









Next to the front door stood a pine writing desk with a phone, a reservation book, and an answering machine. Reaching out, Margaret pushed the blinking red message button.

“Hey, it’s Lauren, I’m gonna be late. I got an audition at ten,” said a careless, cigarette-sucking voice.

“I must stop hiring actresses,” Margaret muttered.

“You’ve got to stick with the older ones that never work,” said Lilly.

There was a sharp bang at the back door, followed by a gust of cool air and, finally, Clarissa Richardson. Beautiful and just a gasp from forty, she favored theatrical attire and Bakelite bracelets.

Without so much as a hello, she breezed in with the day’s dilemma.

“My cell is almost dead and my agent’s supposed to call!” Rummaging through her bulging purse, she spilled a pair of eyeglasses on the floor.

Lilly playfully scooped up the emerald-green frames and dangled them in her face. “When did you start wearing these?”

Clarissa snatched them back. “They’re for driving.”

“Uh-oh! Can estrogen replacement be far behind?”

“What are you talking about? I’m still in my thirties.”

Is that in dog years? Lilly thought.
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Choice of Tea

English Breakfast: The classic blend of Assam, Ceylon, and Chinese leaves. Perfect with milk.

Earl Grey: Smoky and distinctive. Flavored with oil of Bergamot.

Cameroon: An African specialty, malty and aromatic. Served in the Court of England.

Jasmine: Silvery and elegant, with fragrant floral notes.

Chamomile: Calming and soothing. Best with lemon and honey.
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Sandwiches

Cucumber and Sweet Butter, Watercress Dill, Egg Salad, French Ham and Marmalade, Scottish Salmon and Cream Cheese, Chicken Curry
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Scones

Our traditional English Scones served with Devon Cream and Strawberry Jam
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Sweets

Luscious Coconut Cake, Lemon Tart, Fresh Strawberries, Buttery Shortbread, Petits Fours







PART ONE 
The Tearoom
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Chapter One
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Magpie’s Tearoom was a lovely refuge from modern life.

Nestled between a travel bookstore and a vintage clothing boutique, it had survived Nouvelle Cuisine, Low Carbs, and Raw Food. Although there were few damp, drizzly days in Los Angeles, there was always a warm welcoming fire at Magpie’s to suggest otherwise.

Pictures of sporting dogs and the bucolic English countryside hung on the rosy pink walls. A towering china hutch displayed dainty cups and saucers with storybook patterns like Tally Ho and Chelsea Gardens. Sometimes, while relaxing in one of the worn armchairs and sipping a cup of Earl Grey, a customer would tell Margaret that owning a tearoom like Magpie’s must be the most wonderful job in the world.



Of course Margaret would smile graciously.

And then pour them more tea.

On this Thursday in February, it actually was raining and Margaret Moore was late. Stepping off the porch of her tidy cream-colored bungalow, she hurried across the soggy lawn and then slid behind the wheel of her old Volvo. Winding down to Fountain Avenue, she immediately discovered that traffic was jammed all the way to Crescent Heights. Remembering the days of the ten-minute commute, she groaned. Now it took at least forty minutes to get anywhere in the city.

Just before 3rd Street, she turned left into the alley and pulled into one of four spaces marked Tearoom. A satin-blue Prius was parked beside her.

Lilly’s on time, she thought gratefully.

With the expertise of an Englishwoman, she unfurled her umbrella and reached the back door with nary a spot of water landing on her raincoat. Her shoulder-length chestnut hair hung perfectly in place.

Marching briskly into the kitchen, she stowed her purse and umbrella on a stainless steel baker’s rack. Shrugging off her coat, she noticed dirty bowls littering the counter and a pan in the sink filled with something resembling amber crystals. Then she heard the rush of running water.

She knocked on the bathroom door. “Lilly?”

A rotund woman of fifty emerged, dabbing her wet face with paper towels. “Hope you don’t mind. I crashed here last night,” she said.



