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For my sisters, Jackie and Janis










Fade In 


Police Station—The Town of Cirencester, Gloucestershire, England 


I was dressed like a film star at a movie premiere in four-inch heels and a gold satin evening gown. Only the flashbulbs that popped in my face weren’t paparazzi, just your routine mug shot. And in lieu of gliding along a red carpet, I marched down an austere hallway with cops for escorts. 


Most people would have been scared witless, all things considered. Instead, all I was was cold. The trench coat draped over my shoulders like a cape wasn’t doing much to fix the problem, just made me long for its owner. I kept picturing his face and the sensation of his hands on my skin. Having been intertwined with each other only an hour before, there had been plenty of body heat to stave off the damp. 


When the cops deposited me in the tiny airless room, I shivered, but the police officer seated at the metal table with a yellow legal pad on it didn’t seem to notice. He was too fixated on surveying the outline of my figure beneath the satin. 


“I’m chilled to the bone. Can you turn up the heat or something? Get me a cup of coffee?” I asked, drawing the line at smiling. 


The cop lifted his eyes—nut brown and blank—to my face. “Why are you wearing a nightdress?” 


A corner of my mouth lifted into an involuntary smirk. “It’s a slip dress.” 


“A what?” he asked accusingly, like I was trying to pull one over on him. 


“An evening gown. You don’t sleep in it. It’s for fancy occasions.” 


He examined me carefully, the kind of close-watch inspection that was meant to unnerve. I just stared back. “I can’t do anything about the temperature, but I will get you a hot tea.” He stood up and strode to the door. It was pale green, like hospital scrubs, with a small window. Other than the yellow pad of paper, the green was the only real colour in the room. The walls were a dull shade of grey. The metal table and chairs were silver, like brushed nickel. Even his uniform, though I knew it was dark navy, appeared black beneath the sole light source—a dim bulb that shone down from a metal pendant fixture in the ceiling. 


He opened the door and muttered to another cop, then stood there, waiting like a sentry. Within minutes there was a knock at the door, and I saw a Styrofoam cup thrust towards him by an unseen hand. The door was shut once again, and the cop stepped to the table and placed the cup in front of me. It was steaming. The tea bag had been left in it but there was no milk or sugar to be seen. My instincts told me to shut up and sip the tea. But I hated strong tea, so I grabbed the string and lifted the bag out. I let it hover over the cup, dripping, and looked up at the cop. “Is there a garbage can handy?” 


He sighed audibly and took the string from me and held the dripping bag away from his clean uniform as he crossed the room to the green door and opened it. There were more mutterings, urgent and irritated, and then he was back. He took a pen from his pocket and tapped it on the table. It had a tinny sound. 


“Name please,” he ordered brusquely. 


“Clara Bishop.” I kept looking at him as he wrote my name down. 


“Occupation.” 


I contemplated for a moment, then said, “Screenwriter.” 


This seemed to pique his interest. He looked up at me with a hint of life in his face. 


“Anything I’ve seen?” 


It was the usual question. “Not yet, but one day,” I gave him the usual answer. Then it was my turn, “How long do I have to stay here?” I gripped the Styrofoam cup, letting its warmth bleed into my fingers. 


“Until I get a proper statement!” he snapped, and I saw the hint of life had vanished. “When there is an alleged crime, especially one that involves foreign nationals, particularly Americans like you, all loose ends must be tied. And the entire lot of you has been uncooperative.” He picked up the yellow pad to slam on the table for effect, but when he let go it fell to the floor. He dove down for it, flustered. 


The smile came back to my lips. I replaced it with a scowl. “Maybe that’s because there’s nothing to say.” I shoved my hand into the pocket of the trench coat and felt the familiar cigarette case—his case—and took a cigarette out. I held it to my lips, parting them just enough to show my top teeth. “Got a light?” 


“You can’t smoke in here!” he snapped again, this time seemingly aghast at my audacity. 


“Can’t I?” I asked, even though I knew he was right. I made do with clenching the cigarette between my teeth like a soother. 


“You shouldn’t smoke,” he added, like being a propagator for the antismoking brigade was part of his job description. 


“You’re right.” I took the cigarette out of my mouth and tossed it onto the table. 


I noticed a calendar on the wall. Its pages were as grey as the walls and lacked the vivid photography normally used to make the passing of time appear less monotonous—just look at the April shot of . . . insert animal, car, bikini model, etc. The numbers were stupidly small, but if I squinted I could make them out. The year was what it ought to be. Obama was still president and for the second term. 


“Look here, Miss Bishop, Clara, whichever you prefer . . .” 


“Miss Bishop, please. Let’s see how we get on before we go to first names.” I leaned forward to read the name tag on his uniform. “Officer Hooper.” 


He fidgeted awkwardly, like he was insulted that I wouldn’t let him call me Clara, and that amused me. “Sergeant Hooper. Tell me, Miss Bishop, do you always act like you’re a character in a film noir movie?” 


I bristled. “No,” I answered and picked the cigarette off the table and sucked on it a moment as he watched. Then I smiled what I hoped passed for a droll smile and said, “You’re not the first man to ask me that. And if by character you mean the femme fatale, then I take it as a compliment.” 


He fidgeted some more. 


“I take it you’re a movie buff?” I asked him. “Not many people would make a comment like that unless they were.” 


