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For anyone who has ever thought they might be too broken for love





Content Warning

You Had Me at Bonjour contains material related to sexual assault and violence or injury. If you are sensitive to these subjects, please use this information to make an informed decision about whether to proceed with this story.





Introduction

When I turned forty, I was single, I was stuck, and I had never been to Paris. I figured at least one of those things was not beyond my control. I wanted to lose myself in something, somewhere, someone—precisely so that I could find myself again.

So, I got on the plane, and off I went. Finally, I was speaking my schoolbook French to actual French people. A thing I had been prepared for, and yet which seemed never to have been put to proper use. Like my heart. I looked for love everywhere: on street corners, in elevators, standing in line to mail a postcard.

Like the great poet Tom Petty said, “The waiting is the hardest part.”

We have so many ideas about the way things are supposed to be and what we can or cannot do. I had thought I couldn’t go to Paris alone, yet there I was—walking through the Jardin du Luxembourg, dining on foie gras and blanquette de veau, gazing up at Rodin’s original Thinker, not totally bereft. The day I arrived, I wandered out on the Pont des Arts, a wood-slatted, iron pedestrian bridge that links the Louvre to the Institut de France, home of the Académie Française, on the other side of the river. There was a grand view of Notre-Dame and Île de la Cité, where the Seine splits in two. It was the oldest part of Paris with its stone bâtiments and ancient architecture.

An accordion player was sitting on a little stool, busking for tips. Nothing seemed more French than “La Vie en Rose” and a solo musician on the street. He must be lonely too, the way he played with such melancholy—hugging his instrument and then pulling away from it—come here, go away, come here, go away. It was a familiar sound. A romantic sound. Also, an increasingly hollow sound. I dropped a few coins in his case and took out my camera for a selfie.

“You must be waiting for your lover.” A man was standing nearby, his head tilted to the side, his mustache blowing in the wind.

“Not exactly,” I told him. He was appealing in that slightly dumpy, ugly-sexy, Harvey Keitel sort of way. I had been achingly single at this point for the last eight years—since the day I left my college boyfriend and got sober. I wanted to be waiting for my lover. But I was not.

“Whenever I see a woman alone on dis bridge, she is waiting for her lover.”

If this were a pickup line, at least it was original.

“Here, let me take your picture.” He motioned at the camera in my hand with his two fingers. It was a somewhat suggestive gesture.

What was to stop him from running off with my camera?

“My name is Bruno. I’m a street photographer.” He snapped a couple of pictures.

He wasn’t going anywhere.

“People think this is the most romantic bridge in the world. They come here, and they put the locks on the bridge, and they srow the key in the water,” he explained, as he handed the camera back to me and pointed to the chain-link railing on the Pont des Arts.

There was so much else to look at between the flying buttresses of Notre-Dame, her towering spire and stained-glass windows, and the boats parked along the quai, the bridges stretching across the river to tree-lined sidewalks—all of it colored periwinkle under the cloud-filtered light. I hadn’t even noticed. Along the bridge, padlocks of various colors and sizes were fastened to the fencing. Some had initials painted in bright red nail polish. There was even one huge brass one shaped like an Indian goddess. There were hundreds, maybe thousands of them. How could this spindly footbridge bear the weight of all this love?

“Oh, my God!” I was so completely and unapologetically American at this moment that even the accordion player had to laugh. Then it started to drizzle the way it had all week. Bruno smiled with his hands on his hips, proud to have introduced the American girl to one of the charms of Paris. As the rain came down harder, I flung my scarf over my head.

“Merci,” I shouted to Bruno as I ran for shelter. He waved back and watched me leave. I was surprised and a little disappointed that he let me go without a fight.

There was something cinematic about the thunder and the lightning cracking over the rooftops. Wouldn’t it have been perfect if he had turned out to be the one? Not just another what’s-his-name, but the one who would make all the other what’s-his-names make sense—as if they had been leading me here all along.

I ran under a stone portico across the street to wait out the storm. Under the arch was a window, and inside the window was a cozy spot with two chairs and a lamp on a vanity. I leaned back against the building, remembering how I had taped notes under my desk in my high school French class for the boy in the next period. I had thought myself sly. It was so long ago. I learned French. And then forgot it. I changed my mind about who I thought I was a hundred times. Now, there were slips of paper in my pockets like the sticky notes in my guidebook. There were napkins and valet tickets in the drawers at home in Los Angeles, tucked into books—this was where I had written down my dreams, each like a lens through which I had seen my life for a moment.

