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Author’s Note

This is a work of fiction. Characters, places, and events are the product of the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons (living or dead) is purely coincidental. Although some celebrities’ names and real entities and places are mentioned, they all are used fictitiously.



The common idea that success spoils people by making them vain, egotistic, and self-complacent is erroneous. On the contrary, it makes them, for the most part, humble, tolerant, and kind. Failure makes people cruel and bitter.

—Somerset Maugham, The Summing Up

According to the American Humane guidelines, no animal actor should have to work like a dog. For instance, if an ape is on set for more than three consecutive days the production must provide a play area or a private park where the ape can exercise and relax. When a bear is working on a film, anything that produces smells that might bother the bear—cheap perfume, strong liquor, jelly doughnuts—must be removed from the location. Only cats that like dogs should be cast in cat-and-dog movies. No individual fish can do more than three takes in a day. Also, under no circumstances can a nonhuman cast member be squished. This rule applies to all nonhuman things, including cockroaches.

—Susan Orlean, The New Yorker
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On a day just like any other day, Julia Einstein—onetime big-time publicist turned full-time stay-at-home mom—was standing in the kitchen, trying to figure out what she was going to make for dinner that would require the least amount of time and energy. She hated thinking about dinner: what they should have, what they shouldn’t have, what kind of takeout she could get that she could disguise as homemade, what excuse she would give Peter when he got home to explain why, yet again, it was six-thirty and she was still staring into the refrigerator without a clue. Meal preparation was her least favorite part of her “job,” and for almost four years she’d done almost anything—except going to the gym—to avoid it.

It was around ten-thirty that bright April morning and, as usual, Julia was allowing herself to be bossed around by a three-year-old. She liked to think of it as a choice since it gave her the option of maintaining a shred of dignity in the face of frequent humiliation and subjugation. Toddlers, she remembered hearing someone say, were like big tyrants of tiny countries, and judging from the way Leo had her running around most of the time, she couldn’t have agreed more. He wasn’t half as bad as most three-year-olds she knew—monstrous little beasts who could have sprung up whole from the pages of a Maurice Sendak picture book—though Julia wouldn’t have cared if he were. She loved him more than life itself and couldn’t think of anything she’d rather do after spending ten years getting pecked to death by celebrity clients than cater to his every whim. Demanding, insatiably needy, and all ego and id, he was still by far the best boss she’d ever had.

It was while she was happily catering to several of those very whims simultaneously, “multitasking” as she heard it was now called in the actual “workplace”—getting him a small bowl of white cheddar Cheez-Its, flipping the channels with the remote to see if Little Bear or Arthur or something besides that annoyingly cloying Caillou was on any of the public television stations that came with their one-hundred-dollar-a-month extended cable package, and finding his once-white now-gray and shredded baby blanket—that Peter suddenly appeared in the living room out of nowhere. He was wearing a spotless navy wool suit, a crisp white shirt, and a boring red tie. Not a hair was out of place on his handsome blond head, and had he not been holding a near-empty bottle of Heineken, she might not have thought twice about what he was doing home in the middle of the day. 

“Who died?” she said, remote in hand and several white cheddar Cheez-Its in mouth. Like any normal Jew, Julia assumed unexpected events and behaviors were signs of death or disaster.

“No one died.” He laughed, or tried to, anyway.

“Then what are you doing here?”

“I live here.” He forced a smile and took a swig.

“I know you do, but you don’t usually live here before dinnertime.” Which, by the way, she’d completely forgotten about. “Not to mention drink.”

“Well, today’s a special day.” Another forced smile, another swig.

Julia swallowed her Cheez-Its, put the remote down, and led him gently by the arm to the kitchen. Then she stared into his face, hoping he wasn’t going to announce that he was leaving her for another mother who had a job and didn’t wear elasticized pants.

“Why is today a special day, Peter?”

He finished what was left of his beer, put the bottle down on the counter, and braced himself with both hands on the kitchen island. Then he looked up at her and forced his biggest smile yet.

“Because today I got fired.”

Julia tried to grasp the full meaning of the words but she couldn’t. Peter had never failed at anything since she’d known him.

“But why?”

“I don’t know. They said something about restructuring my department but I stopped listening when they started talking about my ‘package.’ Two months of pay, a year of medical coverage, plus the use of an executive placement office to help me find another job.”

She shook her head. “Who else got fired?”

“No one.”

“It was just you?”

“It was just me.” He picked up the empty Heineken bottle and started picking the label off. “I guess that makes me special.”

“You are special, Peter,” she said, hugging him. “You’re really, really special.” They both laughed a little but Julia could have kicked herself for pointing out that he was the sole recipient of the company pink slip. He rested his chin on her shoulder and for a minute they were quiet. When they stopped hugging they were quiet again.

“So how do you feel?” she asked finally. It was a stupid question, she knew, the kind local newscasters ask people when their house is on fire and they’ve just lost everything, but somehow it was the only thing she could think to say that made sense.