Margaret did mind but decided not to engage in what she knew would be a lengthy conversation about Lilly’s domestic problems. “As long as you don’t make a habit of it,” was all she said.

Several aprons and a crisp white shirt hung on hooks next to the bathroom door. Margaret exchanged her coat for a black-and-white plaid apron that complemented her narrow black slacks and long-sleeved T-shirt.

Lilly squirted some gel into her palms and spiked up her short gray hair. “Deborah and I had a fight.”

She’s too young for you, thought Margaret, examining the pot of burned crystals in the sink.

“Just let that soak,” said Lilly. “I thought a butterscotch pudding would make an interesting trifle, but the caramel seized.”

Margaret’s blue-gray eyes clouded. “How can I possibly go to England and leave the tearoom under your command?”

“You’re going to England?” Lilly scrubbed at an egg stain on her soiled chef’s jacket. “When did this happen?”

“Nothing’s planned. But my mother’s getting on, you know. She’s almost eighty.”

“I thought you hated your mother.”

Margaret drew herself up. “Where did you get that idea? Just because we’re not … overly fussy with one another. I have enormous respect for her.”

Quickly turning her attention to the kitchen, she surveyed it with dismay. Although she employed a daily cleaning service, they never seemed to scrub the sink to her satisfaction. And Lilly was the messiest chef on earth. She never closed drawers or returned utensils to their proper hook on the overhead rack. Dishes were jammed willy-nilly on the open shelves below the counters and teacups were stacked precariously in the cabinets above. It wasn’t as if this were a grand restaurant, either. They were a medium-sized tearoom with a dwindling inventory of china and flatware. It was sheer luck that the Health Department hadn’t caught them in this condition and slapped them with a C rating.

Lilly seized a tray of buff-colored scones. “I made these last night to go with my insomnia,” she beamed. “Peanut butter chocolate chip.”

“Sounds like a hideous American candy bar.”

“Oh, come on, Margaret, half the world loves peanut butter and chocolate. I think we could make a killing on these.”

“Must I remind you that we are not here to make a killing. We are here to serve tradition.”

Abandoning the kitchen, Margaret forged on with her morning routine. Why is it so difficult for Lilly to stick to the menu, she wondered, heading down the hallway towards the tearoom. It is simply crucial to have proper scones, layer cake, and egg salad at the ready. Customers depend upon it.

At the end of the hall was a door with a small brass sign inscribed “W.C.” Inside the customer restroom, blue toile wallpaper and a pedestal sink gave the space a slightly Victorian air. She checked to be sure there was tissue, hand towels, and seat covers. Noticing a small puddle of water next to the toilet, she averted her eyes and hoped it was residue from last night’s mopping and not a harbinger of ugly things to come.

From there, it was three quick steps to the tearoom. She crossed the floor to the two large windows that faced 3rd Street. Gently pulling back the chintz curtains, she tied them up with ruffled sashes and glanced out at the sweeping rain. I never really wanted to leave London, she thought. That had been Tony.

Shaken by this unexpected nostalgia, she set about putting her place in order. Neither trendy—nor conservative—there was an underlying elegance in the mismatched slipcovers and scuffed hardwood floors. Club chairs and ladder-backed chairs snuggled up to the tables—all good pieces snatched at flea markets and garage sales, long before that sort of treasure hunt became a pastime for studio executives and hipsters. The choice spot in the house was the loveseat next to the fireplace. A paneled oak door on a wrought-iron base served as its tea table and a beveled mirror over the mantel captured the room in its face. All the old customers wanted this table and Margaret had honed her diplomatic skills on its availability.

As she straightened chairs and pinched dead petals off the roses in several vases, Lilly followed closely behind, not being the least bit helpful.

“We fought about this weekend. Deborah doesn’t want to go away with me. She never wants to leave town!”

“She’s new here. It’s still exciting.” Margaret glanced at her watch: ten-thirty, customers in an hour.



“She refuses to visit any more B&Bs. She hates eating breakfast with retired couples in matching jogging suits.”

“Can you blame her?”

