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      To Beatie, Trevor, Todd, Nick, Sam,

      Victoria, Vanessa, Maxx, Zara,

      my very wonderful children,

      for years of putting up with my writing,

      celebrating the victories,

      and supporting me through life’s challenges,

      and defeats.

      I am but a piece in the tapestry of our family,

      You are my reason for being,

      and together we form a precious whole,

      complete because of, and thanks to, YOU.

      



      I love you with all my heart,

      Mom / d.s.

  


  
      And when the movie ends,

      life begins.

  


  Chapter 1


  IT WAS A beautiful hot July day in Marin County, just across the Golden Gate Bridge from San Francisco, as Tanya Harris bustled around her kitchen, organizing her life. Her style was one of supreme order. She loved having everything tidy, in its proper place, and in control. She loved to plan, and therefore she rarely ran out of anything, or forgot to do anything. She enjoyed a predictably efficient life. She was small, lithe, in good shape, and didn’t look her age, which was forty-two years old. Her husband, Peter, was forty-six. He was a litigator with a respected San Francisco law firm, and didn’t mind the commute to Ross, across the bridge. Ross was a prosperous, safe, highly desirable suburban community. They had moved there from the city sixteen years before because the school system was excellent. It was said to be the best in Marin.


  Tanya and Peter had three children. Jason was eighteen and was leaving for college at the end of August. He was going to UC Santa Barbara, and although he couldn’t wait to go, Tanya was going to miss him terribly. And they had twin daughters, Megan and Molly, who had just turned seventeen.


  Tanya had loved every moment of the last eighteen years, being a full-time mom to her kids. It suited her perfectly. She never found it burdensome or boring. The tedium of driving car pools had never seemed intolerable to her. Unlike mothers who complained of it, she loved being with her children, dropping them off, picking them up, taking them to Cub Scouts and Brownies, and she had been head of the parents’ association of their school for several years. She took pride in doing things for them, and loved going to Jason’s Little League and basketball games, and whatever the girls did as well. Jason had been varsity in high school, and was hoping to make either the basketball or tennis team at UCSB.


  His two younger sisters, Megan and Molly, were fraternal twins, and were as different as night and day. Megan was small and blond like her mother. She had been an Olympic-caliber gymnast in her early teens, and only gave up national competitions when she found it was interfering with her work at school. Molly was tall, thin, and looked like Peter, with dark brown hair and endless legs. She was the only member of the family who had never played competitive sports. She was musical, artistic, loved taking photographs, and was a whimsical, independent soul. At seventeen, the twins were going into their senior year. Megan wanted to go to UC Berkeley like her mother, or maybe UCSB. Molly was thinking about going east, or to a college in California where she could follow artistic pursuits. She had been thinking seriously about USC in L.A., if she stayed out west. Although the twins were very close, they were both adamant about not going to the same school. They had been in the same school and class all through elementary and high school, and now they were both ready to go their own ways. Their parents thought it was a healthy attitude, and Peter was encouraging Molly to consider the Ivy League schools. Her grades were good enough, and he thought she’d do well in a high-powered academic atmosphere. She was considering Brown, where she could design her own curriculum in photography, or maybe film school at USC. All three of the Harris children had done exceptionally well in school.


  Tanya was proud of her children, loved her husband, enjoyed her life, and had thrived in their twenty-year marriage. The years had flown by like minutes since she’d married Peter as soon as she’d graduated from college. He had just graduated from Stanford Law School, and joined the law firm where he still worked. And just about everything in their life had gone according to plan. There had been no major shocks or surprises, no disappointments in their marriage, no traumas with their kids as Jason, Megan, and Molly navigated through their teens. Tanya and Peter enjoyed spending a lot of time with all three of their children. They had no regrets, and were well aware of how fortunate they were. Tanya worked in a family homeless shelter in the city one day a week, and she took the girls with her whenever she could and their schedules allowed. They both had extracurricular pursuits, and did community service through school. Peter liked to tease Tanya about how boring they all were, and how predictable in their routines. Tanya took great pride in keeping it that way, for all of them. Everything about their life felt comfortable and safe.