He shrugged, then sighed. “Actually, I feel pretty good.”

“You do?”

“I do. I feel”—he looked up at the ceiling as if the perfect word to describe what it felt like to be him at that exact moment in time was hanging from an invisible little string—“free.”

She knew that people who experience traumatic loss go through distinct stages—Denial, Anger, and Grief were three she could recall—and now she wondered if Delusional Positivity was another. Even if it wasn’t, she knew whatever phase he was in she was going to have to support him one hundred percent.

“That’s great.”

“I mean, maybe it’s a good thing. Maybe it’s for the best and I’ll find a better job.”

Julia couldn’t imagine Peter finding a better job than the one he’d already had—he’d been a management consultant for one of the most prestigious management consulting firms in the world, with great pay and benefits—and though the whole concept of seeing how bad things that happened to good people sometimes ended up being good things that weren’t so bad was completely alien to her, she was glad he could see the situation that way.

“So how do you feel?” he asked.

She was too stunned to know how she felt, but she knew how she didn’t feel—free. But before she could come up with something hopeful and optimistic and completely false to say, she saw her parents’ faces suddenly materialize at the back door.

“Shit,” she said.

Peter, who just thought she was expressing her feelings about the situation, since he’d had his back to the door and didn’t see her parents, moved toward Julia and put his arms around her to comfort her. “Don’t worry. It’ll be okay.”

“No.” She shook her head and extracted herself from his embrace and the misunderstanding and went to the door. Tuesday was Costco Day and Julia had forgotten that her parents—Len and Phyllis Einstein, who lived one town over in New Rochelle and had an uncannily bad sense of timing—often stopped by her house in Larchmont to share their bounty—toilet paper, cashews, salmon fillets as big as clown shoes—on their way home. Living ten minutes away from them was a blessing—the free babysitting, the holidays they got to celebrate together, the grandparent-grandchild love affair that blossomed the minute Leo was born—but sometimes she could do without the bulk food drops.

Her mother came in first, holding a giant rotisserie chicken showcased in a clear poultry-shaped plastic take-out container, and then her father came in carrying a four-pound bunch of bananas which Julia knew her mother would split in two to share since who in the world could eat four pounds of bananas before they went bad. They’d obviously seen Peter through the door because now their eyes were as big as saucers and they didn’t say anything about the food.

“What’s wrong?” her mother asked, still clutching the chicken.

“Nothing,” Julia and Peter said in unison.

“Is somebody sick?” her father said, looking straight at Peter. “Are your folks okay?”

He nodded. “Yes, they’re fine.”

“We should send them an Easter card, by the way,” her father said, turning toward her mother.

“We did.”

“I don’t remember signing it.”

“I forged your signature.”

An awkward moment of silence passed during which Julia relieved her mother of the chicken and her father of the bananas.

“So what are you doing home in the middle of the day?” her mother finally asked, unable to hold in the Anxiety of Not Knowing any longer.

Julia looked at Peter and for a split second she knew they were thinking the same thing, that they should make something up to spare themselves the third degree. But a second later she knew they were thinking the same thing again: Just get it over with.

“Peter lost his job,” Julia said, instinctually taking on the role of Official Mouthpiece and using as passive a phrasing as possible to clarify that this was something that had happened to Peter, not something he’d done to himself.

Once a publicist, always a publicist.

Her mother, never one for subtlety, put both hands up to her cheeks. “Oy.”

“It’s okay,” Julia said, spinning the facts. “We’ll be okay.”

“What do you mean it’s okay? He has another job already?”

“No, but he will.” She spoke slowly while raising her eyebrows up and down, as if signaling a child who didn’t know any better to stop staring at whoever they weren’t supposed to be staring at.

“A lot of layoffs at the firm?” her father asked.

“Yes,” Julia said before Peter could tell them the truth and make things worse for himself. “A lot of layoffs.”

“How many?” he asked.

“How many?” She shrugged. “The whole office.”

Peter stared at her. “Julia?”

“What do you mean the whole office?” her father said.

“They shut down the whole New York office,” she said. “You know, downsizing.”

“Uhm, Julia?” Peter tried again.

They both ignored him.

“What kind of firm shuts down their New York office?” her father continued. “Wouldn’t they shut down one of their smaller offices? Like a branch office? Doesn’t your firm have a branch office in Chicago?” He tried to look over Julia’s head directly at Peter now, but Julia moved to block his view.

“They don’t call them branch offices anymore,” her mother said.

“What do they call them then?”

“Satellite offices.”

Her father shrugged, unimpressed, then waved her mother away with his hand as if he didn’t care what she thought even though they all knew he did.

“What makes you such an expert on Peter’s business anyway?” her mother said.

“I never said I was an expert. But I think I know somethingabout his business.”

“How could you know about his business? You were an accountant.”