“No.” Lilly stuck out her lower lip. “But don’t most couples like to go away on romantic weekends?”

Margaret rearranged the tchotchkes on the gift shelves. “I have no idea what couples do—I’m here on the weekend with groups of women. I can’t recall the last time I saw a couple.”

Next to the front door stood a pine writing desk with a phone, a reservation book, and an answering machine. Reaching out, Margaret pushed the blinking red message button.

“Hey, it’s Lauren, I’m gonna be late. I got an audition at ten,” said a careless, cigarette-sucking voice.

“I must stop hiring actresses,” Margaret muttered.

“You’ve got to stick with the older ones that never work,” said Lilly.

There was a sharp bang at the back door, followed by a gust of cool air and, finally, Clarissa Richardson. Beautiful and just a gasp from forty, she favored theatrical attire and Bakelite bracelets.

Without so much as a hello, she breezed in with the day’s dilemma.

“My cell is almost dead and my agent’s supposed to call!” Rummaging through her bulging purse, she spilled a pair of eyeglasses on the floor.

Lilly playfully scooped up the emerald-green frames and dangled them in her face. “When did you start wearing these?”

Clarissa snatched them back. “They’re for driving.”

“Uh-oh! Can estrogen replacement be far behind?”

“What are you talking about? I’m still in my thirties.”

Is that in dog years? Lilly thought.

“I suppose you’ve already prepped the sandwiches so we don’t have to wait like yesterday.” Clarissa looked pointedly at Margaret.

Deciding to separate the two, Margaret made a preemptive strike. “Lilly,” she said smoothly, giving her chef a little push towards the kitchen. “Please finish up with the scones.”

Lilly swiveled on her heel and trudged back down the hall.

“Five minutes is not a wait!” she shot back.

Margaret paused until Lilly was out of earshot, then whispered, “Was there a problem yesterday?”

Lowering her chin, Clarissa clasped her hand to her throat to underscore the graveness of the situation. “After you left for your teeth cleaning, she forgot to put the leaves in the teapot and then she forgot to boil the eggs for the egg salad.”

“I see,” Margaret said thoughtfully. “Clarissa, please check the rest of the messages before you make your call. And do hurry. Lauren’s going to be late.”

“Did her nose ring get infected?”

“An audition. Thank god I can count on you.”

“I go on auditions!”



“I meant that as a compliment,” Margaret said.

Clarissa’s green eyes burned brightly. “I might have an audition later. A killer part. Just perfect for me.”

Back in the kitchen, Margaret kept a watchful eye on her chef. She knew there was truth in what Clarissa had said. Lilly had been very absentminded lately. Last week some of the customers had complained about the scones. They were metallic tasting, probably a result of too much baking soda. Margaret shuddered. That was the trouble with running your own business, she thought. You could never really let up. Otherwise, you had inedible, horrid scones.

Settled at the writing desk, Clarissa ignored the answering machine and, instead, reached for the land line. She dialed her agent, or rather, her agent’s assistant, since she rarely spoke directly to him these days. “Amy? It’s Clarissa Richardson again. Is Ken in yet? I have to get into that pilot, Lavender and Lace. I’m perfect for the part of Scarlett Finnegan.”

“I think that role’s for twenty-five to thirty,” replied Amy in a dismissive tone cultivated by young agents-in-training.

“No, it’s thirty to thirty-five. I saw the break-downs.” Where does he find these girls? she thought angrily. They know nothing about acting except acting like they know everything.

“I’ll give Ken all your messages.” Amy hung up the phone.

Remember my extensive range, Clarissa prayed silently. Then, closing her eyes, she repeated her affirmations. I am an extraordinarily good actress. I love myself and I am willing to have success in my life.

Lilly tossed cubes of cold, unsalted butter and four cups of flour into the food processor. Then she hit the pulse button. When was Clarissa going to get it? she thought. It didn’t matter how great she was as an actor or how hard she worked. Success so often depended on those other, intangible things. Things like who you know and who you meet.

And how lucky you were.

