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			Plastic: from the Greek word plasticos, meaning to shape.
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			1

			You left me for Demi Moore,” Helen screamed, throwing a white, ceramic mask, barely missing Dr. Harold Previn’s head and smashing the entryway mirror.

			“What are you talking about? I don’t do Demi,” Previn said, bracing for another attack.

			He’d never wrecked any of Helen’s paintings. That his wife would start breaking his sculptures stung.

			“Whatever,” she said.

			The broken pieces crunched underfoot as he stepped up to her. “It’s four a.m., goddamn it!” he said. “You go missing for hours. Hurl my work in my face! This is ridiculous.”

			“I was driving, something I do when I’m unhappy.” 

			Had she been unhappy? “I’ve got surgery in two hours,” he said.

			She charged at him again, hitting him with her fists. Her red bangs fell across her face and her blue eyes were bloodshot, which gave her a wild look. He fended off most of her blows. 

			“Helen!”

			“I lost the baby today,” she said, crumpling into a nearby armchair. “And you left me for Demi Moore.”

			He sighed. “I told you, it wasn’t Demi. I don’t do Demi. I’ve never done Demi!” Not that he wouldn’t. “In any case, I had patients. I couldn’t leave…cancel appointments.” He bent down to pick up a piece of the mask she’d smashed and held it in his hand as though it were a sick bird.

			“Is that all you care about?”

			“You told me you’d lost the implantation days ago.”

			“It wasn’t for certain until today. And you weren’t there!” She look-ed at him with red-rimmed eyes. “I called you. Left a dozen messages.”

			“You know I have consultations all afternoon.”

			“God forbid you weren’t there for them. Demi fuckin’ Moore? Come on!”

			Although Helen was only thirty-seven years old, they’d nevertheless found themselves making countless visits to a fertility specialist. Helen’s idea. She was very sensible about such things. If it’d been left to him, they’d have woken up one day childless and without hope. He didn’t like to think about infertility. What man did? It was a source of great stress and inadequacy, and Previn was damned if he was going to let anything make him feel inadequate. Yet it wasn’t him having his body biochemically prepped and altered for pregnancy. To assure the implantation took hold, he’d assumed the thankless job of sticking her in the stomach and butt several times a day with syringes flowing with steroids and hormones. So if she seemed a little irrational and hormonal, it was because he’d been injecting her with what amounted to emotional PCP.

			But Previn wasn’t crazy enough to tell her that.

			He’d watched from the sidelines as she’d started taking repeated pregnancy tests days before they could have possibly been effective, observing her obsessive behavior with a professional detachment that made her want to scream, which she often did. Several mornings she’d cried in bed over the results of the pregnancy tests, which were so clearly premature he couldn’t begin to match her disappointment. She kept telling him she wasn’t pregnant when he knew she still might be. By the time she found out she wasn’t, it seemed like settled law. Of course, she wasn’t pregnant. Hadn’t she told him so days ago? Why wasn’t he listening?

			He chose to keep his head down. Focus on work. That was something, at least, he could control. This only made her feel like he didn’t care. Of course he wanted to have a baby with her. Why couldn’t she just relax about it? 

			They’d get there.

			“I can’t do this anymore,” Previn said. “I haven’t slept. Haven’t changed my clothes. You run out of here. I don’t know where you are. You don’t answer your phone. You’re making me a wreck. People depend on me. This is big stuff. I’ve got surgery in—”

			“Two hours.” In evident discomfort from striking at him, she squeezed her wrist. “I came back to tell you I’m leaving you, Harry. We’re done.”

			He stared at her as he felt the life drain out of him.

			◆◆◆

			Helen heard Harry at the front door letting himself in and braced herself. She tried to imagine telling him she was pregnant. Him turning on his blue high beams and grinning shamelessly as he opened his strong arms so he could pick her up and swirl her round, laughing…giddy.

			“I’ve scheduled the movers,” she said as he appeared at the kitchen door.

			They hadn’t spoken in the two days since their fight largely because she’d avoided him the whole day before. What more was there to say? And it wasn’t like he’d actually sought her out. Who knows where he’d been hiding, and it only pissed her off more.

			He flushed. “What?”

			She thought about the baby…again. She burst into tears, and from some misplaced sense of decorum—call it the last vestige of self-dignity—ran from the room. She couldn’t talk to him. There was nothing more to say.

			In their ten years together, she’d never so much as raised a hand in anger. Yet having let that violent genie out of the bottle, she knew there was no putting her back. If anything had come of the night of their breakup that felt therapeutic and right, it was taking a swing at Harry. It made her feel like she’d finally come out of herself.

			She went into the master bedroom and closed the door behind her. She expected Harry to follow her. To pound on the door. To fall to his knees and beg for forgiveness. She threw herself down on the bed and cried as she waited for the man she’d first fallen in love with so many years ago. He wouldn’t have disappointed her like this.