“An accountant deals with business.”

“An accountant deals with money.”

“Money is business.”

Julia could tell the situation was getting out of hand like a hostile news conference, and she knew if she didn’t put a stop to it soon, her parents would eat her and Peter—and then each other—alive.

“Anyway,” she said, interrupting another round of bickering that was about to erupt. “Like I said, we’ll be fine.”

Her mother made a face. “Well, you’re very cavalier.”

“I’m not cavalier. I’m trying to be optimistic.”

“Being optimistic so soon seems cavalier,” she said, shaking her head again. “But maybe it’s just me.”

Whenever her mother said Maybe it’s just me it really meant Maybe it’s just you, which was her way of not saying that she was right and Julia was wrong and which always made Julia go a little crazy.

“Can’t you ever just pretend to be positive?” Julia said, trying to look above her father’s head directly at her mother, but he was blocking her view.

“It’s okay, Julia. Really,” Peter said.

“Don’t you see,” Julia went on, pointing to Peter, “that he’s in an incredibly fragile emotional state?”

“I’m not in a fragile emotional state,” Peter said.

“Yes, you are,” she said, patting his cheek.

“No, I’m not.”

“Yes, you are,” she said again, her voice rising. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that. I mean, I certainly would be if I were the only person in my entire office to get fired!”

Her parents looked stricken. So did Peter. Julia bit her upper lip with her lower teeth and wished Leo would come in already and make a few demands to distract them all.

“Look, I know this is a stressful time for everyone,” Peter said, spreading his arms like wings and putting them over her parents’ shoulders, “but we’re going to get through this.”

Her parents nodded and Julia looked at the chicken and the bananas on the counter. She wondered if, for as long as she lived, those two foods would forever remind her of the day, the moment, the strange instant when life as she and Peter had known it suddenly ground to a halt. But her childhood was filled with moments such as this—when negativity would flood the room and no one could breathe—and she couldn’t think of anything she had stopped eating because of it.

She touched the domed top of the chicken container with her finger, and, as usual after she lost her temper with her mother, she felt like a big baby. Her parents had grown up in the Depression and had lost a child. It wasn’t their fault that fear and worry and concern were almost all they knew.

“Do you want to stay for lunch?” she said, wishing she could make it up to them and hoping, actually, that they would stay.

“Lunch?” her mother said. “It’s ten-thirty in the morning. We’ll say hello to Leo and then we’ll leave.”

“The last thing you need to worry about at a time like this,” her father said, patting Peter on the arm and kissing Julia on the head, “is us.”

It was still light out when Julia and Peter and Leo went to bed that night. They’d turned the clocks ahead only the week before and already the days were longer. Or maybe after the strange day they had, sitting around the living room in shock for most of the afternoon and early evening, it just felt that way.

“Can you imagine living in Norway or Sweden or Alaska during the summer?” Julia said, staring up at the ceiling as the dusk finally fell. “How can you fall asleep if it never gets dark?”

“Imagine living there during the winter,” Peter said. “How can you get up if it never gets light?”

Lying on top of the covers with Leo between them, Julia wondered out loud what it would be like the next morning when they woke up and Peter didn’t go to work.

“It’ll be nice,” he said. “We’ll go out for pancakes. Then we can spend the rest of the day together and do something fun.”

Ever since they’d first met, Peter was always talking about having fun—fun things they could do and fun places they could go—and even though back then they almost never went anywhere except each other’s apartments, she had never had more fun in her whole life. She closed her eyes and her mind reeled back to the night they first met: when she told Peter what she did, he told her he wanted to see where she worked since he didn’t know anything about entertainment public relations.

“It’ll be fun,” he’d said.

She wasn’t sure whether or not he was really interested in her company’s corporate culture as he’d claimed, or whether inviting himself to her office was his way of arranging a low-anxiety first date—not that she was sure he even considered it a date—and she didn’t really care. He was tall and strong-jawed with a full head of straight blond naturally streaked hair cut in a conservative chop that was so intoxicatingly other and unlike any head of hair she’d sat behind during all those years of Hebrew School. Seeing him in Creative Talent Management’s opulent reception area on the twenty-seventh floor that day and prying the drooling receptionist and two male assistants waiting for the elevator off of him, she panicked. He was way better looking than she remembered and way better looking than anyone she’d ever gone out with.

“God, I’m schvitzing here,” he’d said, peeling off his overcoat and navy pin-striped suit jacket. “I literally just ran over from a meeting on Fifty-seventh and Sixth. I didn’t want to be late. Especially on our first date.” He handed her a white plastic bag. “I got one chopped liver and one corned beef. I figured we could share.”