“I’ve seen a few.” 


I tossed my head back so my hair fell across half my face. “Do you like film noir?” 


There was no answer. Then I continued, “I love those movies.” 


His patience was at an end. “This situation, this crime . . .” 


“Alleged crime,” I corrected him. I’d seen enough television police procedurals to know the drill. 


“This alleged crime,” he repeated. “This isn’t a movie.” 


“It isn’t, is it?” I leaned forward. 


“No.” 


“There was no crime,” I said. 


“Assault is a crime.” 


“Like I just finished saying, there was no crime, no assault, no anything,” I told him firmly. 


“You need to tell me what happened, what you saw,” he said. 


“I didn’t see a thing,” I lied. I’d seen everything and then some. 


“Then I’m afraid you’ll be here for quite some time until it all gets sorted out.” 


“Where are the others?” I asked. “They’re here too. In equally cold rooms with black tea and no smoking.” “Now who’s talking in noir?” I asked sarcastically. “Just tell me what happened,” he said. I stared past him at the calendar on the wall. The room spun a little and I felt weak. I wondered what was in that tea. 


“You want the long or the short version?” I asked at last, the veneer of brazen defiance cracking. Or maybe I was finally coming to my senses. The reliable, predictable Clara Bishop. 


“Up to you.”


I shuddered and crossed my arms tightly. “I don’t know where to begin.”


“What about the other American woman, Amber Ward?”


I smirked. “Let me guess, you’re a gentleman who prefers blondes.”


His features softened, like he was remembering all the girls he’d ever loved all at once. “I like all hair colours. Including redheads.”


That made me smile. He was flirting with me. It was probably a tactic, but I liked it more than the bad-cop routine.


“Is Amber a friend of yours? Did you travel to England together?”


“Not exactly,” I said.


“What do you mean by that?” he asked firmly, the bad cop returning a little.


I twirled the cigarette between my fingers like it was a cheerleading baton, faster and harder until it broke in half.


“I can tell you all about Amber . . .” I began.


“And you, I want you to tell me about you,” he said pointedly, his pen poised over the yellow pad of paper.


“Don’t worry, I won’t leave me out of it. I couldn’t even if I wanted to . . .” 










Take One:


The Good Woman










Chapter One 


It started with a splatter. If this were a scene in a classic film noir, the audience would see the tall willowy brunette was shot in the chest. The red ooze on her breast would have been less lurid in black and white, but the dark circle spreading fast on her pale dress would have gotten the point across tout de suite. There were certainly enough gasps from the crowd to alert the entire room that something terrible had happened. 


Fortunately, the splatter was no gunshot. The thick ooze had hit like a bullet all right, but it was a chopped-beet-and-baked-goatcheese-topped potato crisp that did the damage. I was the tall willowy brunette, and it was my new dress that took the hit. This is routinely how things worked out in the life of Clara Bishop. I was the girl who never saw the banana peel until I was flat on the ground. Sure, I loved film noir, but back then, if someone had asked me to compare my life to a movie genre, I would have told them screwball comedy. 


Take the first meeting I had with an agent. I was a freshly minted screenwriting graduate from USC with a pile of scripts ready to take on Hollywood. The agent was Howard Katz. By reputation, he made Ari Gold on Entourage seem like a puppy lying on its back for a belly rub. I was lucky he was willing to meet me. He’d heard about one of my scripts from a colleague who had taught a semester. I arrived fifteen minutes early, and not wanting to appear too eager, I waited in the lobby. I should have killed time walking around the block instead of standing there like a target, because then that girl from film school wouldn’t have seen me. But she did see me and hopped over with a big grin on her face like we were best friends. I can’t even recall her name, but she told me she had gotten a job as a temp at the agency for the summer. I felt proud that, unlike her, I was potentially a client, not a receptionist. It was to be a fleeting feeling. I noticed that in her hand was a banana. It had been frozen and dipped in white chocolate and she sucked on it like it was, well, it wasn’t something that should be done publicly, but you get the idea. 


“Clara! So nice to see you!” she cheered. 


“I having a meeting with Howard Katz,” I announced. 


“He’s tough,” she warned between sucking sounds. Then her phone rang. “It’s my boss. Can you hold this while I scribble down his lunch order?” 


What choice did I have? I took the banana, which had the tip bitten off, and stood there as she sidestepped away from me to take her call. That’s when he came by. How he recognized me I couldn’t say. With my mousy brown hair, jeans and Converse sneakers, I usually blend into the crowd. I blame the banana. 


“Are you waiting to see me?” Howard Katz boomed at me, his eyes glowering at the offending frozen fruit. 


“Yes.” I gulped. 


“You’re Clara Bishop?” he asked, not quite believing. 


“Yes.” I gulped again. “I’m early.” 


He looked me up and down, judging every inch of me. I could see in his eyes that I was just a tall, skinny brunette with a frozen phallus on a stick, not the next big thing in screenwriting. He automatically offered his hand, and I automatically shook it. Only by then the chocolate had begun to melt, and a white sticky mess was dripping down my right hand and consequently covered his palm in the melted ooze. “Oh my God! I’m so sorry!” I said, horrified. “I can get you a paper towel from the restroom.” 