When I was nineteen, my father took me to see Les Misérables. Intermission came, and I rushed to the ladies’ room in my tight black dress. My father stood outside the bathroom, stroking his mustache and worrying. He would have liked to know what to say, but I hadn’t told him what was going on. I didn’t want to fight. Instead, I cried so hard there was snot running down my face—the program crumpled and ruined in my hand. I didn’t give a rat’s ass about the French Revolution. It was the love story that moved me.

The boy I adored throughout high school had finally moved in with me, and I was falling for someone else. This other man was dating my friend, was eight years older than me, and was separated from his wife. I couldn’t resist. In the end, he left us all in the dust. When the spotlight fell on Éponine dying in the arms of the man she loved, I felt as if the light had shone on me. She was the “bad girl,” the rebellious ingenue—flipping off the world in her hat and trench coat. Fat lot of good it did her. The opera house carpet stretched across the floor beneath our chairs in an endless repetition of octagons, and I could not stop crying. I should be more like Cosette.

To say I was some kind of romantic would be an understatement. There are other words for it. For as long as I could remember, all I wanted was to be loved. This great wanting made me do all sorts of ridiculous things. I wore pajamas to dinner and glared at anyone who looked at me. I chased the most unavailable men I could find. I told them I loved them as soon as possible. I was shocked when they ran. Drugs were rocks I threw at the shell I was wearing, trying to break myself open. The ridiculous things became dangerous things. Bad things. Things that landed me in the hospital and in the company of people who terrified me.

Then, when I got close to what I wanted, I would burn it all down and want something else. Someone else. I was a wanting machine. Without wanting, I could not exist. It was the fire that both consumed me and propelled me. Cut to college, different boy, same story. The day I left him was not so different from that day at Les Miz—except that it got me sober. I would try to be a good girl now. I would cultivate the look of the disappointed Madonna. I would be full of grace at last—Cosette in her white ruffled dress.

I always knew what was wrong with me. I didn’t know what to do about it. My mother had left my father and me when I was four years old. The day she told me she was leaving, I clung to her waist and wept into her long red hair. I would not let go. We were sitting in the driveway at her friend’s house in the front seat of Daddy’s car. Hanging from the rearview mirror, there was a clear crystal cut like a diamond. When Mama stood up, she tapped the crystal. It spun and spread rainbow light in pieces everywhere. In the silence, she whispered she would be back for me. And I believed her. Of course I believed her. Everyone knew my mother was a powerful witch. You could tell by the way the lights flickered when she entered the room. By the way she knew the Bible, the I Ching, and the Bhagavad Gita. By the way you felt more alive when she was near. When she cast that spell, she handed down her power. This was the magic that would protect me when she could not.

She moved to Hollywood, then Vegas, then Nashville—somewhere famous, somewhere bright. She was chasing something; I was chasing her. Mama once told me how Lana Turner, a freckle-faced girl like her, had been discovered at a malt shop. She dreamed about “hitting the big time,” and then she would come back for me. She said someday she would take me to Paris. For years, she repeated this promise and never came through. It was like a cloud that hung just out of reach. I saw my mother once a year, counted my freckles, and smoked Gauloises cigarettes in square blue boxes whenever I could get them.

We rail against the absence of the things we’re for, against the empty bed. And then when context sets the things we’re for against themselves, we rail against that, too. Sometimes, we kill off these wanting parts because we are ashamed of them. We think—too messy, too much of a burden. We will be happier without them, without it. We will be free. But freedom comes from loving the mess as much as from cleaning it up.

I had been alone for a long time before I even knew I was alone. And then for a long time after that. The process went something like this: I had resigned myself to not chasing unavailable men. Then, I broke my word to myself again and again. I also recommitted again and again. There were so many men I had to let go of. Good men, but not my man. Men who didn’t or couldn’t see me. Men who were stuck in the quagmire of addiction. There was a long string of heartbreaks from high school to college to a cowboy named Zeke to the latest what’s-his-name—a musician who had re-entered my life after a twenty-year absence. What’s-his-name was only the most recent. His name didn’t matter. What mattered was that he wasn’t mine.

Finally, I tried making friends with men I was attracted to. This kept me out of their beds but trapped in the friend zone. I’d had a terrible crush on one such man. After months of hanging out as just friends, we made out one night. The following week, he called me about going to a play, but he invited a bunch of other people.