			When she’d first met Harry, he was a resident. She wasn’t quite sure what that meant because even then Harry didn’t look at all like he had anything to do with the medical world. His mandarin-collar, sleeveless wool vest said anything but “The doctor will see you now.”

			Harry’s boss had bought a painting of hers that he’d seen hanging for sale in a restaurant a block from his hospital. He’d invited her to his home the evening he hung it in his foyer. There must have been nine people there and Harry.

			As they were leaving, Harry turned to her and said, “Do you think Wallace knows what a good painting he’s bought?”

			Looking back on their exchange, she must have had trouble taking the compliment because she replied, “I have a distinct feeling his wife doesn’t like me.”

			He stopped and faced her. His hair was very dark and only slightly longer than his designer stubble. He slipped his hands into the two small pockets in his vest, which seemed to say he was feeling very at ease. “But she praised the painting.”

			“Do you know anything about women?”

			He smiled. “Nothing at all. You’ll have to teach me.”

			“I don’t think I have the time.”

			“We all should give back a little. Make the world a better place.”

			She smiled. “I don’t think this has anything to do with the world.”

			“No. But it could.” He touched her elbow. It was the slightest gesture, but it sent a shiver through her.

			She deflected. “Wallace said you work for him in his surgery. He also said you’re a very talented artist.”

			“I didn’t hear him say that.”

			She felt herself blush.

			“Were you asking Wallace about me?”

			He’d caught her. “It’s just that I don’t think of surgeons as artists. It’s like salt and pepper.”

			“The scalpel is a tool. When I started to sculpt, I realized that its true purpose is not to cut but to shape. I’ve also held a patient’s face in my hand and kneaded it like clay. We’re creators, Helen.”

			He knew her name.

			Harry wasn’t at all what she’d expected. She’d never had an interest in doctors. Although she was quite happy to sell a painting to one, she’d never imagined herself going out with one, much less going home with one, as she did that night.

			She wanted that Harry to open their bedroom door, but now some ten years later, he was a no-show. She’d have settled for the newer, shinier version because somewhere underneath it all, there’d always be that man she’d fallen in love with. Or would there?

			It’d been a while since she’d taken to their room. He evidently wasn’t coming. She opened the door. From somewhere deep within the house, she could hear his voice. He was on the phone. She waited. When the conversation seemed like it was going to continue, she went back into the room and waited some more. After another forty-five minutes, she walked onto the landing again, this time close enough to feel Harry’s intensity. The urgency was new…and frightening. He seemed shaken. She tried to make out what he was saying, but couldn’t.

			Had she done this to him?

		

	
		
			2

			A ray of sunlight extended its beam through the glass ceiling of the conservatory, a faint dust making the beam seem stronger as it passed over one translucent petal. There were other petals, then folds and a jumble of clear material. The disorder of it was beautiful. The play of light. The hint of something solid behind it. Yet from where Previn stood, the bulb-like mass of plastic topping the tall pedestal in the center of the room quite obviously held a partially formed clay head. One of his many works of art, still taking shape. But the plastic that kept the clay from drying out also looked, in that moment, like a suffocation mask.

			Previn ripped the plastic covering from the hunk of clay. Stepped back from her, he studied her, and then moved closer to begin. He delicately molded her cheekbones with his bare hands, but soon delicacy gave way and he began to tear at it with a ferocity that wasn’t him. The replay of Jake Blackburn’s desperate 911 call had played again and again in his head after Previn had read the phone transcript in an addendum to the autopsy. He could hear that famous voice. So strong in the movies. So rattled and faltering, “It’s my mother. I can’t…she’s not. Nothing!” 

			“Sir. What’s happening?” the 911 dispatcher had asked in her tired voice.

			“She’s not breathing. Not moving. I can’t get anything.”

			“She’s not breathing at all?”

			“She had plastic surgery. She was recovering. You’ve got to get someone over here.”

			“Do you know how to do CPR?” the dispatcher had asked.

			Previn’s eyes fluttered as he tried to refocus on what was in front of him. He felt art was very much a part of his profession. On any other day, this’d be an almost spiritual outlet. But today, this female face that had been labored over with care and affection had suffered in his hands. So much so, he wanted to toss her to the floor.

			The studio had been like a preserve, but he couldn’t overcome his stress even there with the work he most loved. He’d taken over a conservatory on the side of the house and made it his art studio. He liked the light that poured in from the giant windows, although flaming bottlebrush trees afforded a measure of relief from the sun. In an open antique cabinet and on top of it sat body parts in dry clay. A hand. An arm. A foot. Various models for larger works. And many female heads, including a thin one that was just a mask.