“Don’t bother. I’ll take care of it.” He stared down at his hand and swallowed, completely revolted. “Come up when you’re finished with that thing.” He then walked quickly away, holding his right arm as far from his body as he could. Finally, whatever-her-name-was came back. 


“Ooh, thanks for holding my banana!” she cooed. 


The meeting was a disaster. It was impossible to recover. He didn’t sign me. 


After that, my screenwriting career went nowhere. For a few years, I worked several crew jobs on independent films. I kept meeting reporters and crews that showed up on set for celebrity magazines and entertainment television shows, and I gave one of the journalists an idea for a regular behind-the-scenes feature, and the reporter said he’d talk to his editor. He did. I got the assignment and haven’t looked back. Seeing my name in print was addictive at first. Now, a decade later, I was over the celebrity-reporting thing, having grown tired of chasing famous people around for a living and not creating something original. I kept trying to write scripts in my spare time, but I never finished anything. So without a handful of screenplays, or at the very least a great idea for one, to the entertainment industry I was just a gossip writer. 


Which brings me back to the party and my ruined dress. I locked eyes with the waitress. She wore an expression that I was sure was horrified embarrassment. I knew it wasn’t her fault entirely. I had been racing to the exit, anxious to get the hell out of there, when out of nowhere the canapé hit me. Navigating through a packed room balancing trays full of hors d’oeuvres can’t be easy, though it seemed strange that only one managed to fly off the tray, but no matter. The waitress—a tanned, blonde, blue-eyed goddess with cheekbones so sharp you could hang a mink coat on them—looked no older than twenty. 


“Don’t worry about it,” I said and smiled warmly to reassure her that I wasn’t a high-maintenance movie mogul’s wife. Then the party guests circled and began tossing out home remedies to try. 


“Sprinkle baby powder on it,” one suggested. 


“Salt and club soda,” offered another. 


Instead of making for the exit, I wound up in the ladies room with my dress soaked in club soda and splattered with baby powder, like some deranged Jackson Pollack knock-off. But I never saw that waitress again. It wouldn’t be until much later, reliving the moment over and over, that I realized she never apologized. And when I remember that look on her face, I recall now that it wasn’t horror or embarrassment. It was satisfaction. 


How I regretted my polite “don’t worry.” I should have punched her in the face. 


Thirty Minutes Earlier 


I slunk into the party feeling uncomfortable for several reasons. The first was the pale pink dress I’d bought. I’m not much for showing leg; I’m mainly a jeans type of girl. I probably have close to fifty pairs, which I wear either with sneakers or knee-high boots if I need a confidence boost, which brings up reason number two that I was uncomfortable: high heels. But my friend Sylvia insisted the dress needed heels. It was all about impact, making an entrance, owning the room and all those sorts of things women who weren’t me seemed to do effortlessly. But despite my best attempt, I was more Molly Ringwald than Megan Fox, for here I was standing in the middle of a room having made an effort and no one noticed. Least of all Dean. I’d had a crush on him since university, when crushes were appropriate. Now that I was thirty-five, I still swooned when I saw him, though it was more controlled. Dean was right over there, within eyeshot, and I swore he looked right at me once, but he might as well have been across the room or even across the country for all the attention I got. I was about to shove my chin up and walk over to him like the life of the party with a bit of hip action here, a bit of hair tossing there, except as I began to approach, he turned his back to me to speak to another guest. Instead of a swagger, I began to stagger on my four-inch heels, from nerves at first, then a loss of balance. It wasn’t good. I needed to sit down. I told myself I would connect with Dean soon enough. After all, we had a lifetime of connecting ahead of us. I knew this because Dean was my husband. This was his wrap party. 


My husband’s a reality television producer who, like most men in Hollywood in his position, would rather be directing films. But he got his big break, if you could call it that, as a producer’s assistant on a show that pitted dwarfs against giants in a race to find a pot of gold out in the desert. I wish I were making that up. 


Disappointed my unexpected appearance at the party didn’t get better results, I headed to the food. The craft table was stacked with the expected variety of snacks from the humble carrot stick to classier fare like beef sliders topped with foie gras. If no one bothered to talk to me, at least I wouldn’t go home hungry. I normally avoided wrap parties. If you didn’t work on the production, then you were seen as an outsider at best, or at worst, a groupie. Dean preferred me to stay home on nights like this, too. He said he had to focus on the guests, particularly if there were television network honchos in the mix, or if he was really lucky, a movie studio executive or two whom Dean would want to schmooze in the hope he could at last escape the reality television racket. But tonight was different. It had the whiff of a going-away party attached to it, and I had taken a risk that he would be happy to see me. 


“Are you Clara?” 


I was midway through a beef slider when I heard my name. I turned around and found myself face to face with Kiki, the “breakout star” of Dean’s latest hit. Her looks were what tabloid reporters referred to as “plastic fantastic.” Her skin was plump from strategically placed filler, and if I wasn’t mistaken, she had cheek and breast implants. I wondered if she got a two-for-one special. Her eyes were large, almost Kewpie-like, and she had a sweep of platinum hair that Gwen Stefani would envy. Kiki was the poster girl for reality TV: a standard-issue blonde with big assets and a mouth willing to say and do anything. 


“Yes, I’m Clara.” 


Kiki giggled but her face barely moved. Botox and filler, then. I bit into the slider. 


“Clara Bishop who writes for Hollywood Hush?” 