“Is this a date?” I asked him.

“Well, uh, you and I have been friends for a while now and uh…” he babbled nervously. This was a no.

“I can’t go,” I said. My sister, Sadie, would have had a smartass remark that would turn it all around. She could make everyone laugh when she did it, too, so you respected her bravado instead of feeling sorry for her. But I couldn’t very well hang up the phone and call her just then.

I was trying so hard to be good. It was all uphill. Being good often meant being alone. Proud, and good, and alone.

I thought the problem with my love life was the place where I lived. Let it be noted, I am aware I am not the first woman to say this about Los Angeles. But was I only justifying my own failure? I had to find out.

Paris was not what I expected, any more than love was. What a shock to discover that Les Misérables is not the story of the French Revolution at all. The truth is more complicated, grislier, and happened over a ten-year period—thirty years before the events of Les Misérables. Real life is a lot less calculated than a Broadway musical.

When I first moved to Los Angeles, I interned for a literary agent in West LA. She had a dog named Freedom. It was a strange breed I’d never seen before. Red and fast and every bit living up to his name, Freedom would escape from the backyard every week. When he did this, I would go out into the street and shout his name: “Freedom! Freedom!” I expected that, if I called loudly and long enough, Freedom would come to me. But it never worked that way. He came when he wanted to. Though he always showed up, eventually.

I wondered if the same might be true for love.





CHAPTER ONE Under the Influence

I was twelve the first time I remember being drunk. My friend Jessie Steinberg and I were at a Passover dinner where sweet kosher wine was part of the ceremony. While the adults were out of the room, I picked up the square bottle, poured myself another cup, and guzzled it down.

My father and I had been invited along as family friends, although we were not Jewish. Jessie’s family had moved to Palo Alto from Chicago and lived in the cul-de-sac at the end of our street. She and I mostly wanted to get our driver’s permits and our first boyfriends and to play Ms. Pac-Man on her Atari after school for as long as our parents would let us. We didn’t understand what was happening in our bodies when we drank the wine, only that we loved how the wine made us feel. Me more than her, I suspect. My reality finally matched my fantasy. I was transported. We ran in circles around our hosts’ living room until we tipped over the seder plate.

“What’s wrong with you?” her father yelled, his hairpiece slightly out of place.

But to me, something was right at last. Very, very right. It was a kind of freedom. I felt comfortable in my own skin for the first time since my mother left and my family fell to pieces. The liberty alcohol brought lasted for years until it became another veil between the me I was trying to be and the me I actually was.

The year I turned eighteen, I was in a car accident. My high school boyfriend was leaving for Hollywood the next day. His band had a meeting with a record company. He was going to be a rock star. I was going to go to Foothill community college and continue stacking sweaters at Nordstrom. Two girls I knew from the department store had offered to take me out dancing to cheer me up. The wine was gone by the time the pizza came, so we drank tequila instead and never made it out of the house. That night, I called the boy for reassurance but ended up breaking up with him instead. I woke up the next morning thirsty and nauseated and desperate to tell him it was all a mistake. When he didn’t answer his phone, I got in my Mustang to see him in person. I slammed into a light pole at the corner of Hamilton and San Tomas, within a block of my friend’s house.

Because of internal bleeding in my abdomen, I wound up in a drug-induced coma for four days. Little did I know, it wouldn’t be my last time in the ICU.

I quit drinking a few years later because my college boyfriend had broken up with me, and I thought maybe that was the way to get him back. It worked. The year after I graduated, he drove his Ford Explorer down to visit me in Savannah, where I had gone to live with my mother for the first time since I was four.

One day, we were driving out to see Mama on one of those two-lane Georgia highways with ditches on either side. A dog jumped out in the road, and my boyfriend swerved to avoid hitting it. I saw the black Isuzu pickup just before impact. The crunch and slam of glass and steel drowned out everything for miles. I know this sound. I do not know what it means. It comes from the dark—not a place in the dark, but the dark. It never ends. I know this sound. I do not know how to stop it when it comes now…uninvited, unannounced, perhaps following the moon, or fettered in its own rotation, it comes because it must. The two men in the other car both died. I know their names, but I never saw their faces, not even in a picture.

“Are you okay?” the boyfriend asked me.

“I can’t feel my legs,” I said.