  Her childhood had not been quite as neat and clean, which was why she liked keeping their life so tidy. Some might have called her life with Peter overly sterile and controlled, but Tanya loved it that way, and so did he. Peter’s own youth and adolescence had been very similar to the life he and Tanya had created for their children, a seemingly perfect world. In contrast, Tanya’s childhood had been difficult and lonely, and frightening at times. Her father had been an alcoholic, and her parents had gotten divorced when she was three. She had only seen her father a few times after the divorce, and he died when she was fourteen. Her mother had worked hard as a paralegal to keep her in the best schools. She had died shortly after the twins were born, and Tanya had no siblings. An only child of only children, her family consisted of Peter, Jason, and the twins. They were the hub of her world. She cherished every moment that she spent with them. Even after twenty years of marriage, she couldn’t wait for Peter to come home at night. She loved telling him what she’d done that day, sharing stories about the children, and hearing about his day. She still found his cases and courtroom experiences fascinating after twenty years, and she liked sharing her own work with him as well. He was always enthusiastic and encouraging about what she did.


  Tanya had been a freelance writer ever since she’d graduated from college, and through all the years of their marriage. She loved doing it because it fulfilled her, added to their income, and she worked at home, without interfering with their children. She led something of a double life as a result. Devoted mother, wife, and caregiver by day, and singularly determined freelance writer at night. Tanya always said that to her, writing was as essential as the air she breathed. Freelance writing had proven to be the perfect occupation for her, and the articles and stories she’d written had been well reviewed and warmly received over the years. Peter always said he was immensely proud of her, and appeared to be supportive of her work, although from time to time, he complained about her long work nights, and the late hours when she came to bed. But he appreciated the fact that it never interfered with her mothering or devotion to him. She was one of those rare, talented women who still put her family first, and always had.


  Tanya’s first book had been a series of essays, mostly about women’s issues. It had been published by a small publisher in Marin in the late 1980s, and reviewed mostly by obscure feminist reviewers, who approved of her theories, topics, and ideas. Her book hadn’t been rabidly feminist, but was aware and independent, and the sort of thing one would expect a young woman to write. Her second book, published on her fortieth birthday, two years earlier, and eighteen years after her first book, had been an anthology of short stories, published by a major publisher, and had had an exceptionally good review in The New York Times Book Review. She had been thrilled.


  In between, she had been frequently published in literary magazines, and often in The New Yorker. She had published essays, articles, and short stories in a variety of magazines over the years. Her volume of work was consistent and prolific. When necessary, she slept little, and some nights not at all. Judging by the sales of her recent book of short stories, she had a loyal following both among average readers who enjoyed her work and among the literary elite. Several well-known and highly respected writers had written her letters of warm praise, and had commented favorably about her book in the press. As she was in all else, Tanya was meticulously conscientious about her work. She had managed to have a family, and still keep abreast of her work. For twenty years, she had set time aside every day to write. She was diligent and highly disciplined and the only time she took days off from her writing mornings was during school vacations, or when the children were home sick from school. In that case, they came first. Otherwise, nothing kept her from her work. In her hours away from Peter and the children, she was fanatical about her work. She let the phone go to voice mail, turned off her cell phone, and sat down to write every morning after her second cup of tea, once the kids had gone off to school.


  She also enjoyed writing in a more commercial vein, which was the profitable side of it for them, something Peter respected as well. She did occasional articles for the local Marin papers, now and then for the Chronicle, on an editorial basis. She liked writing funny pieces, and had a knack with comedic work, in a wry, witty tone, and now and then she wrote pure slapstick when describing the life of a housewife and mother, and scenes with her kids. Peter thought it was what she did best, and she enjoyed doing it. She liked writing funny stuff.


