite restaurant on Cape Cod to orchestrate the entire thing. But she’d seen the look on Flora’s face when she described the enterprise. Picnic tables covered with layers of butcher paper, the food strewn down the length of the table: clams, lobsters, crabs, corn, potatoes, pots of melted butter, everyone digging in with their hands. But it was Ruby’s party after all. The guests were her friends and Flora and Julian’s friends, so she’d downgraded. Burgers (Kobe beef), dogs (Wagyu), and Flora was going to have to deal with the mini lobster rolls.

She was walking slowly, pretending to window-shop. She had to assume Mia could be sitting in her car, observing Margot’s post-interview self. The Jensens. For years, Margot had thought about the Jensens every day, wondering what they ate for breakfast, if they’d return to their jobs, and if they would ever try to have another child. She would think about them on holidays and weekends. She wondered if they’d moved to another place, left the city. She always expected to run into one of them, because it seemed like the rule of New York City was that you would mostly run into people you were dying to avoid, but she never had. She’d been tempted to look them up on the internet, see what their lives were like now, but she was afraid she’d be opening some porthole of darkness that would swallow them, invite back the shadow that seemed to retreat a little when they moved to Los Angeles.

She meandered down the street and stopped into the bookshop she loved, entered the side annex where all the art and photography books were. She’d bought Ruby a fancy digital camera for graduation because Ruby loved photography; she had an artist’s eye. Maybe she’d buy her a book, too. As she browsed the tables, she saw a man on the sidewalk outside, watching her, angling the camera, checking the phone to see if the photos he’d taken were acceptable. Cameras. She couldn’t escape them. She turned away from the window and opened her handbag and rooted around for her phone to text Flora. In her peripheral vision, she could see the bearded guy showing a woman the photos on his phone, then pointing to real-life Margot inside.

What a world.
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