I swallowed. I had no idea how she recognized me, but I didn’t have to wait long for an answer. 


“They ran your photo a few times when you were doing Emmy picks,” she explained. I nodded but said nothing, because her interest in me meant one thing. I was a celebrity journalist at a top weekly glossy that could make or break a star, or at least extend the run after a series finale, and it wasn’t unusual for D-list celebrities to ask for my help. Some even tried bribing me. I never took bribes; never slept with a source either, but I was happily married. That didn’t stop reality contestants. Even the girls. Oh Lord, maybe Kiki was a lesbian. It wouldn’t be the first. Clearly Kiki wanted me to write about her. 


“I want to ask you a favour,” Kiki purred, flashing her Chiclet teeth in the process. Here it comes. 


“Sure,” I said cautiously. It took chutzpah to ask someone you just met for a favour. 


“I’d like to buy you a coffee,” she began and paused nervously. 


Cripes, maybe this was a come-on. “I’d like to pick your brain because I’ve always wanted to be a writer like you.” 


This floored me enough that I stopped myself snatching a second slider off the tray. I took a closer look at her. She was busting out of her dress like an escaped convict. Her platform pumps were ridiculously high, but given my own shaky gams I gave her points for balance. Her expression said fun-loving party girl, no serious thought detectable beneath the thick layer of foundation and lashes of lipstick. She looked like a writer about as much as I looked like Santa Claus. 


“You write?” I asked in a tone more snooty than I intended. 


“I’m a poet,” Kiki enthused. I grabbed another slider and shoved it in my mouth whole. “But I want to switch to journalism.” 


I continued to chew on this bit of information and the slider. “That’s a big switch,” I said as sincerely as I could. 


“I know. That’s what I keep telling myself.” She shook her head like she was discussing giving up an opera career at the Met. “But no one’s buying poetry.” 


“Sadly, no one’s reading it either,” I interjected. 


“Riiight?” she agreed in a high-pitched voice. “But I know all about how this reality thing works, and I could write inside scoops and do post-mortems and things like that.” 


She was no dummy. She knew the term “post-mortem.” Magazines like Hollywood Hush loved first-person stories, as did entertainment television shows. A successful contestant could parlay their fifteen minutes of cavorting fame into a career if they were smart. And I never met a smart cookie I didn’t respect. 


“Sure, we can have coffee and chat about writing,” I offered and smiled at Kiki for the first time. She beamed, which made me like her more. Smarts and enthusiasm got you places in this town, not to forget Kiki’s plastic-fantastic attributes. 


“That’s awesome!” she hugged me. “Are you here to cover the show? I can introduce you around if you like.” 


I shook my head, “My husband worked on it.” In these situations I preferred to be vague. 


“Who is your husband?” 


I hesitated as long as I could. “Dean Lapointe,” I said and waited for the inevitable reaction of surprise. I was never what people expected, but Kiki gaped in a way that alarmed me. “You seemed shocked,” I said flatly. 


Her eyelashes fluttered like a moth trying to land on a light bulb. “I had no idea that Dean was married,” she exclaimed, looking more alarmed than me. 


“We have a policy of not telling people in the industry. Except for our closest friends, that is,” I said politely. Liar. But what else could I say? That my husband was embarrassed that I wrote for Hollywood Hush? That my husband disliked wedding bands because he didn’t like how his felt on his finger? Or that lately it was something more than rings he didn’t like the feel of? That was enough reality for a dozen television series. 


As if sensing my attempt at faking it, Kiki touched my arm, “You shouldn’t worry about him.” 


“I wasn’t,” I stuttered and felt my heart race as the heels once more wobbled beneath me. Sensing my anxiety, she flushed. 


“No, of course not. Why would you? He’s just a man, that’s all I meant. And we all know how they are! Riiight?” 


“Riiight,” I drew out the word in a perfect imitation of how she had said it, but she was gone before she could hear it. 


It was time to leave. Clearly Dean didn’t intend for this current crop of “stars” to know anything about me. I wondered if he had seen me earlier and turned his back anyway. Feeling a fool, I moved through the packed room towards the exit, past a leather sectional sofa stuffed with the men and women who had appeared on the show. The door was only a few feet away, but by then it was too late; Dean was standing in front of it like a Walmart greeter when he saw me. He was shaking hands with a man who produced a sitcom. The sitcom’s star had just fallen off the wagon, and I had written an unflattering but honest story about it. This wasn’t going to be pretty. Dean pasted a smile on his face, but not before I’d seen the flash of disappointment. As I walked towards him one agonizing step at a time, afraid I would topple over, I felt a desperate urge to have Kiki at my side for reinforcement. The pace was excruciating, as though the world had become a slow-motion film. 


“You didn’t tell me you were coming tonight,” Dean said without warmth. “You know my wife, Clara?” He knew full well the producer knew who I was. I was never certain if Dean thought these types of awkward moments were funny or fodder for his next reality show idea: pitting a celebrity journalist and a furious star against each other, fight to the death! 


“Clara,” the man croaked my name. 


“George,” I said and forced a smile. 


“George was just telling me about his show.” Here it comes. I braced myself. “The ratings have gone up despite the negative press,” Dean said, making it clear to George whose side he was on. I wanted to disappear. 