			As Previn emerged from his studio, still wearing his smock, his hands covered in dried clay, he crossed paths with Helen, who was carrying a large cardboard box. She set it down near some others and with a black marker wrote, “Mine.” 

			He bit his tongue. Plenty had already been said in the twelve days since she’d announced her decision to walk out on their marriage.

			“You don’t usually go to the studio this time of day,” she said.

			“It’s peaceful.”

			Helen tried to pin down the box to tape it shut. She looked up at him for help, but he walked off. He didn’t like behaving like an ill-tempered brat, but breakups brought out the worst in everyone. He kept thinking she’d change her mind. If he didn’t help her pack, if the process was slowed, even a little, things might change. He never knew with Helen. 

			Surely this wasn’t her.

			As he passed through the foyer, he caught himself in the mirror. He needed a haircut in the worst way, but then he always did. At forty-six, he still had an athletic build, something achieved with the help of regular yoga classes and a personal trainer. His actor patients had to work at looking attractive. As their surgeon and consultant, he felt he was under no less an obligation to look great. It was part of the job. He might have added that it was his life. All of this was lost on Helen.

			She was very much her own person. From the first, she’d always carried a few extra pounds. She wasn’t fat. She was healthy. And he loved her for it. She never felt like she had anything to prove. In Previn’s world, he was forever being asked to pass women through a cookie cutter, to make them all the same. Not Helen. She wouldn’t have wanted her plastic surgeon husband to do a thing for her. And thank God for that. One woman in this town who didn’t. Striking and unconventional, she wore a lot of green, which always set off her red hair. Perhaps if she hadn’t been the fiery beauty she was, she might have been more sympathetic to the women who sought out his help and had a greater appreciation for his work. There was no figuring it.

			He walked out onto the veranda of his white, bold, angular home with a soaring entranceway of glass. He’d just put his hands under the hose when he looked up to see über-agent and Hollywood power broker Richard Barone’s black Bentley roll up the drive like a damn hearse. Previn whipped off his smock and braced himself for what promised to be an unpleasant meeting.

			Moments later, he ushered Barone into his house. Stacks of boxes were everywhere. The living room was disordered but at least the furniture was still there. Barone didn’t seem interested in the chaos around him. Previn knew better than to attempt an explanation. To do so would have felt altogether too flippant given the gravity of the matter that had brought them together.

			Barone’s fingers tapped on the autopsy report. Tap. Tap. Tap. He looked like a lawyer. The overpacked leather briefcase. The gold-rimmed glasses. The starched white cotton shirt. The dark blazer. But this being Hollywood, it also seemed a little affected, as if he wanted everyone to know his bloodlines were pure Clarence Darrow.

			Standing beside a large contemporary still life of a bedroom interior, which had already been taken down from the wall, Previn waited impatiently for Barone to speak. 

			“He wanted to buy his mom plastic surgery for her birthday,” Barone said. “To make her feel young again. Ironic, huh? He didn’t know where to send her. That’s when I said, there’s this man…”

			“I’m sorry, Richard. I am.”

			“You know, I never even thought about it till now but you’re practically family. Sent you every A-list actor on our roster. We don’t even have a contract. You don’t pay me. It’s just something…”

			Barone, who headed up Artists Unlimited, one of Hollywood’s powerhouse talent agencies, hadn’t overstated their relationship. Were it not for all those starlets he’d sent his way, Previn wouldn’t have been on the map. Call it La-La Land. Call it the City of Angels. Call it one big, honking backlot for the dream machine. The Capital of Good Looks. Whatever. Having celebrity clients meant the world. You weren’t happening if you weren’t doing them. And because of Artists Unlimited, Previn was seemingly doing them all. That was the buzz. He was one happening surgeon.

			Helen appeared unexpectedly with a platter full of tea and biscotti.

			Barone pointed at the painting. “Harry told me this is your oil. Very atmospheric. And playfully sinister. I had no idea you were the Helen Burke. You have to let me come by your studio sometime.”

			“You collect?”

			“Talent. Sometimes on the walls. Mostly on screen.” He noted the tumult of their move. “Wish I could see more here, but—”

			“The mess.”

			“If Previn here hadn’t offed Jake Blackburn’s mom, I’d never have had the pleasure of meeting you.” Barone pointed to the coffee table, which was a giant hunk of dark stone. “Petrified wood?”

			She frowned and stammered, “Yes. No. Coal.”

			He put his hand on it. “Coal? No shit? Interesting.”

			Previn wanted to throttle Barone for dropping this bombshell, but it was already too late. Helen abruptly walked out.

			“What are you telling her?” Previn asked.

			“You don’t talk to your wife?”

			“Have you looked around? Not a great time in the marriage.”

			He had a vague sensation that Helen was still lingering at the door to the study. Just out of his sightline. But he couldn’t think about that then. All he could do was flail wildly as he tried to find a credible defense.