Unlocking the lid of the machine, she reached into the bowl and rubbed her fingers through the flour. It felt like coarse cornmeal—perfect. Dumping the mix into a large stainless steel bowl, she added buttermilk and stirred until the batter came together.

Turning the dough out onto the wooden counter, she began to pat it into two smooth circles. She remembered how her mother, Cora, would often keep her up at night, crying about the parts she didn’t get. The two of them had lived on canned beans and Birds Eye frozen vegetables for several years until Cora finally landed a soap.

A part she got because the producer’s first choice came down with pneumonia. And the thing that will keep you off a soap is sickness. You had to be there five days a week for forty-eight weeks a year.

With a chef’s knife, Lilly cut each round into six triangles. She beat an egg with a little milk, then brushed the wash over the scones. Clarissa’s a better actress than my mother was, she thought. But Cora was lucky. She was in the right place at the right time plus she had me for the emotional support. Clarissa has no one. No daughter to cook for her, clean for her, listen to her nervous breakdowns.

Lilly felt a little guilty for riding Clarissa so hard. Acting wasn’t something you picked; it was in your genes. Like brown eyes or schizophrenia.

Placing her scones on a parchment-lined baking sheet, she popped them in the oven.

While watching her cell phone for signs of life, Clarissa listened to the phone machine. A woman with a heavy English accent had just started speaking when the cell buzzed. She checked the caller ID.

Ken!

Stopping the machine, she frantically opened her phone. “Hello?”

“Liss,” her agent cooed, “we need to talk.”

Something in his tone set her on edge and she braced herself against the top of the desk. “Ken, I know that Amy is new and she doesn’t know my range but—”

“Liss, we’re doing a lot of reorganizing around here. Sort of defining our mission statement and who and what applies to that goal.”

“What?” Her phone began the beep, beep of low power.

“Liss, you know I love you but frankly, I’m not seeing work that’s right for you and I’m not sure our synergy is creating opportunity.”

“What?” Preoccupied with her battery, she didn’t catch what he was saying.



He paused. “Listen, I think right now you’d be better off with someone who could give you the attention you deserve.”

Beads of sweat broke out on her upper lip. “Ken, I’ve been with you almost twenty years.”

“Exactly. Exactly! I’m glad we’re on the same page. Change is difficult, but really, it’s for the best. And of course, we’ll always be friends … we’ll still see each other, oh, who is it, Amy?”

Clarissa wondered if she were levitating. “Ken, we have to discuss this in person!”

“Can’t, I’ve got to take this other call. Don’t view this as a negative …”

Her phone died. He was gone.

Now Ken and that hateful Amy were not even a thorn in her side.

Too late, Clarissa realized that a lousy agent was better than nothing at all.







Chapter Two
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Dueling police sirens on La Brea forced Lauren from her dreamy morning sleep. Opening her eyes, she saw Dakota. White and chiseled like those gorgeous Italian statues, he had blond curly hair that was always rumpled in the sexiest way. His fingertips and toes and penis were rosy patches on an otherwise milky frame.

She kissed him. “What time is it?”

He fished around on the floor for his cell phone. “Ten.”

“Fuck!”

“Let’s.”

“Can’t. I’ve got work.”

Lauren shimmied into low-cut jeans and the flimsiest spaghetti-strap camisole. At twenty-six, a night of drinking, sex, and little sleep only enhanced her looks.



“Don’t leave,” he reached for the remote and clicked on Comedy Central.

“I’ve got a day job.”

“I’ll support us.”

Lauren rolled her tawny cat eyes. Dakota could live on nothing. He worked part time in tech support to finance his real mission—creating his own awesome computer game.

“What do you need?” he smiled lazily and pulled her back to bed.

“Oh, everything,” she murmured. God he was cute! If she didn’t shower, go back to her place, or stop for coffee, there was time for one more round before work.

The tearoom was filling up when Lauren crept in the back door.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said, peeling off a cropped velvet jacket suitable for dim lights and a cash bar.