“Yes, some stars are impervious to the media,” George said pointedly. I wanted to point out how the media helped boost those ratings, but he kept talking. “So when do you go to London?” he asked Dean. 


“I leave on the weekend,” he answered and stood straighter, chest puffed up. “You know the Brits, they always want to push the envelope. And that’s hard in reality TV.” 


Ah, London. Dean was flying to England to produce a new show called Come to Daddy, which brought reality TV to new heights of low. The premise was this: a houseful of buxom beauties vie for the attention of a super-rich sugar daddy who is at least forty years older than all of them. Dean insisted it was a stepping stone in his quest to direct films. Just how that worked was a mystery to me, but it paid the bills. 


“They’ve come to the right man,” George said and thumped him on the back. 


“I’ll be gone at least six weeks. They’re putting me up in a suite at The Savoy, so I’m going to be well taken care of,” Dean continued. 


George turned to me and looked as if he might choke when he said, “You’re going to miss your wife.” Dean nodded slightly. 


I had a secret. I’d bought a plane ticket to London to surprise Dean. Armed with romantic visions of moonlit walks along the Thames, inspiring nights at the theatre and afternoons spent in galleries when he wasn’t shooting, he would find me irresistible all over again. Time away was all we needed. But there was another reason to go; I wanted to get pregnant. I had a miscarriage when we were first married; in fact, the pregnancy was why we got married. Not that we’re old-fashioned, but we were both from broken homes and so it just felt right. Besides, I was crazy about Dean. So I was devastated when early in the second trimester it was all over. I’d never felt such loss before, never felt so incomplete. Dean was distraught too. We decided to postpone trying again until our careers were more established. I’d agreed, in part because emotionally I couldn’t handle losing another baby. And at the time, I still held the ambition of being a working screenwriter, not a celebrity writer. Nearly six years had passed, and at thirty-five I didn’t want to wait anymore, but all attempts had failed and my period still arrived jarring and unwelcome like an alarm clock that’s been set too early. 


Dean wasn’t convinced that we should have a baby until he’d directed his first film. It seemed like an excuse, a reason to say no, which made me lie awake at night wondering if I hadn’t gotten pregnant the first time would the man I loved be lying in bed with me. Of course, as a writer I had a vivid imagination and that wasn’t always helpful. Dean was still my husband, no need to be paranoid. 


But as I stood there in the midst of a party celebrating his latest achievement, it didn’t seem to matter that Dean wasn’t thrilled to see me. Once I became pregnant it would be different. He would be a proud father and he would realize what he had: a wife who adored him and would give him everything he wanted. I smiled and touched my husband’s arm. He looked down at my hand on his sleeve and went back to talking to George. What Dean didn’t know was that tonight was prime time for making a baby. Tonight would be perfect, and if not tonight, then we had six weeks in London to make it happen. Then we would be happy. 










Chapter Two 


After the Party 


I kissed Dean as soon as we entered our apartment. Gently at first. He hated it if I was “aggressive.” He took my hand and led me to the bedroom. We kissed some more and I waited, limp in his arms, for him to make the next move: a hand on my breast maybe, or a nibble on my neck. Dean was restrained as usual, his arms at his sides like a tin soldier, but I kept kissing him until I could almost see the passion seep out like liquid mercury. 


I didn’t give up. I lifted my stained dress over my head and threw it to the floor. I kicked off those damn heels so I was a few inches shorter than him. Little, unthreatening me. 


“I love you,” I whispered in the hope he’d take the cue. 


When he didn’t respond, I glided to the bed and removed my bra and underwear. Dean undressed too. I climbed beneath the covers and he slid in next to me, my hand once more lightly touching him, only this time, the layer of protective denim gone, he swivelled his hips away, pecked me on the cheek and smiled. 


“I’m wiped out,” he said breezily, as if we’d come back from a hike with flushed cheeks and cold hands. 


“I think we have enough energy for one more thing . . .” and I kissed him again. This time his lips didn’t part. 


“Clara, I’m tired,” he said firmly. 


“Is it me?” I asked, just as I had done many times over the past year and always with the same result. 


“Don’t make me feel bad about this. I’m just not in the mood. Is that okay?” He pouted at me like a child. 


“Of course it is,” I said with forced warmth. “I just miss you.” 


“I’m right here,” he said, sounding relieved, as though excused from the dinner table after refusing to eat his broccoli. Then Dean rolled over and went to sleep. I lay on my back and stared at the ceiling. I felt the tears run down my face and I didn’t wipe them away. Part of me wanted Dean to see me cry and feel bad or guilty, anything but indifferent. But I knew that wouldn’t happen. I was playing to an audience of one: me. 


The Morning After 


This was what being left by your husband looked like: him standing at the foot of the marriage bed. You sitting up naked—the sheet pulled up to your chin like a deflector shield. In his hand a packed duffel bag, and a set of keys discarded on the duvet. 


This was what being left by your husband felt like: an ambush. 


“I love you, I’m just not in love with you,” Dean explained with a note of pity in his voice. “It hasn’t been good between us in a long time. You can’t really be shocked, Clara.” 


“But I am shocked!” I cried. I couldn’t bring myself to admit I knew he wasn’t happy. “I believed you when you said you were just tired all the time. I didn’t realize you meant you were tired of me.” I grabbed my robe and leapt out of bed and threw my arms around him. “We’ll be better. You have to try, Dean. You do love me. You know you love me.” The words sounded hollow even to me. He didn’t move a muscle; he just stood there allowing me to grasp the last breath of us before he gently pried my arms away. 