			“I’ve hardly been able to eat since I got the call she’d died,” Previn said. 

			“What, I should give a shit you starve to death?”

			“That’s not what I meant.” Previn saw the woman laid out on his operating table eleven days before. All her hair pulled back behind a drape so that it was simply a face. No makeup. No affectation. She was fifty-something with all the attendant signs of age. Bags under the eyes. Sagging cheeks. Pronounced laugh lines.

			Further visions of Jake Blackburn’s dead mother lying on top of her bed addled his mind. Her face bruised from surgery. Her nightdress open, exposing multiple bandages and AED burn marks where paramedics had tried to zap her back to life. The bedside table filled with painkillers and the like. A man wearing dark Los Angeles County Coroner fatigues maneuvering her into a black body bag while another affixed a label to her big toe reading “BLACKBURN.” The body bag being wheeled on a gurney before it was shoved into the back of a van. Although he’d never been to her house, he saw it all vividly, having lived with it from the moment he’d heard about her death.

			“Any man who thinks he can heal women with a knife!” Barone tossed the report on the table beside the untouched teacups. “Here. Take the autopsy. I get the picture.”

			“I’ve read the thing five times. It’s ‘inconclusive.’”

			“Inconclusive? Don’t bullshit me, Harry. You sliced and diced her a million ways till Sunday. Surprised she got home.”

			Previn was back in the surgery. The blinding white light from the surgical lamp. Loud rock ’n’ roll. He could see the drainage tube running into Blackburn’s stomach following the liposuction. The heart monitor with a normal heartbeat. Surgical instruments spread out across the table. He could see her like it was yesterday. She was like all the others. Although as a point of fact, he wasn’t sure about whether the surgical instruments were on a table or on a tray. But what of it? It was all normal stuff. Stock images. Routine memories.

			“Come on. That’s not…She…you know, she died more than a day later.”

			“Really, Harry? You’re going to sit there…That can’t be normal.”

			“I advised against home recovery.”

			“That the best you got? This is my client’s mother. Don’t fuck with me, Harry!”

			Previn saw himself in surgery doing a jig to the music, just a slight pivot really. They were grooving. That he remembered. Were they listening to some old blues tunes? Howling Wolf? There was absolutely that. But he also heard Sinatra sing “Got You Under My Skin” and “Uma Thurman” by Fall Out Boy. Scalpel in hand, he saw himself make the cut into her face along the side of her cheek. The blood running from the wound.

			Sara, his thirty-six-year-old nurse, who was a dead ringer for Louise Brooks with black hair in a bob, had turned to him with alarm. “But we were only doing four procedures. It’s four, right?”

			He laughed. He actually laughed. He must have seemed drunk with power that morning, but it was false bravado. On that very morning, Helen had said she was leaving him. Some people’s default mode was to slam their foot on the brakes when in crisis. His had always been to push the accelerator. He looked down at Blackburn, not wanting to believe in the moment that the neck lift would be a problem. She had wanted it done. He’d dabbed at his incision nervously with a sterile pad. “This one’s on the house! On the house, baby.”

			“Do you think I don’t feel sick about this?” he said to Barone. “My. Patients. Don’t. Die.”

			Just as he said those words, he saw a shadow move in the hall. Helen was there. He could imagine her shudder at what he’d just said. But there was hardly time to think about that because Barone had him virtually backed to the wall.

			“She was practically immortal. She was Jake’s mother. My clients don’t get much bigger than Jake fuckin’ Blackburn.”

			“I know.”

			“I could lose Jake Blackburn because of you. I’m juggling here. I’m trying to figure how we can finesse this. And because no good turn goes unpaid, I’m hoping this doesn’t blow up in my face.”

			“He’s not going to blame you.”

			“He might. He just might at that. Doesn’t get any more personal than this. We gotta bury her, Harry. I’m talking shovel run. Put the damn body in the trunk of the car and bury her in the desert somewhere.”

			“What the fuck are you talking about? She was cremated days ago.”

			“You don’t get it. If Jake Blackburn sues for wrongful death, the media will go berserk. You’ll be known as the surgeon who killed the mother of a beloved movie star!”

			Previn looked at Barone, alarmed. He had hoped somehow that he’d never have to have this conversation. He thought when he’d read the autopsy that she was as good as buried already.

			“Seen it before,” Barone continued. “They’ll all but lynch you. Call you, ‘Dr. Mom Killer’!”

			“But that’s so not true!”

			“Don’t start that again.”

			“I’ve never lost a patient.”

			“I came here ’cause Jake asked me to get to the bottom of this. I gotta talk him down. Bury this storyline before it takes on a life of its own.”

			“You’d do that for me?”