Margaret, who was steeping two pots of tea, jerked around and took in the scanty top and nose jewelry.

“Did you get my message?” Lauren said, “I—”

“Please remove that ring.” Margaret was pissed in that quiet English way. Her mouth was pursed. Lauren quickly unclasped the offending silver hoop from her right nostril and shoved it in the pocket of her jeans.

“Can I borrow the white shirt?” said Lauren, pointing at the hook on the wall. “Because of my … audition this morning, I forgot my other clothes.”

“Fine,” Margaret nodded. She always kept something at the ready for these types of emergencies.



Lauren buttoned herself up and then tied on a Scotch-plaid apron. She glanced at Margaret shyly. “Will you put up my hair like you did last week?”

“If you’d like.”

“I had no idea we were going to play beauty parlor,” Lilly said, shoving another tray of scones into the oven.

From the drawer under the wall phone, Margaret retrieved some bobby pins and twisted Lauren’s feathery strands into a smooth chignon.

“There, you look lovely,” she said, standing back to admire her work. A timer buzzed and she returned to her teapots, fishing out the mesh balls stuffed with soggy leaves. She handed Lauren the Earl Grey. “Go on, now. This is for the sisters by the window.”

Feeling elegant in her upswept do, Lauren slipped gracefully through the doorway.

Lilly looked sharply at her boss. “You know she’s an operator.”

“Yes, an awfully good one,” said Margaret, setting up a silver tray with four cups. “But she’s quite pretty. People like to look at her. Such a pity she dresses like a two-bit tart. When I was her age, we wanted to look beautiful.”

“Everyone that age is beautiful,” said Lilly.

Margaret whisked the pot of English Breakfast to the Book Club, who, judging by the copies of Jane and Prudence on the table, had chosen Barbara Pym for this month’s discussion. Pouring out their steaming brew, she murmured, “Such a witty book,” while struggling to recall if Tony had ever told her she was pretty.



No. But he had often said that she was brilliant and chic.

Oh, dear, Margaret thought sadly. I should have known then.

Lilly was beating chocolate ganache and Clarissa was arranging sandwiches on a silver caddy when Lauren returned for her customers’ scones.

“You’re welcome,” Clarissa said rudely.

“For what?” Lauren stuck her finger in Lilly’s bowl of chocolate and began lapping it up.

“Once again you were late so I had to cover for you.” Clarissa grasped the handle of her caddy and swept from the room.

She’s just jealous, Lauren thought, dropping two scones on two small plates. She probably hasn’t been laid in a year.

“You look good with your hair up,” said Lilly, all the while thinking, Fuck, she is hot!

“Hey, Lil, would you make me some espresso? I never got my coffee this morning.”

“Sure.” While grinding the coffee beans, Lilly fantasized about ripping that shirt off Lauren’s bikini-perfect body. “So, who’re you seeing this week?”

“This computer guy, Dakota. He’s cute but kinda laid-back.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“He doesn’t seem to care that much about money.”

“He’s what? Twenty-five?”

“He should be more ambitious.”



Lilly tamped the grounds down in the filter basket. “When I was twenty-five I thought if I was in love and getting laid it was ambitious.”

“You still think that way.”

Lilly went home to a dark house that night. Deborah had a meeting. It was pilot season and the network executives were working fourteen-hour days making shows that no one would ever see.

This business, she thought, it’s a life sentence.

She lit all the lamps in the living room, stuck Laura Nyro in the CD player, and sat down on the sofa to roll a joint. She couldn’t believe she was living with a casting director, although it was a step up from her last two girlfriends. At least Deborah was employed. Melanie, a video artist, had spent her days smoking cigarettes with friends at coffeehouses and Carla, a set dresser, had injured her back and required enormous sums of Lilly’s money for a chiropractor and aromatherapy.

Lilly hated to be home alone. It reminded her of childhood, spending her afternoons with cinnamon toast and the television as companions. She and Cora lived in Westwood, in a Spanish duplex behind a wrought-iron gate and a small courtyard with an empty fishpond. Cora had played the faithful nurse Rosie on Mass General for twenty years until lung cancer took her at fifty. The age I am now, Lilly thought, inhaling the sweet high. But I don’t have a daughter—no, I mean an indentured servant—to wait on me.