Julia was suddenly schvitzing, too, and she wasn’t sure if it was because he’d used and pronounced a Yiddish word correctly and with the authenticity of someone who had grown up speaking the language (which, of course, he most certainly had not), or because he’d brought lunch for them—two sandwiches the size of bricks from the Carnegie Deli. Not only had he paid for lunch, which most men under the age of fifty seemed genetically incapable of doing, but he’d also brought a good lunch. She remembered trying to explain to a guy she’d gone out with a few times the year before why sandwiches from Korean corner delis or from supermarkets should be mocked, not eaten.

She and Peter talked that day for over three hours, and seven years later, they were still talking. They talked about different things now than they did then—what Leo said, what Leo did, what Leo had done one day that he hadn’t done the day before—and she suspected the topics of their conversations were about to change again, to the mortgage and car payments and savings accounts and credit card bills and spending within their means and all the other things couples talked about when their future seemed suddenly uncertain.

Peter reached for Julia’s hand in the dark and held it.

“It’ll work out,” he said, barely above a whisper, which is when she knew he was as scared as she was. “It’ll work out.”

Neither of them was anywhere close to falling asleep when Julia moved Leo toward the footboard of their bed and tapped Peter on the shoulder.

“Remember when we first met and you told me you wanted to see my office?” she asked. “Did you really want to see my office or was that just an excuse to see me?”

“What do you think?” Peter said.

“I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking.”

“Of course it was an excuse.”

“Why did you need an excuse?”

Peter rolled onto his side to face her. “Because you were a hottie. And I was afraid if I asked you out and you said no, I’d be crushed.”

Julia rolled onto her side, too. “You thought I was a hottie?”

“You were a hottie. You’re still a hottie.” He nudged her on the hip and kissed her lightly on the lips. “Hot. Hot. Hot.”

“But you were a hottie, too,” she said. “So wouldn’t you have assumed that I’d say yes?”

Peter traced the outline of her jaw and chin with his finger, then shook his head. “You can’t assume anything when you’re hunting the big game.”

“And that’s what you were doing with me?”

“That’s what I was doing with you.”
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It was the first Saturday in September—Labor Day weekend, an uncomfortable irony that wasn’t lost on either of them—and Julia was racing around the house trying to get ready to meet her friend Patricia Fallon in the city for dinner. She was, of course, running late, and the fact that there were Thomas the Tank Engine trains all over the living room and the stairs and unfolded laundry all over her bed wasn’t helping. It was hard enough imagining what she was going to wear—Patricia was taking her to some new supercool one-syllable restaurant of indeterminate cuisine—but having to navigate the obstacle course of clutter that had gone unchecked in the five months Peter had been home and out of work only made things worse.

Not that it was all his fault. Even before he’d lost his job, Julia was organizationally- and neatness-challenged, unsure of how to stop the suburban sprawl of toys from the living room into the dining room. Her “desk” in the kitchen consisted of a narrow landing strip of counter space near the back door and two drawers just underneath it which were barely wide or deep enough to hold much of anything besides elastic bands, broken toys she was trying to hide from Leo while she tried to fix them, and all the brochures from preschools she’d pored over the past year before deciding on the Preschool Experience in the center of Larchmont. But now that she had Peter’s crap to deal with as well—his shoes and sneakers and newspapers and books and magazines all over the house—she felt like a lab rat whose cage kept getting smaller and smaller.

Early on in his unemployment, Julia had the ridiculous fantasy that he, a professional organizer who had made his living reorganizing disorganized companies, would use the time he now had on his hands to help her get a grip on things: that after, say, the fifth or sixth time he wondered aloud why there was only one pair of scissors in the whole house and why it always seemed to be in the upstairs bathroom instead of with the paper clips and the glue stick and the Scotch tape in one of the stupid little drawers in the kitchen, he would either buy another pair of scissors or label the existing pair “Kitchen.” But as weeks turned to months and Peter’s many trips into the executive placement office and occasional lunches with contacts proved fruitless, Julia could tell not only that no such help would be forthcoming, but that it was more important for her to try to focus on keeping his spirits up than the house neat. So she didn’t harp. She just let him do His Thing.

While His Thing used to be getting up and leaving for work while she and Leo were still asleep and coming home right before Leo went to bed, now His Thing was getting up with Leo and Julia, eating breakfast with them, and then sometimes going into Manhattan to the executive placement office and sometimes not going—he didn’t tell her much about his job search after the first month or two, and she didn’t ask him; if he had something to tell her, she figured he would. On the days that Peter didn’t go into the city, which, as time went on, became the norm, he seemed perfectly content to be home with time on his hands: he’d go to the gym after breakfast, take Leo to the park or to the playground after lunch, and even work on a variety of hobby-like projects he kept enthusiastically starting but never finished—building Leo a bird feeder and a clubhouse and a set of electric train tracks in the basement. To preserve his fragile ego, she hadn’t asked him to help with the housework, and she’d even asked him to stop helping with the cooking, since whenever he microwaved Leo’s chicken fingers or microwaved the macaroni and cheese, he ended up using almost every kitchen utensil they owned and producing a huge mess which she would then feel obligated to clean up since he’d been so “helpful.” To preserve his own ego, he hadn’t asked her to help him with the bills that he insisted on keeping in a gigantic stack, along with the checkbook, on the dining room table—a constant reminder to them both that they were heading down the slippery slope of credit card debt. Numbers didn’t lie and she knew it wasn’t easy for him those nights to stare down the truth, once a month, all by himself.