The doctors said there was a ninety-nine percent chance that I would never walk again. In multiple surgeries over the course of the next four days, they rebuilt my spine with titanium. Then they woke me up and asked me if I could wiggle my toes, and I did. Then they gave me all the drugs for all the pain.

As I learned to walk again, I weaned myself from morphine to Demerol to Percocet to codeine to Vicodin.

To tolerate the Vicodin, I smoked marijuana.

I wanted so badly to be myself again, and feared I was becoming someone else, someone I did not know and did not think I wanted to be. I felt I was scattered about, parts here and there on the map of my youth.

I did not know how to put myself together again.

Over time, I built up a tolerance, and eventually it all stopped working. That was when I found cocaine. And a circle of unsavory characters to do it with.

When I finally committed to abstinence from drugs as well as alcohol, it was not because of a conscious choice to pursue a better life. I thought if I finally quit all substances, I would be good enough for this cowboy named Zeke, whom I’d met at a gas station one night. I couldn’t leave my college boyfriend without someone else to turn to, although he had broken up with me seven times in the nine years we dated. Cowboy Zeke, with his sultry green eyes, was going to be my way out.

I sat on his couch and blew pot smoke in his face, and he told me he was in recovery. I thought that was funny at the time. When Zeke stopped returning my phone calls, I went to the recovery meetings, where he said he’d be hoping to run into him accidentally on purpose. By the time I gave up on him, I’d been sober for a year. It was impossible to go on as I was, so I went on as I never had. The by-product was that I finally didn’t hate myself.



HOW COULD I risk losing that to go to Paris? I had heard they even used to put wine in the kids’ school lunches. This wasn’t going to be easy. But something was missing. Someone was missing. Maybe he was waiting for me there.

When the friend I had planned to go to Paris with flaked out at the last minute, I called my friend Alicia. We had known each other since junior high school. On the day I met her, we were standing next to our lockers at Wilbur Middle School. She smiled and introduced herself. Her eyebrows were perfect. Polished. Artful, even. How did we end up next to each other when her last name started with a C and mine with an L? It wasn’t that funny, but we both laughed like hell. We have been friends ever since.

“Are you going to go by yourself?” she asked.

“What if it sucks being there alone?” I worried.

“Maybe it will be an adventure,” she said. “Maybe you’ll meet people.” The Travelpro carry-on lay empty and open on the floor.

“It’s only ten days, and if it sucks, I can come home sooner,” I decided.

The City of Light met me with a throng of student protesters near my hotel. They were around the corner in front of the Sorbonne. Climbing out of my taxi, I could hear them chanting something in French. In my imagination, a pouty young maiden waved the red, white, and blue (stripes, not stars) flag over a barricade. Somewhere, the theme from Les Misérables was playing as if it were still, always, my anthem. I dreamed a dream of days gone by…

Once inside my tiny room, I opened my window and looked down from the third floor, hoping to glimpse the students. Instead, two rather handsome men in dark blue police uniforms stood in the street near their van, observing the protesters from a distance. When they glanced up, I waved. They waved back. Excellent. The French were not so snobby after all.

The maxi pain au chocolat I’d bought at the Brioche Dorée in the airport was twice the size of a regular one. It was my first croissant on French soil. It was buttery and delicious with that sweet chocolate center. The can-can girl on the wall watched as I ate it, her feet and skirt in the air, glancing back over her shoulder. She seemed to be a dancer at the Moulin Rouge. LA GOULUE, it said above the drawing in that iconic French lettering. The glutton. She would have liked my maxi pain au chocolat. She would have drunk that last glass of Champagne. She would have found a new what’s-his-name directly. She would have wanted more of everything.

My room was in the attic and surely the smallest one in the place, with a slanted ceiling and nowhere to put my suitcase. But even from the bed, I could see the famous slate rooftops of Paris as I drifted off to sleep.

When I woke up, it was ten o’clock on a Tuesday night. The Eiffel Tower was open until midnight, and the day was gone already. I hopped into a taxi to the 7th arrondissement, took a selfie at the top of the tower, with the wind blowing my hair across my face, and sent it to my mother. I had made it. This was proof—the unmistakable iron tower behind me and the view of the city skyline. Below were two lanes, like an airport runway or a lauchpad for a spaceship. Then, there were infinite trails of light leading off into the night, zigzagging into the distance as if one could go anywhere from here.