  The real money she’d made, compared to what she made on her articles and essays, was writing occasional scripts for soap operas on national TV. She had done quite a number of them over the years. They weren’t high literary endeavors, and she had no pretensions about what she did. But they paid extremely well, and the shows she wrote for liked her work, and called her often. It wasn’t work she was proud of, but she liked the money she made, and so did Peter. She usually wrote a dozen or so scripts a year. They had paid for her new Mercedes station wagon and a house they rented for a month at Lake Tahoe every year. Peter was always grateful for her help with tuition for their children. She had saved a nice little nest egg from her commercial writing work. She had cowritten a few miniseries, too, mostly before the market for miniseries and television movies had been impacted by reality TV. These days no one wanted miniseries or TV movies, and the only regular work she got for TV was on her soaps. Her agent called her about a script for a soap at least once a month, and sometimes more often. She knocked them out in a few days, working late at night while the rest of the family slept. Tanya was lucky that she needed very little sleep, much to her agent’s delight. She had never made gigantic money for her work, but she had produced steadily for many years. She was in effect a housewife and writer with stamina and talent. It was a combination that worked well.


  Over the years Tanya’s freelance writing had been a steady, satisfying, and lucrative career, and as the kids got older, she had plans to write more. The only dream she had that hadn’t been fulfilled yet was to write the screenplay for a feature film. She had persisted in pushing her agent about it, but to some extent her work in TV made her ineligible. There was very little, if any, crossover between television and feature films. It irritated her because she knew she had the skills to do movies, but so far nothing in that vein had come her way, and she was no longer sure it ever would. It was an opportunity she’d been waiting for, for twenty years. In the meantime, she was happy with the writing she did. And the system and schedule she juggled so successfully worked well for all of them. She’d had a steady flow of work during her entire career. It was something she did with her left hand, while she tended to her family with her right and met all their needs. Peter always said that she was an amazing woman, and a wonderful mother and wife. That meant far more to her than favorable literary reviews. Her family had been her first priority during all her years of marriage and motherhood. And as far as Tanya was concerned, she had done the right thing, even if it meant turning down an assignment now and then, although that was rare for her. Most of the time, she found a way to fit it in, and was proud of having done that for twenty years. She had never let Peter or her kids down, nor her work, or the people who paid her to do it.


  She had just sat down at her computer with a cup of tea, and was looking over the draft for a short story she’d started the day before, when the phone rang, and she heard the answering machine pick it up. Jason had spent the night in San Francisco, the girls were out with friends, and Peter had long since left for work. He was preparing for a trial the following week. So she had a nice, peaceful morning to work, which was rare when the kids were out of school. She wrote far less in the summer than she did in the winter months. It was too distracting trying to write when the children were home on vacation, and around all the time. But she’d had an idea for a new short story that had been bugging her for days. She was wrestling with it, when she heard her agent leave a message on the phone, and strode rapidly across the kitchen to pick it up. She knew that all the soaps she wrote for were on hiatus, so it wasn’t likely to be a request for a script for a soap. Maybe an article for a magazine, or a request from The New Yorker.


  She answered the phone just before her agent hung up. The message he’d left was a request for her to call him. He was a long-established literary agent in New York, who had represented her for the past fifteen years. The agency also had an office in Hollywood, where they generated a very respectable amount of work for her, as much as in New York, sometimes more. She loved all the different aspects of her work, and had been dogged and persistent about pursuing her career through all the kids’ years of growing up. They were proud of her, and once in a while watched her soaps, although they teased her a lot, and told her how “cheesy” they were. But they bragged about her to their friends. It was immensely important to her that Peter and her children respected what she did. And she liked knowing she did it well, without sacrificing her time with them. There was a sign on her office wall that said “What hath night to do with sleep?”


  “I thought you might be writing,” her agent said as she picked up. His name was Walter Drucker, and he went by Walt.