Like the bills, the clutter didn’t go away, so that Labor Day Saturday she drove to Scarsdale for the grand opening of the Container Store. After making her way through the crowds and filling out a raffle form for a free merchandise giveaway, she carefully selected one color-tabbed mail and bill organizer, two clear plastic under-the-bed storage containers, and several closet shelving units that looked easy enough for Peter to install. But when she pushed her cart to the front of the checkout line and handed the overly excited “sales associate” her Visa card, Julia got an unexpected surprise: her card was denied.

Julia could have tried another one of her credit cards—she knew they weren’t maxed out on all of them—but she didn’t bother. She’d gotten the message loud and clear—We have no income—and it wasn’t just embarrassing, but a wake-up call, too. Leaving her cart and walking back to her car through the busy parking lot, Julia decided to call Patricia to see if she was free for dinner the following week. Patricia had opened Pulse, her own P.R. firm, the year after Julia had left the business to pursue “other interests”—permanent maternity leave—and Julia thought maybe she could start taking on some freelance work from home.

“This is your lucky day.” Patricia was at her office finishing up a few things before closing up shop for the rest of the weekend. “I’ve just had a cancellation. Want to get together tonight?”

Julia slid behind the wheel and strapped her seatbelt across her chest. She almost said that she’d just had a cancellation, too—her credit card—but she was careful not to let Patricia see past the façade she and Peter had up until now successfully maintained—that they were fine, that it was only a matter of time before Peter found a job, and that when he did, everything would go back to the way it was before he was fired.

But the truth was that they weren’t fine. It was hard finding a job at his level, and at this point—after almost five months of his looking for work—neither of them knew how much longer it would take for him to start bringing in a paycheck.

Back home, Julia found Peter in the living room. He was lounging on the couch watching a Yankees game.

“Where’s Leo?” she said, looking down at the pile of sports pages and sneakers that had re-accumulated during the hour and a half she’d been gone.

“At your parents’ house.”

“Again?” She was hoping to see him before she left for dinner.

“They came and got him because they said they were going through withdrawal. It’s been almost three days since they’ve seen him.” He looked away from the television set reluctantly—baseball was, she’d been told over and over again, an exciting game—and then tried his best to ignore it. “So you didn’t find anything at the Container Store?”

“I found lots of stuff at the Container Store but when I went to pay for it my credit card was denied.”

He muted the sound and shook his head. “Shit. I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault. I shouldn’t have been shopping.”

She stepped over a gigantic pair of black suede Pumas and sat down at the end of the couch. “So what about that job you were talking to that guy about?”

Peter shrugged. “He hasn’t offered me anything yet. We’re still just talking.”

“Does it sound interesting?”

“Not really.”

“But if they offered it to you, you would take it.”

“I guess.”

“You guess?”

“It’s just not the right job.”

Julia tried to be understanding but every time Peter heard about something even remotely possible, he seemed to talk himself out of it, and here he was, doing it again.

“But maybe you should take it anyway.”

“But it hasn’t even been offered to me.”

“But if it does get offered to you, doesn’t the fact that you have no job trump the fact that it’s not the right job?” she said. Not to put too fine a point on it.

He shut the game off and sat up. “That’s the shortsighted way of looking at it.”

“Well then, what’s the long-sighted way of looking at it?”

“I want the next move I make to be the right move. I don’t want to just take something out of desperation.”

She nodded, trying to be reasonable, but they were desperate, weren’t they? His two months of “severance” were over and every month he wasn’t earning was another month they were dipping into their savings. The longer he waited for the perfect job to fall from the sky, the more it prolonged his reentry into the workplace.

She shrugged and made a face. “I think you’re being a little cavalier.”

He rolled his eyes. “Is that what your mother thinks?”

“I don’t talk to my mother about this.”

Which was completely true. Just because her mother talked to Julia about Peter’s unemployment didn’t mean Julia talked back.

“Then you’re scared,” Julia said, finding another more likely explanation for his excuses.

“Scared of what?” Peter snapped. Clearly, she’d touched a nerve.

“Scared of failing again. I mean, getting fired does a job on anyone’s self-esteem, especially a man’s. Maybe you’re feeling gun-shy, afraid to get back on your horse.” She could have thought of a dozen more clichés to go along with the first two, but Peter bolted from the room and headed for the hallway.

“Thanks for reminding me that I failed!” he yelled as he went up the stairs.