Early the next day, I took the metro back to the station and then walked toward the American Church, where there was a recovery meeting. I crossed the Pont Alexandre III. Sculptures of full-figured, bare-breasted nymphs looked out at the river from their perches at the bridge’s center. It was colder than expected for June, and dark clouds hung overhead. I might have preferred a hot drink to the company of my fellows. But the cafe boats on the water were not open at this hour, so it was up the steps and into the church I went.

A couple of girls from Orange County at the meeting invited me to join them at Brasserie Lipp afterward. It was an old haunt of Hemingway and Gertrude Stein in Saint-Germain-des-Prés. Out front, there was an enclosed terrace beneath a long red awning and a neon sign with a beer mug overflowing. Inside, the walls were decorated with huge mirrors, so the cramped space seemed larger than it was. Over a plate of profiteroles, the dark-haired one shared about her ex-boyfriend, her drinking, and the sadness that stained her life.

“I was as addicted to him as I was to the drinking,” she said.

We nodded emphatically, rolled our eyes, and laughed. It was the kind of laughter only survivors of the same disaster can share. None of the men we were talking about were in the room, so we didn’t have to worry that the other woman was competition. We could all agree we hated that kind of girl—the kind that pretends to be your friend but is flirting with your boyfriend behind your back. We had also been that kind of girl. We were trying to be good girls now, or better girls. Here, we were all innocent. We were all on the same side. We were sisters.

The blonde one snorted and nearly choked on a mouthful of ice cream.

“Oh shit!” she cried. We laughed even louder and drew a few disapproving glances from the only French customers in the place. I told the girls about the latest man I hadn’t slept with and that I had lit a candle for him when I visited Notre-Dame. Our waiter, a droll sort with his belly stuffed into a tuxedo coat and tied up in a white apron, cleared the table with a smirk.

Before parting ways, the girls warned me about a con artist whom they had encountered.

“He comes up to you and hands you a gold ring as if you dropped it,” said the blonde. “Yeah, and then while you’re standing there talking, a lady will grab your purse and run,” the other one added.

“Beware,” they said.

“I will,” I said.

And we traded numbers, kissed cheeks, and parted ways.

Alicia had told me about the Catacombs—tunnels in which seven million bones were ensconced. Seven million, they said. This was something to see. Did they count each skull and rib? Or was it seven million skeletons? It was created when cemeteries started to overflow in the 1700s, and now it was a tourist trap.

I paid my entrance fee and, like the smart cookie I am, chose not to go with a tour guide or group to save a few dollars. Instead, I found myself alone in the darkest place on earth—at once mesmerized and shivering like some anthropologist zombie. I walked through the tunnels singing “Amazing Grace” at the top of my lungs, and the bones sang along, seven million souls rising to meet me. My voice took on a necessary supernatural quality, in harmony with theirs, and the sound carried me forward through the layers of earth and bone. I put one foot in front of the other as I sang, avoiding the puddles where the earth had bled—dripping onto the narrow path—until I reached the other end.

As I stepped back into the light, the guard checked my bags to see if I’d tried to pilfer a clavicle or a tibia on my way out. I had walked through this on my own, as I had done most of my life, and I was stronger for it. I had faith; why hadn’t it gotten me where I wanted to go until now? Which, primarily, was to the altar, although I hated to admit it. Nobody needed to know that. I had faced seven million shadows. And I was fascinated. I was enthralled. I was exactly the girl who might have slipped a radius into her bookbag. But there was only a tiny stone I had taken from the mud floor: white and porous and small enough to close in my palm. Hidden. Secret. Sacred.

On my last day in Paris, I went to the Louvre. There were warnings that trying to see it all in one day was ludicrous. But I’m an alcoholic. That. Is. How. I. Roll. As I strolled toward the entrance, I heard a chiming at my feet, and a gold ring spun across my path.

“Mademoiselle! Mademoiselle!” A man pointed at the ring and ran up beside me.

I glanced at him and slowed my pace. He was lazy-eyed and shaggy-haired. In general, he had the look of someone who had been left out in a storm, like all the lost souls I knew when I was drinking and using drugs. Was he one of us?

He picked up the ring and hurried after me, holding it out toward me. I am an exceedingly optimistic person. I will believe the best about people even when it is ridiculous to do so. I had believed every word my mother said for much longer than it seemed possible. I had learned to ignore red flags. It was part of my magic. He had chosen his target well. But I remembered what the girls from the meeting had told me at Brasserie Lipp.