  “I was,” she said, hopping onto a high stool near the phone. The kitchen was the nerve center of the house, and she used it as an office. Her computer was set up in the corner, next to two file cabinets bulging with her work. “What’s up? I’m working on a new short story. I think it may turn out to be part of a trilogy when it grows up.” He admired her, and the fact that she was unfailingly professional and conscientious about everything she did. He knew how important her children were to her, but she still stayed on track with everything she wrote. She was very serious about her work, and everything she touched. It was a pleasure to deal with her. He never had to apologize for her missing a deadline, forgetting a story, going into rehab, or blowing a script. She was a writer to her core, and a good one. Tanya was a true professional. She had talent, energy, and drive. He liked her work, although usually he wasn’t a short-story fan, but hers were good. They always had an interesting twist, a surprise. There was something very quirky and unusual about her work. Just when the reader expected it least, she came up with a stunning twist, turn, or ending. And he liked her funny stuff best. Sometimes she made him laugh till he cried.


  “I’ve got work,” he said, sounding vague and somewhat cryptic. She was still thinking about her story, and not entirely focused on what he’d said.


  “Hmm…can’t be a soap. They’re on hiatus till next month, thank God. I haven’t had a decent idea all month, till yesterday. I’ve been too busy with the kids, and we leave for Tahoe next week, where I am head chef, chauffeur, social secretary, and maid.” Somehow she always ended up doing all the domestic work when they went to Tahoe, while everyone else swam, water-skied, and played. She had finally just accepted that it worked that way. The kids all brought friends, and no matter how much she begged, pleaded, or threatened them, no one ever helped. She was used to it by now. The older they got, the fewer chores they did. Peter wasn’t much better. When he went to Tahoe, he liked to take it easy and relax, not do dishes, laundry, or make beds. She accepted it as one of the few downsides of her life. And she knew that if that was as bad as it got, she was lucky. Very, very lucky. And she took pride in taking care of them herself, and not hiring help. She was a perfectionist to her core, and taking care of her family, in every aspect, was a source of great pride to her. “What kind of work?” she asked, focusing finally on what he’d said.


  “A script. Based on a book. It was a best-seller last year by Jane Barney. You know the one. Mantra. It was number one for about nine million weeks. Douglas Wayne just bought the book. They need a script.”


  “They do? Why me? Isn’t she going to write the script?”


  “Apparently not. She’s never done one before, and she doesn’t want to screw this up. She’s got consultation rights, but she says she really doesn’t want to write the screenplay. She’s got too many commitments to her publisher, a new book coming out in the fall, and a book tour in September. She’s not available, or interested in doing the script. And Douglas likes your work. Apparently he’s addicted to one of your soaps. He says he wants to talk to you about it, he claims you’ve ruined many an afternoon while he got stuck in front of the TV. He thinks you made the show what it is. Whatever that is. I didn’t tell him you write that stuff between car pools, or while your kids are asleep.”


  “Is this for TV?” she asked, assuming it was, though it seemed odd to her that Douglas Wayne was now producing for television. He was a movie producer, and she couldn’t see him doing a TV movie, or even getting one on the air. In spite of how well known he was, the market for TV movies was nearly down to zero. They were a lot more interested these days in leaving random people on deserted islands, or having hidden cameras observe people cheating on each other. Or celebrity reality shows, like The Osbournes, which was the crème de la crème of TV fare. On another show, a friend’s nephew had won fifty thousand dollars for having the lowest blood pressure when a live alligator was held squirming over his head. It was one way of making a living, but not hers. And reality TV had no need for scripts. “Since when is Douglas Wayne in television?” He was one of the biggest producers in Hollywood, and the woman who had written the book was a world-class writer. Mantra had been an extremely powerful and depressing novel, and had won the National Book Award for fiction.


  “He’s not in TV,” Walt went on somewhat lackadaisically. The bigger the project, the more laid-back he appeared, not that he really was. But he sounded half asleep at the moment. At noon in New York. He was leaving for lunch any minute. He had a short work schedule in the office, and did a lot of his business over meals. Most of the time, he was at a restaurant when she called him, and always with the biggest names in the businesspublishers, authors, producers, or stars. “This isn’t television. It’s a feature. A big one. They were looking for a big-name writer,” which she wasn’t. Respected, yes. Big name, no. Just solid and reliable and steady, as far as she was concerned. “He wants you instead. He loves your segments on the soaps, he says they’re the best ones, and a cut way above the other writers who write for them. And he loves your funny stuff. Apparently he reads everything you publish in The New Yorker. He seems to be a big fan.”