“That’s not what I meant!” she yelled back. But when she ran to the stairs and looked up, all she saw was the last of him right before he slammed their bedroom door and disappeared behind it for the rest of the afternoon. Which gave her plenty of time to ponder the imponderable:

She was becoming her mother.

Twenty minutes later, when Julia went into their room, Peter apologized. He always apologized first, which was one of the many reasons Julia had always believed he was a far better person than she would ever be since she always found it hard to say she was sorry even when she really was sorry. It was one of the many ways—including his ability to do math and his innately non-Jewish lack of the Fear of Death gene regarding water sports and winter sports—that she hoped Leo would take after him instead of her.

“No, I’m the asshole,” she said, full of shame for saying what she’d said and for not apologizing more quickly.

“Well, I’m the asshole, too. I’m the one who got us into this mess. And I’m going to get us out of it.”

She nodded and smiled and almost asked, How? But she didn’t want to sound pushy.

“You were right. The next time a job even comes close to being right—even if it’s not right at all and even if I really, really don’t want to take it—I’m going to take it. Because that’s what people who are out of work have to do. Take jobs they don’t want until they find something they do want.”

She nodded and smiled again but her heart wasn’t in it. She hated the thought of Peter taking some shitty job that was beneath him and suffering in silence just so he could continue to win the proverbial bread, but the last thing she was going to do was argue with him—or tell him that one of the reasons she was meeting Patricia for dinner was because maybe she’d ask her for some work—she didn’t want to risk emasculating him any more than she already had today—so instead she kissed him and threw on the first thing she saw in her closet since now she was extremely late: a plum-colored Eileen Fisher sweater and a pair of plum-colored Eileen Fisher slightly cropped linen pants.

Just before she could have taken a good look in the mirror and had the opportunity to rethink her nonblack matching-top-and-pants Garanimals-type outfit, the phone rang. Assuming it was Patricia, Julia leapt for the phone without looking at the Caller ID display.

But it wasn’t Patricia.

It was Bob, from the Container Store, calling to congratulate her.

“Congratulate me for what?”

“Congratulate you for winning our Grand Opening Travel Package Raffle containing a gift certificate and more than twenty Container Store items especially designed for the well-organized traveler!”

Despite the fact that she almost never went anywhere anymore, Julia was beside herself as she left the house—she couldn’t wait to get her hands on her big raffle prize and use her gift certificate. She got in her car and headed into the city—she would have taken the train into Manhattan instead of driving, but when she did the math, train fare and taxis were practically the same as tolls and parking. It was only after she had sped down 95 South and across the Bruckner Expressway to the Triborough Bridge that she realized she had forgotten to figure in the cost of gas, which meant that no matter how hard she tried to save money, she would end up spending more than she planned.

Even though she was relieved that she and Peter had made up, she didn’t think it was fair that it was entirely his responsibility to support the family, especially when, before they’d had Leo, she’d brought in a very respectable portion of their joint income. Zipping down the FDR Drive and getting off at the Twenty-third Street exit, Julia wasn’t sure what she was going to say to Patricia but she did know one thing: it was time for her to start making some money.

When Julia walked into Spruce, Patricia was waiting for her at the bar. She was wearing black trousers and a black cashmere shell, and her short blond hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail. Her taut muscular arms were such a gorgeous shade of brown that Julia couldn’t stop staring.

“It’s fake,” Patricia whispered into Julia’s ear as she kissed her hello.

“What’s fake?” Julia asked.

“The tan. I get it sprayed on once a week.” She took a step back from Julia to look at her arms and admire them for herself. “It’s pretty realistic, isn’t it?”

“Very realistic.”

“It’s a total pain in the ass—you have to stand there in a bikini while they spray you—not to mention that it’s a fortune, but it’s worth it. No tan lines and no wrinkles.”

Julia could barely process the fact that she’d actually come to a place like Spruce, a restaurant that had its entire perimeter lined with potted spruce trees—wearing a monochromatic outfit that wasn’t black, let alone fathom standing around in a bikini in some Upper East Side salon getting a spray-on tan. Obsessing all the way to their table as she followed Patricia and the hostess, Julia couldn’t help explaining her choice of clothing.

“I was kind of in a rush.”

“You look great,” Patricia said, moving her eyes from sweater to pants before Julia sat down. “You look very—purple.”

“Yes, well, it’s fake,” Julia said, trying to quip. “I got it sprayed on before I left the house.”

“Funny,” Patricia said, sitting down, too.

Julia and Patricia had worked together at Creative Talent Management for four years—during most of which Julia was single just like Patricia still was. They’d always made quite a striking pair when they went out together—Julia with her long brown hair and black eyes, Patricia with her short blond hair and green eyes—and she couldn’t help getting a pang of nostalgia for the old days when they used to date with much weirdness and little success and talk about boyfriends and clients for hours on end.

“So I know you think nothing exciting ever happens in the suburbs,” Julia said, snapping her white cloth napkin onto her lap and covering up as much of her purple pants as she could. “But something really amazing happened to me today.”