I walked faster and held up my hand. “Nope. Not mine.”

He persisted as if he did not understand English. “Madame! Madame!”

So now I was Madame. I had aged, married, and gained respect in the last fifteen seconds. As if! “I was warned about you, buddy.”

He stopped dead in his tracks, and I kept right on going. I realized that this was basically what my love life had looked like since I got sober. No mistake there. It would be funny and maybe even dignified if it weren’t so lonely.

Once inside, I went straight for the Mona Lisa. There was a crowd of tourists, shoulder to shoulder, inching their way toward the wooden tower with the glass case that held the most famous piece of art in the world. As I jostled with the rest of them, camera in hand, the faces bobbed around me. They were European, Eastern European, Latin, Asian, Scandinavian, South American, African, and Middle Eastern. All shouting to one another in a wild assortment of tongues, but all saying the same thing: Take my photo! Over here! This way!

To get to a piece of art. To be close to her. They pushed forward as if it were Sting in that glass box. But it was not Sting. Or Madonna even. It was the myth of a dark lady. It was not about the painting. It was about the story. This was a place where she was revered. She was the center of all things. Men and women alike worshipped at her feet. My chest burned in stoic silence. There was a new fire inside me. Yes! I wanted to shout. But I dared not speak it. Yes, and yes, and yes again. Love could be possible in a place like this. Maybe even for someone like me.

Before I left Paris, I bought a music box in one of the touristy shops in Montmartre that played “La Vie en Rose” when you cranked the tiny handle. You had to fall in love with this song. It was so iconic, so extra, and yet so elegant. When I got back to LA, I sat on my balcony overlooking the courtyard and the palm trees and created a ringtone from the Louis Armstrong version of the song. Every time my phone rang after that—driving down Highway 10, searching for a parking spot at the Galleria, horribly and embarrassingly during a movie at the ArcLight—Paris was literally calling out to me.

Sometimes, I would answer.

Sometimes, I would let it ring the way you call an old boyfriend to listen to the outgoing message. Just to hear the sound of his voice.





CHAPTER TWO My Other Love

The first time I got on a stage, I was ten years old. I didn’t want to try out for the school play until my friend Agnes told me she was. Agnes was round, quiet, and furtive, like her pet rat. If Agnes was trying out, I could do it, too.

Agnes and I read aloud for Mr. Mandel in the breezeway catty-corner from the principal’s office. I knew where the principal’s office was because I was sent there for wearing a necklace with a pendant that read OH SHIT in curvy gold letters.

Mama had given me the necklace. Every summer, I would go to visit her wherever she was. That was the year she had the house in North Hollywood, where everybody came to party. I learned how to separate the stems and seeds from the pot using the top of a shoebox and a playing card. She cried over her latest heartbreak, and I made her a love potion out of Aqua Velva and witch hazel. And when the party moved elsewhere, she left me with her friend’s teenage daughters, who took me to see Woody Allen’s Manhattan and offered me some of the pot after I’d separated the stems and seeds. I said no. When Mama came to get me at six o’clock the next morning, I was still awake. I had cleaned the teenage daughter’s room and waited.

When I was in his office, the principal told me to take the necklace off, and I refused. Naturally, he sent me home. This is exactly how “good” girls become “bad” girls or lose sight of what either of those words means.

Mr. Mandel announced the cast on the Monday after our auditions. He gave me a smaller part. Worse still, he cast Agnes in the role I wanted. When I asked him about it, he scratched his beard and then said, “There are no small parts, only small actors.”

Opening night, I missed my cue and vowed to myself never to act again. In the fall, Mr. Mandel said we would do A Christmas Carol. He tempted me with the Ghost of Christmas Past.

Even I was surprised when I said yes.

I had been an ambivalent girl. I had tried clarinet, ballet, and Girl Scouts until I found my one true obsession: boys. Although I was not much better at boys than I had been at clarinet or ballet or Girl Scouts, at least it was something I could stick to. By the time I hit my forties, my passion for acting had turned out about as well as my passion for boys. I was looking for someone to blame for my lack of success, and my mother was an easy target. I had been calling her every Sunday since I made amends to her as part of my recovery program. At first, I thought it was she who should be making amends to me, but I eventually became convinced that my part in our past was not letting it go. One Sunday, she said she was coming to Las Vegas, so when she arrived, I drove out from LA to meet her at her hotel.