			“A lawsuit gets me nothing. Besides, you can give my actors another ten years. Not six. Ten, Harry.”

			Barone stood up, ready to leave.

			Previn took Barone’s hand. “You’re a good guy.”

			Helen stood with Previn on the veranda like a happy couple as they watched Barone climb into his car. Helen actually raised her hand to say goodbye. So adept and convincing was she in this role of first lady.

			“I want to love you. I just can’t. I can’t love this man.”

			“Hellie. Not now.”

			“You were an artist. But this. What is this?”

			He inhaled to steady himself.

			“You like playing God,” she continued. “It was amusing at first. Giving women back a few years. But now they’re dying.”

			“You’ve been waiting for something like this to happen. Finally gives you a rationale for leaving. You can tell your friends.”

			She whipped around to stare at him. “I won’t be talking about this. You think I’d talk about this?”

			He stared into her blue eyes that were so sharply defined by black eyeliner that they were both severe and beautiful. One bang of her red hair dropped along the right of her face. The rest of it was tied up in a playful knot on top of her head.

			He turned from her. Watched Barone’s car drive away.

			“This is a long way from that crazy medical mission/honeymoon in Mozambique where I thought, my humanitarian hubby is going to change the world…and make a lot of money. But it was just money, Harry. I hardly noticed. It’s easy not to.”

			At that, the battle was joined. “You hardly noticed, as you stand here in this house!” 

			She let out a sardonic laugh. “Jake Blackburn’s mom have a name?”

			“Is that important? She’s Jake. Blackburn’s. Mother. Think if she were Tom Cruise’s mother. Same thing.”

			“Listen to yourself,” she said. “You’ve become such the Hollywood star fucker. Something compels you to be around celebrities. And when you’re not doing them, you’re doing their mothers. Their mothers!”

			“You want this life, it comes with a price,” he replied.

			Her intense blue eyes suddenly became very large. “Do you really think you can bury this?”

			“There’s nothing to bury.”

			“You killed this woman!”

			“That’s…How could you say…I didn’t kill her. You know that. You know that!”

			She looked away.

			There was his answer. And it hurt. With that one turn, she’d driven the shiv right into his heart. “Maybe you don’t.”
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			As Helen stared at the crimson circle, it began to bleed into its yellow background much as color did in a Rothko.

			The painting caught her eye from the moment she walked into the gallery. It wasn’t her thing at all. But for those buyers who were taken with the colors and couldn’t afford a Rothko—And who could anymore?—it had its appeal. All this color theory in art annoyed her because it often felt like it was more design than art, which needed to come from a more unexpected place. 

			“Helen!”

			Guy Hennessy’s deep baritone voice gave her a start. She swung round. There he was, a forty-two-year-old art wheeler-dealer prodigy who looked like he’d stepped right out of a Prada catalogue. Though he was dressed down, everything from his shirt to his shoes said moneyed style. That he greeted her with a million-dollar grin made what she had to say positively awful.

			“I can’t do the show.” There. She’d said it. Her mouth went dry as she awaited the inevitable rebuke.

			“What?”

			She’d walked into the Hennessy looking for Guy Hennessy, her art dealer. The man who’d virtually discovered her. Made her collectable. Put her work into the Frieze London and the main floor at Art Basel Miami while finding opportunities to include her in group shows in London, Paris, Milan, and Toronto. Who had long ceased taking on unestablished painters when he’d picked her out of oblivion and placed her on his much-looked-to list, Artists You Must Own. She hadn’t made an appointment because how do you schedule such a bombshell? Up until that moment, she’d been perfectly happy to stand in the main gallery floor critiquing other artists’ work, knowing all the while she was just trying to put off this very conversation.

			“I only have seven paintings,” she confessed.

			“What’s going on?” 

			“I thought it’d come.”

			“You had a year. You had a goddamn year, for Christ’s sake. See the walls. They were yours. I play this game with you where you show me as little work as you can because I believe that you’ll come through. You don’t walk in here to tell me this. You don’t do that!”

			She couldn’t face him. She looked away.

			It wasn’t even seven paintings. Seeing as she wasn’t happy with four of them, that left three. The Hennessy had asked for twenty-three seven-by-nine-foot paintings for her show. They had a huge gallery and their walls certainly required a lot of art. Her shortfall was nothing less than staggering. She deserved all the bile Guy wanted to throw at her.

			“I called,” he continued, turning away from her, stroking his blond hair at the back of his head as though it could calm him. “Did you call me back? No. I chalk it up to an artist thing. Helen’s working. Helen doesn’t want to break the flow. Helen must be onto something big. I had you so wrong.”

			Of course, he had. He’d called her many times. She’d put off calling him back because she hadn’t known how to tell him her life had swallowed her creativity. That she was trying to have a baby. Again. And that she wasn’t feeling supported in her marriage. That she wasn’t herself. How could she begin to tell Guy these things by way of saying that she was going to drop the ball?