Patricia’s eyes widened. “Did the Cute Butcher ask you out?”

Julia laughed out loud. “The Cute Butcher is married!” she said, referring to the guy who owned the Italian Meateria in New Rochelle and who everyone she knew referred to as the Cute Butcher. “As am I.”

Patricia laughed, too. “So?”

Ignoring her, Julia smiled and leaned forward with her fabulous secret. “I won a raffle.”

“You won a raffle?” Patricia said, her voice an octave higher. “Like from a church?”

“No—from the Container Store. A special ‘travel package raffle,’” she explained, describing the large nylon tote bag Bob said was waiting to be picked up, filled with special suitcase inserts and nylon zippered pouches and plastic shampoo and toothbrush containers and mini folding umbrellas and decks of cards. Just as she was getting to the best part—the hundred-dollar gift certificate slipped right into the tote itself!—she noticed that Patricia’s face had fallen. Then one eyebrow went up in concern like a road flare.

“Hey, Jules,” she said, with a withering look. “You really need to get out more.”

Julia felt herself redden instantly. She looked down at her napkin in her lap as if it needed something—smoothing or lint-picking or crumb-flicking—and wished she could have beamed herself home and away from Patricia, who was still staring at her with that who-have-you-become? look of horror.

Can’t ask for a job now.

“God, you’re so right,” Julia said, rolling her eyes with great exaggeration and deciding her best recovery strategy was to blame her grand mal seizure of nerdiness on Peter. “I think I have a bad case of cabin fever. Too much togetherness.”

Patricia nodded. “I mean, I love the guy, but all joking aside, it must be annoying to have him around all the time.”

“Very annoying.” Her strategy, though successful, was making her feel extremely guilty, so she tried to change the subject.

Ask for a job.

“But enough about me,” she said, right after the waiter came and they both ordered. “Give me some Juice already.”

“Juice” was shorthand for gossip, something Patricia was never short of. Even when they still worked down the hall from each other, Patricia always seemed to get more of it than Julia ever did: finding out that a certain rock star and his wife were well-known “swingers”; how a certain middle-aged comic actor insisted on having a hairdresser present at photo shoots even though he had no hair; or that one of the former Monkees had refused to get out of his solo band’s tour bus in front of a concert venue because he “didn’t want to get mobbed” by fans even though there was no one waiting outside.

Patricia shook her head. “I don’t have any Juice.”

“No Juice?” Julia couldn’t help being disappointed. She’d come all this way and was looking at a menu she couldn’t make heads or tails of—What the hell was truffle foam?—and now she wasn’t going to have anything good to tell Peter when she got home.

“Well, I did just sign a big client.”

Julia’s eyes widened. “Who?”

“I can’t tell you.”

“You can’t tell me?”

“I had to sign a confidentiality agreement.”

Julia laughed. “Oh, come on.”

“I’m serious. I can’t tell anyone.”

“Not even me?”

“Not even you.”

“But I don’t know anyone anymore! Who am I going to tell?”

“Peter.”

“He doesn’t know anyone either!”

Patricia laughed. “Sorry!”

“Come on!” Julia said. She couldn’t believe she was begging like this, but she felt like her life suddenly depended on whether or not she could manage to extract something—anything—out of the Master Sphinx. “Just give me a hint. Male or female?”

“Male.”

“Film or television?”

“Film.”

“Married or single?”

“No comment.”

Julia nodded instantly. “Someone who’s getting divorced and wants you to help him look like he’s not the asshole.”

Patricia laughed again. “No comment.”

Julia nodded again. “Or someone who’s married but who’s really gay and needs you to help him continue to look straight.”

Patricia picked up the wine list and hid behind it. It shook a little because she was still laughing even though, as Julia knew, this was serious business. She remembered what it was like keeping other people’s secrets; figuring out the puzzle of a famous person’s problematic personal or professional life and finding a way to fix it. But the part of the job Julia had always perversely loved the most was the challenge of managing the most unmanageable clients: a skill that had distinguished her during her thirteen years at CTM.

She had always wondered why she was so enamored of this particular kind of ego gratification—she didn’t think it was because she enjoyed the abuse or because she had some sort of pathological low level of self-esteem which made her enjoy being shamed and ordered around and treated, generally, worse than a farm animal. It was actually the opposite, she thought. It was the excitement she craved, the adrenaline rush, the same terrifying thrill she imagined lion tamers felt when they entered the cage or when bullfighters entered the ring with just their red silk capes and tight little pants—the fact that everything could be reduced to one simple idea: eat or be eaten; kill or be killed.