“So, you got any new boyfriends?” was the first thing she asked me as I bowed to brush liquid foundation over her forehead and cheeks, blending at the jawbone. Her skin felt like tissue paper. When did she become so fragile?

“Nobody serious,” I said, which was true. The only people I met in everyday life were other actors, and one actor in a relationship was probably plenty of self-absorbed vanity to go around. Directors were even worse. I dated a producer ten years older than me who called me an “older woman.” Older, apparently, than what he was used to. So that ruled out most of the men in Los Angeles. Who the hell was I going to date?

“Well, you don’t want to end up like me,” she said.

What can you say to that? What does that even mean? I tried to laugh it off and wondered if she was worried about me because I hadn’t found a man, gotten married, and had babies. I also wondered whether I should tell her I didn’t plan to have babies. Ever. Would she be disappointed?

When her makeup was done, Mama and her friend Hazel argued about whose turn it was on the Rascal. Hazel was only partially deaf and not nearly as persistent as Mama, so she lost. Mama put her purse in the basket and steered the scooter out the door while I held it open.

Dinner started well enough; then Mama ordered a brandy Manhattan. “What the hell, make it a double,” she said, slapping her palm down on the table.

I polished off my porterhouse and got ready to hit the casinos, but Mama hadn’t finished her drink.

She smiled and bobbled her head as she looked up at the waiter. “It’s such a purty glass; you won’t mind if I take it with me, will you?”

He shrugged. Why not?

“And could I get some extra cherries?” Her Georgia drawl was as sweet and syrupy as the marinated fruit.

He came back with an entire cup of red globes and set them down with a flourish, his bushy eyebrows bouncing. “Is that enough to satisfy you, Madame?”

I grumbled and glanced at Hazel. Was she hearing this?

Mama dumped the cherries into her Manhattan and reached for her purse, headed for the Rascal. “Well, I guess I’ve still got it!”

“Can you drive that thing?” I asked her.

One double cocktail like that might not have affected a normal person. But Mama had a prescription to go along with every backache, every muscle pain, every last beat of her heart. Morphine patches, Xanax, Lorcet, valium, OxyContin, and God knows what else came in those whiskey-colored bottles that rattled like Tic-Tacs in her purse.

She clutched the oversized glass in one hand and jerked her Rascal into the casino with the other. Mama and Hazel had insisted we stay at the Sahara. They liked staying at the hotel where Elvis and the Beatles had stayed. Also, it was cheap. The slot machines were oldish but loud as hell. Alarms and bells went off on every side. Dealers called the shots. People shouted when they won and they shouted when they lost.

Mama supposed this was as good a time as any to take out her teeth. Hazel was giving her a world of shit about it when a not-entirely-unattractive middle-aged man in a cowboy hat walked by.

Mama called out to him: “This is my daughter. Isn’t she pretty? You might recognize her; she’s a movie star. And she’s single, if you can believe that!”

“Mama!”

Mercifully, he tipped his hat and kept walking.

“What’s the matter? I’m gonna find you a husband now; don’t you trust me?”

“Absolutely not,” I told her.

An announcement came across the PA system about a little girl found wandering the casino unaccompanied. She had been so afraid, she couldn’t remember her own name. They only described her as Caucasian, nine years old, with braids.

When the doors to the elevator rolled open, Mama and her scooter lunged forward and rammed the elevator frame with a loud whack. Hazel jumped in front, trying to push the Rascal back while yelling for Mama to stop, and that set Hazel’s hearing aid to shrieking. Mama cursed the scooter and Hazel. Then she backed the Rascal up and burst into the elevator car, colliding with the rear wall. She had a trick she showed us where she pressed the button for the floor she wanted and the “close doors” button at the same time, all the way up, and the elevator would go directly to that floor. Damned if it didn’t work.

Back in the hotel room, Mama changed into her nightgown and launched into a blackjack lesson while telling the story of her boyfriend Wilbur Williams, the cocaine dealer, and the day the DEA agents came to arrest him while she had a pie in the oven. Mama had lots of stories, each one bigger and better than the last.

There was the one about the time she killed an alligator with her bare hands, the one about her night at the Playboy mansion, the one about how Waylon Jennings had proposed to her, the one about Melvin Belli and the CIA (who still had her on a special direct dial to the White House), the one where she got high with Bill Clinton and discovered Linda Ronstadt. She told these stories as she levitated over the bed, her long red hair hanging down below her crossed legs suspended in midair. She was simultaneously the most fantastic and the most frightening person I had ever known. Fantastic, because, well, you can already see she steals every scene she is in. Frightening, because it’s as if she has come through some spirit corridor, which lies open behind her, into which she could slip away at any moment.