			The Hennessy was such a prestigious gallery. When he’d told her she’d be having her own show more than a year ago, it had meant the world to her. She hadn’t showed in LA in ages. Over the years, Guy had placed her work with some of the leading galleries in the world. The White Cube in London. Thaddaeus Ropac in Salzburg. Among others. But those had always been group shows. This would’ve been her show.

			“This isn’t the Helen Burke I know!”

			She hadn’t even noticed her tears until he pushed one off her cheek with his thumb as though she were a four-year-old girl. 

			“Let’s get out of here,” he said.

			◆◆◆

			“I’ve spent the morning dealing with a leaky roof,” Guy said, as he tossed his menu on the table after they’d sat down in the courtyard at Gracias Madre. “People think the art business is glamorous, but then there’s all this stuff.” Helen was certain he was referring to the problems she’d created.

			Guy had represented her for almost six years. In all that while, she hadn’t discussed her marriage. But who does? She prided herself on being a private person. There were artists that were the story. She’d never wanted to be that talked-about artist. Her work was the story.

			As she sat in the sun-drenched white courtyard in the shadow of an olive tree, she resented Guy for bringing her there to wring the juice out of her about her personal life. She knew the game.

			However, something had changed. Steady Helen. Hardworking Helen. Overachieving Helen. That woman didn’t have personal crises. After all, she’d married well. Artists always had problems. And drama. Not her. She was built differently. Simply put, she felt inordinately uncomfortable playing a loser.

			How could she explain it?

			Guy dipped into the salsa with a tortilla chip, and then popped it in his mouth. “We’ll fill your spot. That’s simple enough.”

			Just like that, her solo show had come and gone. Poof! She started to cry again. It was so unlike her to feel this vulnerable. Hearing him say that…he’d given her no fight. He didn’t even suggest a postponement.

			“I’ve left Harry.”

			“What? No! You didn’t. He’s great. He was like…big-time. He had good buzz.”

			“You don’t live with him.”

			He wiped his hand with his napkin distractedly. “When did this happen?”

			“I’ve boxed up everything. That’s the easy part. Packing up a life. You know, it’s a job. And he let me take pretty much everything.”

			“Wait. Wait. Time out.” He made a T with his hands. “I had no idea, Helen. You’ve got to back up. You’re saying this is happening right now? Like today?”

			The boxes piling up were sheer melodrama. But a woman had to stand up for herself. She’d known women who had to deal with men who asked for a hall pass so they could have affairs. She wasn’t one of those women. If Harry was forever choosing to be with flashy celebrities rather than his own wife who was trying to have his baby, then theirs wasn’t a marriage. If he’d taken one moment to show her she counted more than his patients. To offer a few words of support. To show a little sensitivity when it counted. Was that too much to ask? As the boxes had piled up, she thought she could always unpack them, that perhaps it had all been a crazy overreaction.

			Then that woman died…

			“When I look back it seems like it’s been happening for some time,” she said. “I’m out tomorrow.”

			“Tomorrow?” Guy lowered his voice and leaned toward her. “Does he hit you? What did he do?” He rose up. “I can’t believe this. If he’s hurt you. If that son of bitch, if he—”

			She grabbed at his arm to calm him, though she desperately needed to hear someone come out swinging in support of her. It was so unexpected, particularly after she’d let him down, but so welcome. “No, Guy. It’s nothing like that. He’s a good man. He provided for me. Got me the studio. You know this. I can’t say bad things about Harry because if I do, I’m going to wish to God I hadn’t. Don’t make me do that.”

			She choked up. The last thing she wanted to do was get emotional with this man yet again.

			He studied her with his big brown eyes. They were dog’s eyes. Sympathetic. Loving. “Where are you moving to?”

			“I haven’t been able to look for a place yet. I’m thinking I can camp out at the studio until something comes up. I’m putting all my paraphernalia into storage.”

			The whole thing was so ill-thought through. But who plans for such a scenario in anything approaching a thoughtful way? 

			“What about the house?” he asked.

			“What about it?”

			“Who’s staying there?”

			“Harry.”

			“You’re new at this whole bust-up thing, Helen. I’ve done it twice, darling. Ask me, I know how it’s done. You could have stayed. You should have asked him to move out. Put him out on his ass.”

			“No, I couldn’t! It’s his house. And anyway, it’s so big.”

			“So he’s staying there?”

			“I guess.”

			The conversation had taken a surreal turn. She didn’t deserve his graciousness. 

			Of course, had Guy attacked her, she would have had to mount some pathetic defense, but she was ill prepared for his kindness. She found it disarming and actually quite confusing.

			“You can stay at my place,” he said.