“I’m sorry, Clara. It’s not you, it’s me.” 


“You’re leaving me and all you can say is a cliché?” I retorted dryly. 


“Your writer’s criticism never leaves you, does it?” he snapped. That got me. 


“What are you talking about?” 


“You’re always so sharp and clever when it comes to words, especially mine or my work for that matter.” 


“That’s not true! I’ve always supported you. You know I think you’re talented.” 


“You look down on what I do,” he said accusingly. “You don’t think it hurts me when you write about how bad reality TV is?” 


I was taken aback. “I always showed you those articles before they ran. And besides, I’ve been off the reality TV beat for ages and you know it,” I said weakly. “What’s this really about? Surely you’re not leaving our marriage because I don’t like The Bachelor.” 


“I’m leaving because I need more.” 


At first I didn’t say anything. What more could I have given Dean? My marriage was my proudest accomplishment, and I gave more than I got but never complained. I felt my eyes well up and prayed that when the tears fell it would be in a single dramatic stream down my face like you see in movies, the kind of tears that somehow makes the actress even more beautiful. No such luck. The tears flooded down my cheeks in uncontrollable torrents as words sobbed out of my mouth incoherently. “More than a wife who adores you? Who thinks you’re talented and believes in you?” I stuttered. “What about our baby?” 


Dean flinched. “We don’t have a baby.” 


“But we were trying! You wanted to have a baby with me,” I moaned, aware that my nose was running too. I grabbed a tissue from the nightstand. “You were so happy when I was pregnant the first time!” 


“Let’s not bring that up again,” he said coldly. 


The blood was pumping through me so hard that my ears were pounding. I wanted to say what I’d always feared and suspected . . . that he only married me because I was pregnant, but despite my reporter skills of being able to pull the truth from others, some truths were better left unspoken. This was one of them. I began to tremble and clutched the robe tighter around me. Then I remembered Kiki’s words last night. “He’s just a man . . .” What had she been trying to say? That Dean had cheated on me? 


“Is there someone else?” I asked. “I know the rumour.” I lied about the rumour, but what Kiki let slip was close enough. 


“What rumour?” he said in a panicked voice. 


“You forget what business I’m in,” I said, making myself sound more in control than I was. “I hear things.” 


A very long pause filled the room, and I felt my stomach churn like rancid butter. He ran his fingers through his hair and then he said it. 


“I didn’t mean for it to happen,” he spoke clearly, defiantly, as though it was me who had done something wrong. “But it did happen.” 


No wife wants to be right about this sort of thing. Suddenly, the tears stopped, as if my insides were flash-frozen. 


“Who is she?” I managed to squeak out. 


“It’s none of your business.” 


“Who is she?” I repeated. “I deserve that much after all we’ve been through together.” 


“She’s just a girl I met at a bar.” 


My jaw tightened. 


“What do you mean some girl at a bar?” 


“She’s a waitress.” 


“A waitress? You’re leaving me for a waitress?” I realized how snobby that sounded, but I didn’t care. If he told me he left me for a successful producer or a movie star it wouldn’t have lessened the pain, but I could say he left me because I was only a tabloid reporter. 


“She may not be a movie star,” he said as though reading my mind. “But she cares about me.” 


“Do you love her?” I asked, my lip quivering. 


“I don’t want to hurt you more than I’m doing. Do you think it’s easy leaving you? I know how much you love me.” 


That stung—the one-sidedness of it all. “How much I love you? You never loved me, did you?” 


“I did love you, Clara. But what we had is gone. I always felt that our marriage was a mistake. I’ll go to London, and it will give you time to get your head around a divorce. It’s better this way.” 


I heard him speak but I wasn’t listening. I wanted one answer. “Do you love her?” I repeated. 


He exhaled deeply. “Yes.” 


Then the tears returned. This time more slowly, perhaps there was only one stream, but I doubted it made me beautiful. 


“What’s her name?” I asked him. 


“Not that it makes any difference, but her name is Amber. Amber Ward.” 


Amber? A reality show name if ever there was one. The irony! If my life wasn’t so pathetic it would be amusing. Dean stepped towards the door. It was my last chance. 


“I love you! Don’t go, Dean. Stay,” I pleaded. “We can work through this. Let’s go to counselling or take a vacation. We’ve haven’t been away in ages.” I paused, not wanting to reveal that I’d bought a ticket to London. 


“It’s too late,” answered Dean flatly without looking me in the eye. I gazed at him longingly, taking him in for the last time. He was wearing a khaki linen shirt and faded black jeans. We bought that shirt together on a trip to San Francisco last winter. 


But I wouldn’t be buying shirts with him anymore. He cleared his throat, pulling me back to earth or hell, I wasn’t sure which. “Our marriage is over,” he touched my cheek with his hand, and I closed my eyes longingly. “I’m not coming back.” 


Then he left. I listened to the door click shut. It was hell. 


Police Station—Cirencester 


There was only one window in the room, and I was looking out of it. It had begun to rain, and on the street below people were scattering for shelter in shops and office towers or running for a bus that was idling at a traffic light. I heard Sergeant Hooper shuffle the loose pieces of yellow paper ripped from the pad. He had filled them with my words. 