Very few people seemed to have this strange counterintuitive desire to tame the beast, and in the business of celebrity public relations, Julia came to see that she had it in spades. When it was time for the toughest clients to be taken to premieres for films that already had bad word-of-mouth, or to be walked down the red carpets of award ceremonies they weren’t nominated for or were certain not to win, or to be accompanied during difficult post-rehab interviews, it was Julia who got those difficult assignments. When the toughest clients had chewed up and spit out a long line of publicists, it was Julia who was sent in to take over. For a brief moment at the table after they’d ordered, she was surprised: there was a teeny tiny part of her that missed a teeny tiny part of the work, but it was just big enough to push her over the line of indecision.

Say it now.

“So I was going to ask you,” Julia said, starting slowly and not really finishing her sentence.

“Ask me what?”

“About a job. Peter hasn’t found anything yet and I figured maybe I could help you out with a project or two, either from home or from the office. Since he’s around now and Leo’s in preschool, it wouldn’t be a problem for me to, you know, go back to work, even temporarily.”

Patricia’s face fell for the second time that night.

“Oh God, Julia, I’d love to hire you! Really I would! But there’s nothing right now and I couldn’t bear to have you sitting up front making coffee until something opens up.”

“Of course,” Julia said, feeling completely humiliated. She waved her hand at Patricia and wished she’d never brought it up. “Just because you have your own business doesn’t mean you can give everyone a job.”

“No, wait. Let’s think for a minute. Where would be good for you?”

Julia shook her head. “No, it’s stupid. No one’s going to hire me. I haven’t worked for three years, which in this business is a lifetime. Plus, I don’t even really want to go back to work. I’d probably miss Leo too much and have to be sent home after the first day.”

Patricia stared at her. “How do you know no one will hire you? Have you tried yet?”

“No.” Not except for just now.

“I mean, you’re definitely at a disadvantage for having been out of the game so long. Not to mention the fact that jobs are tight now. But we’ll find you something.”

The waiter arrived and set their plates down on the table. Patricia looked at hers and she looked at Patricia’s.

“Yours looks really good,” Patricia said first.

“Yours looks really good, too,” Julia said back.

It was an old joke: they always ordered the same thing—tonight it was salmon—whenever they went out together.

“What about Susie Thompson?” Patricia said, slicing an asparagus spear in half. “You could give her a call.”

Julia shook her head. “I hate Susie Thompson. She always used to pretend that she had no idea who I was even though we’d been introduced about fifty times.”

“What about Doug Bradley?”

Julia shook her head again. “He’s a nice guy but I don’t know the first thing about promoting pharmaceutical companies.”

“You’d learn. Plus, it’s all the same anyway. You just pick up the phone and start lying.”

They both laughed, then Patricia put her fork down and shrugged.

“I still don’t see why you don’t just call CTM. I’m sure they’d hire you back. I mean, you left on good terms, didn’t you?”

“Sort of.” Julia winced when she remembered the face that Marjorie, her über-boss, had made when she finally told her she’d decided to make her upcoming maternity leave permanent. “I think she lost all respect for me. She’s one of those women who thinks you’re a total loser if you don’t take calls from the delivery room.”

Patricia was quiet.

“I don’t know,” Julia continued. “It would be too humiliating to beg her for a job now.” Patricia nodded as if her logic made sense, which only made Julia feel worse.

“Well,” Patricia said, “there’s always John Glom Public Relations.”

Julia recoiled. “John Glom Public Relations? The firm that handles desperate has-beens?”

“They have an incredibly high turnover rate and they’re always hiring,” Patricia pointed out. “The only problem is, the guy who runs things now is someone I worked with a long time ago and he’s kind of an idiot. His name is Jack DeMarco but we used to call him ‘Jack DeWack’ because he was so annoying.” Patricia sighed as if she wished the door to this unfortunate hellhole had never been opened, even though she was the one who’d opened it.

“Aren’t they really, really small?” Julia said, stalling for time. She thought she remembered hearing how, unlike Peter’s firm, they actually had downsized their New York office a few years ago in favor of their L.A. office, and the idea of working in a tiny sweatshop without any hustle and bustle and glamour and excitement was too depressing to contemplate.

“Let’s see,” Patricia said, counting on her tan, well-manicured fingers. “There’s Jack DeWack.”

Finger.

“His assistant.”

Finger.

“His deputy Janet who I know left recently because she just applied for a job with me and I don’t think they’ve replaced her yet.”

Finger.

“And Janet’s assistant, who stayed on.”

Finger.

A four-finger operation. Julia poked at her salmon, then glanced at her watch. Even though it was barely nine o’clock and Leo was already asleep, she couldn’t wait to get home, not only because her conversation with Patricia had taken such a grim turn but because her piece of salmon had been the size of a small child’s foot and she was already hungry again.

“Well, I guess you should e-mail me Jack DeWack’s contact information in the morning,” Julia said, not even bothering to try to hide her reluctance. “At least I’ll have an in there.”

“Okay, but when you get in touch with him, don’t mention my name,” Patricia said quickly. “The last thing I need is for him to track me down and hit me up for a job.”
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