			She smiled uneasily. “I’m not staying with you, Guy.”

			“I leave tonight for a whole month. Who’s gonna water my plants, goddamn it?” He pointed his finger at her. “If my plants die because you had too much pride…”

			“Are you sure?”

			While she hadn’t meant to question his generosity, it was about as close as she could bring herself to saying thank you.

		

	
		
			4

			Post-op patient Rosie Bottoms, a fading thirty-five-year-old film star, walked out from behind a folding Japanese wood and rice paper screen butt naked. Her body was golden from her toes up, helped by spray tan and highlights. Her breasts were ramrod erect. Sara shot Previn a bemused look.

			“Oh. Rosie,” Previn said, barely disguising his surprise. “I only need to see your top. The smock. Why don’t you put it on?”

			Rosie walked past a wall-sized Helmut Newton print of a gaggle of four nudes in spiked black heels before disappearing again behind the partition. He noted that Rosie had also come out wearing heels. Newton was evidently on to something.

			Wearing lime-green scrubs, Sara leaned against the uncut slab of black marble he used as a desk, nudging aside the framed photo of Chumma, a six-year-old-African boy, a treasured keepsake from the aid work he’d done years before in Mozambique. “Rosie always got naked in her films,” she said.

			“Some actresses are very free.”

			“Except she was always flat as a sheet of drywall.”

			“Sara?” He shook his head.

			There was no editing her. That was one of the things he loved about her, though. She was definitely one of the boys when it came to making light of it all. She’d been his right hand almost from the start of his practice. He liked to think he was intensely loyal, but why would anyone dispense with someone like Sara? She was also a very beautiful woman. He fancied himself a lover of beautiful women. He was an artist. The one thing Helen and Sara had in common was they were utterly natural. He’d never thought to change them. It wasn’t necessary. The idea was almost unthinkable. Sara’s skin was near perfect. Almost as fair as a Caravaggio. Her black bob accentuated the contrast.

			Rosie returned. Her breasts had a blue cast to them from the bruising, and thin bands of white tape were visible near her armpits, at the base of her breasts, and along the base of her nipples in the shape of a smile. She looked down at them forlornly. 

			“Is it bad?” she asked.

			“Do we live in the Capital of Good Looks or what? They look terrific. Right, Sara?”

			“Bikini time!” Sara never ceased to say the right thing. Didn’t seem to matter how many breast augmentations she’d seen.

			Previn felt the breasts for lumps or rigidity. “There’s still swelling. But they’ve got form.”

			“My nipples sting.”

			“You’ve added a great deal of bulk. The body responds with inflammation. Nothing unusual. And the stinging, typical. May go on for another week, ten days. It’ll stop when the bruising’s gone.”

			Like many people in the business, Rosie had already been divorced three times and had confided in him during their first consultation that she was now very much in love. But ten days out from surgery, his patients were usually more upbeat.

			“How are you doing otherwise?” he probed.

			“Fine.”

			“And the boyfriend’s loving life?”

			She toyed with a strand of her blond hair while gazing at the ceiling impatiently. “Dumped me.”

			“He what? Not after the surgery?”

			“Yes.”

			Sara put her hand on Rosie’s shoulder. “Oh, honey.”

			“Sorry to hear that. But these puppies will put some vavoom back into your career so…”

			Rosie looked at him sharply. “They’re not me.”

			“Not you? Who are you? Who am I? We’re what we become.” Previn pointed at her breasts. “This is you. The new Rosie Bottoms.”

			“You don’t know me. It’s horrible. What have I done?”

			Sara stepped up. “Rosie, Dr. Harold Previn is no ordinary surgeon. He’s an artist. A sculptor. Look!” Sara pointed to a white bronze of Helen that still remarkably sat on Previn’s desk. Not only was he proud of that statue—he simply wasn’t ready to remove it from his life. No more than he was Helen herself.

			“There were no surprises here,” Previn said. “I gave you the breasts you wanted. Even drew them for you to see. Remember these?”

			He frantically rifled through her file and pulled hand drawings of Rosie with her breasts augmented just as he’d intended. He tossed them across his desk. They were surprisingly artsy. But that’s how Previn was. This was more than an affectation. Other surgeons were using computer-generated mapping to plot their augmentations. He preferred a charcoal pencil because it made him feel like he was molding the breast as if it were clay. Doing it with his hands. 

			“This is about your ex, isn’t it?” he said.

			“They’re fake,” she said.

			“Well, of course.”

			“They’re plastic.”

			“Silicone. May I?” he asked as he reached for the lapels of her smock to look again at her new breasts. “They’re beautiful. There’s nothing wrong with them. If your ex wants to characterize them as ‘plastic,’ he’s a damn idiot.” He tightened his grip on her smock as he spoke. “It’s just like our so-called partners to speak their minds when they don’t have any idea what they’re talking about.”