Lying back on the blue cotton cushions, she pushed Cora out of her mind. No sense in wasting a perfectly good high on that relationship. She thought, instead, about meeting Deborah at the Silver Lake dog park. Lilly didn’t own a dog, but she went there to hang out with all the cute women and their Australian shepherds and Labradors.

A tiny freckle-faced brunette was wrangling a pair of beagles. The dogs howled and whined but Lilly didn’t hear them over the din of her lust. She wanted Deborah so badly she pretended to admire the annoying beasts that brought them together.

Fresh from New York, Deborah was working as a dog walker but searching for a job in entertainment. Lilly used her gal pals to arrange an interview for Deb at a top-rated network. Assistant to Vice-President of Casting. That was three years ago. Now Deb was a VP herself.

So she was never home.

Lilly cooked for them, cleaned for them, and took Deborah’s gorgeous stretch wool jackets to the dry cleaner.

I guess that makes me her assistant, Lilly mused.

Deb didn’t want so much sex anymore. The power at work was the juice.

And I’m fat, Lilly thought. If I could give up the pot, I’d lose thirty pounds.

But what would I do if I wasn’t smoking the pot?





Chapter Three
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Clarissa knocked on Mark’s door. He was supposed to be home by now. They had to work on their scene before class tonight.

Fucking actors, she thought.

Dropping into a padded teak chair on the porch, she took in the view of the basin. Vermont Avenue and Western Avenue were twinkling on the north/south grid. Century City was dimly visible in the waning winter light. This was prime real estate courtesy of beer commercials. Mark had landed a national campaign and the house and car followed.

I never book commercial jobs, she thought bitterly. You had to have a certain look. Or maybe it was the willingness to shamelessly pitch the virtues of vile, useless things that people didn’t need. Anyway, she was too serious, too dramatic for advertising.



Mark said he wanted to be a legitimate actor. But he wanted to pursue it from the lap of luxury.

His sleek European sedan pulled into the driveway. Blessed with curly hair and a sublimely square jaw, Mark eased himself out of the tan leather seat.

“Sorry, Liss, my trainer was late.”

Inside the house, envy threatened to suffocate her. Mid-century pieces mixed perfectly with Baroque velvet drapes and a Warhol print. Even if she made a million dollars she’d never have taste this good.

Just focus on the work, she told herself sternly. Their scene was about loss and hope—two themes Clarissa was very familiar with—and when she started reading, the tearoom, her agent, the pain over not having Mark’s money, melted away.

It was the dialogue and the way she slipped into another skin. This was it for her. Acting fed her soul more than material things ever would.

Why couldn’t she make it pay?

Later in class, when they played the scene, she felt the power of capturing her audience. For a few minutes in the darkened theater, she reached out and, with her magical acting skills, she made them fall in love with her.

“You were amazing,” Mark said afterwards, gathering up his water bottle and phone. “You’re so good at this.”

I’ve always been good at this, Clarissa thought.

Vince DeFaria, their acting coach, put a hand on Mark’s shoulder.



“Great work,” he said, looking directly at Clarissa.

“I really felt I connected,” said Mark, smiling coyly at Vince.

Doesn’t he know Vince is straight? Clarissa wondered. With that gorgeous voice and a face to match, she was sure Vince had plenty of women to choose from. Besides, he had the whole acting coach guru thing that assured a steady supply of sex.

Thank god I never date actors, she thought. Guaranteed heartache.

The last of the students drifted away when they realized that Mark had claimed Vince and wasn’t going to share. “I’ve learned so much in your class,” Mark was gushing to his coach. “When I was in high school, I was always, like, Second Serf on the Left.”

Vince laughed and his easy grin made him look younger than his probably forty years. His intense brown eyes gazed down at Clarissa. “I bet you were always the lead.”
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