“So you see, I know Amber Ward. But she’s no friend.” 


“Indeed,” he said. “If you don’t mind my saying so, your husband sounds like a complete bastard.” 


This made me smile. 


“How on earth did you end up with a bloke like that? I know you said you were pregnant, but surely shotgun weddings are a thing of the past? Especially in America, I think?” 


I stopped smiling and walked slowly along the length of the room, running my hand gently across the cinder-block wall. I stopped when I reached the next corner, turned and faced Hooper. 


“I always wanted a family of my own. I was almost thirty and wanted to have a child sooner than later. I wanted several children in fact. I’m an only child myself, you see. And my own family history is, well, complicated. I was hoping to avoid repeating the mistakes of my mother and grandmother. I thought Dean was the answer. And, as I explained, I was in love with him. Crazy about him, really. You don’t know Dean, the effect he has on women. He’s dashing in that dark, brooding, artistic way; he has a rock-star quality to him. Remember what I said about my life being a screwball comedy? He found me funny. Men don’t often like funny girls.” 


I waited for a reaction; Hooper shrugged. “Besides, I didn’t exactly have a lineup of men outside my door. Dean paid attention to me.” 


“Hard to believe you didn’t have a lineup of men, seeing you in that gold slip dress.” He smiled kindly. 


“I’ve changed a little.” I leaned against the wall; my neck was sore so I rubbed it with my hand. “Why does anyone love anyone?” I continued. “Who can explain every attraction? Women fall in love with the wrong men all the time. And men fall in love with the wrong women just as often.” 


He nodded as though it was the wisest thing he’d ever heard. “I’ve been known to fall head over heels for girls who think I make good money or who like the uniform. They never stick around once they learn the truth or they get tired of the outfit. Been cheated on a fair bit myself.” 


I walked back to the desk and sat down again. “Then you understand.” I ran my fingers through my hair; the soft waves tumbled down my back and shoulders. I reached into the pocket of the trench coat and pulled out another cigarette to play with. Hooper picked up his pen once more, then flipped through the pages. 


“One more thing. You do realize this is an official statement. You said at the beginning you are a screenwriter. You just said you are a celebrity journalist. Which is it?” 


I examined the cigarette in my hand and without looking away said, “I’m a screenwriter. Like I told you, I was a screenwriter in the beginning, then I became a celebrity reporter. I’m a screenwriter again. That clarify things?” 


“Not entirely. But continue, Miss Bishop. Tell me what happened next . . .” 










Chapter Three


I spent the morning with my heart hanging by a thread and tried to recall how I’d dealt with being dumped in the past. The last man to kick me to the curb was a guy named Ralph. It was my sophomore year at college, and he was a visual art major who felt that my screen-writing program was a joke and that filmmaking was a commodity, unlike his performance art videos, and that made us incompatible. Ralph seemed a lifetime ago and he was ridiculous. I remember crying once, mostly because I thought I had to, and only once. This was different. This felt like drowning in icy water, trapped beneath the surface as Dean walked away leaving me to die. 


In novels and films a broken heart always seems glamorous: the woman takes to her bed for days as friends and family gather around and bring her food, which she ignores. Unable to sleep at night, she walks along hallways or dimly lit streets or damp fields bathed in fog and weeps softly in a trance. I tried to live up to the image that first morning, treading the plank wood floors, stepping out onto the balcony like a forsaken Juliet. But in Los Angeles, there was no dim street lighting or fog to disappear into. Here the sun was inescapable, beaming shards of brightness into every shadow and crevice, including the ones on a forlorn face, illuminating eyes red and swollen. Los Angeles may be a city built on creating scenes of great romantic tragedy, but it was all make-believe. Dreams came here to die, discarded like used wrapping from a fast-food joint. Surrounded by so many broken dreams, sympathy could be as tough to find as a snowdrift. My only hope was that the desert heat would bake my heart until it was so hard it could never break again. 


I collapsed on the sofa and thought about the half-empty bottle of vodka in the freezer. It was only nine thirty, but wasn’t getting drunk in the morning one of life’s great remedies? Before the vodka could touch my lips my cell phone rang, and I answered because it was Sylvia, she of the high-heel mantra, my closest friend in LA and a staff photographer with Hollywood Hush. 


“How are you on this fine morning?” she asked breezily. 


“Dean left me,” I said and burst into tears. 


“Oh my God,” she said. “Are you okay? Of course you’re not.” 


By the time Sylvia arrived, I had managed to get dressed. I left the vodka out on the counter for effect. 


“You look terrible,” she said. 


“Thanks.” 


“Sorry. But you’re wearing two different socks, and your T-shirt is ten times too big and has a giant stain on it.” 


I looked down at my feet, a red one and a grey one, and shrugged. The T-shirt was Dean’s, one of the few he left. It still smelled like him. 


“You smell like stale beer,” she added. I sniffed the T-shirt: Dean and beer. I grabbed the vodka and flopped on the sofa. 


“Are you drunk?” 


“Not yet.” 


She flopped down beside me. “What happened exactly?” 


I told her exactly, and when I was done, I took a swig of the vodka straight out of the bottle and began to cough. 


“Easy there, Clara. You’re not a big drinker at the best of times.” 


“This is the worst of times,” I said and waited for her to agree. 