			Sara stepped forward. “Harry!” 

			He released the smock.

			“Why are you saying he said this?” Rosie asked.

			“Because he did. Didn’t he?”

			Rosie covered herself timidly. “No. He didn’t say anything.”

			“That’s just my point. Why the hell didn’t he?” Previn demanded.

			Sara stepped between them. “Rosie, Harry’s wife has left him. This isn’t about your breasts. Or about the augmentation. It’s about Harry.”

			“What?”

			Sara and Previn locked eyes.

			“I’ll put my clothes back on,” Rosie said as she walked behind the partition.

			“Sorry, Rosie,” Previn said at last. “Why don’t you come back in a week? We’ll take another look. Figure it out.”

			After Rosie had left, Sara faced off with Previn in the hallway in front of, as it turned out, one of his Helen Burke oils, of which there were several. This one was of a giant blue door, part of her door series. The color seemed so alive it vibrated. “You want to get sued?” Sara asked.

			“Well, what does it take to make people happy?”

			“That’s not how you please an aging actress like her. It’s delicate, or so you’re always telling me.”

			Such were the truisms of Hollywood. She was an actress in her twilight. Soon her agent would be releasing her. So too would her manager, if he hadn’t already. While there were different rules for stars, Rosie hadn’t scored anything substantial in several years. “She’s thirty-five. Not much we can do about that.”

			“Show some sensitivity. You just had to bring your own shit into this, didn’t you? It’s not right. You’ve got to stop it!”

			“You’re way out of line bringing my personal life—”

			“This is not you, Harry. I know it’s been tough lately, but—”

			“Rosie has unrealistic expectations.”

			“They’re all chasing perfect.”

			“What’s perfect?” Previn asked.

			◆◆◆

			That night, Previn returned to an empty house. A place alive with his dead marriage. Helen had cleaned him out, taking virtually all the furniture. Other than a few boxes they were coming for in the morning, the only thing that remained in the living room was the white grand piano, which only served to make the spacious room seem even more vacant. Worse still, he didn’t even know how to play piano.

			It’d never been the plan for Helen to leave him with the house. It’s not that he wouldn’t have gladly left; it’s that he had hoped she was so much invested in it she’d never leave. How wrong he’d been.

			The enormous business of moving house had only invested her more in their separation. Had he played it differently, were he to do it again, he’d have left her in the house because he had so little it’d be so much easier for them to put their own lives back together again. But as he encountered her absence, he began to realize that after her move, it’d be a radical reversal for her to bring all her stuff back.

			Of course, people don’t stay together because it’s too much trouble to move. There was much more to it than that. At some point as he was soaring professionally, Helen was suffering a crisis of confidence in him. She simply hadn’t signed up for the same ride. There had been signs like her disinterest in doing the scene. He hadn’t clued in to it until then because a crisis is never a crisis until it’s a crisis.

			He walked up to the piano. Pushed down on one key. He felt forlorn. Lost.

			He went over to his studio where a block of clay lay waiting on the round pedestal. The director of aesthetic surgery at Cornell had first introduced him to sculpture. Previn saw the connection between plastic surgery and the craft of shaping heads immediately. Something elegant about the idea of becoming a true artist really grabbed him. He started taking sculpture classes in tandem with his medical studies. What he saw was a lineage that went back to Leonardo Da Vinci. The stories of this great Renaissance artist cutting into dozens of stinking cadavers in an effort to unlock the secrets of anatomy were the stuff of legend. It spoke to the very logical connection between anatomical science and sculpture. Hard to imagine Da Vinci creating his David had he not unlocked the secret of human anatomy. The first time Previn was asked to cut into a cadaver, even though it stunk of formaldehyde, he’d believed it was nothing less than his Da Vinci moment.

			Previn made a few tentative gestures to manipulate the clay, but stopped. The feel of the cold, white clay in his hands was a salve. It was organic. It brought him closer to the earth. But there was so much more to it than pushing the clay around. Normally, he made exploratory sketches. He came to it with ideas. A creative vision. The seeds of something. Anything. But today he had nothing. He’d come there out of a need to feel it in his hands. That was all. He put the plastic back around the clay so that it wouldn’t dry out and left the room.

		

OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/Arial-BoldMT.ttf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/image/Plastic_Cover.jpg
If you’re not heautiful

you’re dead.

PR STRASSER

PLASTIC

“A Raymond Chandleresque vivisection of Tinseltown’s beautymakers.”
—Noah Wyle, theater, television, and film actor





OEBPS/image/1.png
PLASTIC





OEBPS/image/3.png
FRANK STRAUSSER

PLASTIC

A VIREO BOOK | RARE BIRD BOOKS
LOS ANGELES, CALIF.