When I finally got back to my room, it was late, or very early, and I realized I hadn’t checked my phone all night. There was a message from my agent about the audition I was missing. I stood there with my phone in my hand, looking out at the lights of the casino and the roller coaster grinding around and around with nobody in the cars.

I wondered if I had turned out like my mama. We all fear becoming our mothers, don’t we? Either that or we live our lives in their shadow. It seems instinctive for a woman to compare herself to her mother, though it never brings anything but bitterness. Anyway, I was sober, I reasoned. That had to count for something. Maybe it had turned out just as she hoped, and I had gotten only the best parts of her.

The last day in Vegas, Mama and I went to the Paris hotel for brunch.

“Well, it’s not the real thing, but it’ll have to be close enough for now,” she said, slipping an arm around me in the elevator. I was happy to be there with her under the faux Eiffel Tower, Mama on her Rascal whizzing through the casino at my side, vibrating as if she were made of stardust like the hotel sign that was her favorite—all pink and emerald and gold gleaming sparks. The lights on the wall would flicker when she passed as if in recognition.

When I asked her about it, she didn’t remember most of the dinner or any of the blackjack lesson, or what she had said, or why she had said it, or if it were true. It was hard to be present when you were under the influence of so many substances. And maybe she was okay with that. But it made me sad.

I had a lot of experience in hoping things would be different, in hoping she would be different. I had the mistaken idea that if I could be who they wanted me to be, the people I sought validation from would reciprocate and become who I wanted them to be. I didn’t just want to play someone else on-screen; I wanted to be someone else. Someone lovable enough that nobody would ever leave her again. I wanted to feel the way I imagined it felt to be her, ignoring entirely that she was in a constant state of becoming. She never seemed to land. She was as much an enigma as anything else, and even she couldn’t tell you what she was made of. I was afraid of surpassing her, but also afraid that I never would.



THIS IS how to be an actor: prepare for every audition as if it is opening day, even though you’re not getting paid. Audition for the part of a speed dater with Dr. House. Audition for the part of a publicist in a Hallmark movie. Audition for a Mercedes commercial. Audition for a part Diane Keaton has already been cast in. Finally, book a part on Criminal Minds, but worry that your scene will be cut because you didn’t cry. Audition for a part opposite Steve Martin as his other love interest (his main love interest is Meryl Streep). Book the part! Console yourself with a pint of low-carb ice cream when the role gets cut short. Audition for the part of a TV talk show host on Grey’s Anatomy. Audition to be the mom of a troubled teen on The O.C. Try to like it.

One day, my agent sent me out to audition for a show called Leverage. I was about as prepared for this audition as I had been for anything in my life. I wore a pink top and a brown skirt, sufficiently businesslike yet soft enough to suggest my role as a social worker. I already had a touch of Vicks VapoRub under my eyes to help get the tears going. I sat down in the casting office next to a beautiful Black girl with a delicate face and a blouse the color of lemons.

“Dufflyn,” called the assistant, and it was my turn.

“Hi, I’m Lara,” she said. She had a dirty-blonde bob and looked like a girl who would have a recipe for s’mores cupcakes—sweet but capable. No ordinary cupcake.

“Can we go right into the scene?” I asked as we walked down the hall to the audition room. I sat in the chair facing her in the center of an open space opposite a panel of producers, writers, and directors.

In the scene, I was a social worker and had been ripped off by the people I had hired to protect me. Lara read the first line. I wasn’t ready. Shit. Don’t panic. Start over. It’s your audition.

“I need to start over. I’m going to put my head down, and when I come up, I’m ready.”

This, too, had been part of the rehearsal.

“No problem.”

Let the cloud come over you. Do the first sad breath. Conjure the sense memory that will bring the moment to life. Picture yourself, nineteen, in that apartment on Ednamary Way, on the phone with your mother. You were standing in the closet, naked, with one hand holding the phone, her plaintive voice coming out of the receiver, and the other hand grasping the closet door. She called to ask you to tell the government that she should receive the settlement money from the Social Security case. She had gotten the support checks every month for the last nineteen years and kept them for herself. She promised she
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