Sylvia was silent, which annoyed me. 


“What does Marjorie say?” Sylvia asked. Marjorie is my mother, and she was a minor celebrity among my friends. Marjorie insisted everyone, including her only child, use her Christian name. Marjorie was excellent at giving advice, and many times over the years my friends would drive to her house on Camrose Drive in the Hollywood Hills for one of her famous chicken-pot-pie chats. Sort of like Roosevelt’s fireside chats during the Depression, only hers included wine and dessert along with the wisdom. When it came to me, however, my mother’s advice burned like scalding-hot water. 


“I haven’t told her yet.” My confession was met with widened eyes and a slack jaw. 


“Why not? She lives for this type of drama!” Sylvia pointed out. “She was awesome when I ended that threesome last Fourth of July. She never judges.” 


“She doesn’t judge you,” I explained. “You’re not her daughter. Wait until she hears that Dean left me for a waitress!” 


“Are you sure she’s just a waitress?” Sylvia asked. “She could be a med student.” 


I shot her a death-ray glare and she swallowed. 


“He said she was a waitress, and that probably means she’s an actress,” I said, and then a horrible yet inevitable realization sank in. “In which case Marjorie wouldn’t blame him.” 


“That’s not true!” 


“You know how she feels about my career,” I argued. To Marjorie it would make sense that a producer/director like Dean would want to be with a starlet and not some hack reporter. I could hear her now: “If your screenwriting had taken off, then that would be different. You’d be in show business like he is, not merely writing about it . . .” 


“She’d never say such a thing,” Sylvia said as though reading my mind. “She loves you.” 


I shrugged. Sure my mother loved me, in her way. I supposed Dean had too, in his way. When was I going to be loved in my way? 


“We were happy. I don’t get it,” I said. 


Sylvia reverted back to silence. I knew she was hesitating. 


“Say it, Sylvia,” I coaxed warily. 


She sniffed as if what she had to say reeked like rotting fish. Then with a toss of her hair she announced, “You and Dean should never have married. You were his favourite booty call because he knew you’d always say yes. But he was never husband material. You loved him far more than he ever loved you. Sorry, but I must be honest.” 


“He’s just not that into me?” I quoted the title of that inane self-help book. “He did love me. We were great together, all the movie marathons we watched, shared jokes, shared dreams.” As I listed the things that made Dean and me a perfect match she shook her head. 


“You should have kept it at friends with benefits.” 


“Why are you being so blunt?” I snapped. “We had a lot of great times together once we were married. After I lost the baby he was wonderful to me, and tender and caring.” 


“He did take care of you, I’ll give him that. Least he could do. But before you got pregnant and married him, he strung you along for years. From what you’ve told me, he was doing it ever since you met him in film school.” 


I thought back to film school. I was going to be an Oscar-winning screenwriter and he was going to be an Oscar-worthy auteur. I’d harboured my crush in silence during the first two years of university, until fate—and a student film production—threw us together. 


“I’m Clara Bishop.” I remembered trying to sound like a seasoned pro, which was ridiculous since we were barely out of our teens and had never worked on a real film. I knew my hand was shaking when he shook it, and worse, my palms were sweaty and he noticed. 


“You must get your computer keyboard wet with hands like that,” he said, then beamed his trademark smile on me. I remember feeling faint, part swooning, part humiliation. 


“I’m hot,” I explained stupidly and felt my face flush at what the words implied. 


“I’ll be the judge of that,” he said and winked at me. 


I wasn’t “hot.” If anything, I was what can best be described as “handsome.” I looked like my father, complete with mousy brown hair and strong jaw. My best features are my legs, apparently, and my green eyes. I also had the good fortune to inherit the maternal side of the family’s bee stung pout. 


Sylvia kept talking. “You can talk a good game and write an even better one when you’re working on a story. There’s a reason Hollywood Hush loves you so much. You’re a smart and funny girl, Clara. But around Dean, you become this worshipping, treacly mess. You’re his biggest fan, but you aren’t his partner.” 


I slugged the vodka again. The stinging in my throat kept me from crying. “I am his biggest fan,” I said flatly. “But you’re wrong. I am also his partner. We will get back together. This Amber girl is a fling.” 


She nodded. From her expression, it appeared she knew she’d said enough. 


“I just want him back,” I said miserably. 


“Do you want me to go alone?” she asked. I tilted my head like a dog trying to decipher a command. 


“Go where?” 


“It’s Saturday. We have the kids.” 


My eyes widened, which hurt because they were swollen. We volunteered at a weekend filmmaking program for underprivileged children. It was fun seeing what the kids came up with, and I loved spending time with them. The students varied in age from seven to twelve, before puberty turned them into cynical teenagers who knew everything. 


“Well? The kids will be hurt. Today they screen their finished videos.” She needn’t have bothered with the guilt trip. I would never hurt a child. And being the reliable and predictable Clara Bishop, I wasn’t going to be a no-show. 










Chapter Four


The next three hours were spent surrounded by children’s laughter. It was a tonic. They adored us because we showed them movies their parents hadn’t even heard of. It was like we were part of a secret society. Plus they got to show off by playing parts in one another’s short films. The parents adored us because their children went home exhausted but happy. Sylvia and I had been doing this for three years now and had even begun to raise money to expand the program to other districts in Los Angeles. 
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