  “I’m a big fan of his, too,” Tanya said honestly. She had seen every movie he’d ever made. How could this be happening to her? she wondered. Douglas Wayne liked her work, and wanted her to do a screenplay for him? Holy shit! It was too good to be true.


  “Well, now that we’ve established that you two love each other’s work, let me tell you about his picture. Eighty-to-one-hundred-million-dollar budget. Three major stars. Academy Award-winning direction. No crazy location shots. The whole picture is being shot in L.A. Screen credit for you, obviously. They go into preproduction in September. The film starts shooting November fifth, and they’re figuring on a five-month shooting schedule, barring unexpected disasters. And six or eight weeks postproduction after. With luck, and a decent script, which I know you’re capable of, working for Douglas Wayne, you walk away with an Academy Award.” He made it sound like her dream come true, or that of anyone who wrote for Hollywood. It didn’t get better than this and they both knew it. It was what she had dreamed of all her life, and not yet achieved.


  “And I just sit here, write my little script, and send it off to them? How sweet is that?” She was smiling from ear to ear. It was what she did with her screenplays for the soaps, and they ad-libbed them fairly liberally after that, but a lot of her material got used. She wrote scripts that worked for them, which made the producers she worked for constantly greedy for more. And the ratings ate up what she wrote, and skyrocketed. She was a sure thing.


  “It’s not quite as sweet as that.” Walt laughed at her. “I forget you’ve never done a feature before. No, my love, you don’t get to sit there and crank it out between car pools and taking your dog to the vet.” He knew her life for the past fifteen years. He always found it amazing that she led such a normal life, and prided herself on being a housewife in Marin, while turning out some truly excellent work, on a surprisingly regular basis. He had a steady income stream from her, and she had stuck with it over the years. Hers was a very solid middle-of-the-road career, and she had better reviews than most, which was why Douglas Wayne had asked for her. Wayne had said that he wanted her at any price, which was incredible, considering she’d never written a screenplay before. But the quality of her work was top-notch. And never having written a screenplay for a feature film before, it was an amazing vote of confidence from Douglas Wayne to seek her out, and Tanya was immensely flattered.


  “Douglas Wayne said he wanted someone fresh, who understood the book, and hadn’t been a Hollywood hack for the last twenty years.” Walt nearly fell out of his chair when he got the call, and she was about to now. “You’ve got to be in L.A. for this. You can probably go home on weekends most of the time, during pre and post anyway. They’re offering to pay all your living expenses for the run of the film. A house or apartment if you want, or a bungalow at the Beverly Hills Hotel, and all expenses paid.” He told her what they were offering to pay her for the screenplay then, and there was dead silence at her end.


  “Is this a joke?” she asked, suspicious suddenly. He couldn’t mean what he had just said. She hadn’t made that much money in her entire career. It was more than Peter made in two years as a litigator, and he was a partner in a very important firm.


  “It’s not a joke,” Walt said, smiling at his end. He was happy for her. She was a hell of a good writer, and he thought she could pull it off, even if it was new to her. She was talented and professional. The big question was going to be if she was willing to go to L.A. for nine months. But no one, in his opinion, could be so devoted to her husband and kids that she would turn down an offer like this one. It was a once-in-a-lifetime chance, and Tanya knew that, too. Never in her wildest dreams had she thought this could happen to her, and she had no idea what to do. She had given up the dream of writing a feature film, and contented herself with soaps, articles, short stories, and editorials, and now here it was, her dream was being handed to her on a silver platter. She nearly cried. “This is what you’ve been telling me you wanted for the last fifteen years. This is your chance to show your stuff. I know you can do it. Go for it, babyyou’ll never get another offer like this. Wayne was considering three other screenwriters, one of them with two Academy Awards to his credit. But he wants someone new. He wants an answer this week, Tanya. If you don’t take it, he wants to lock in one of the others pretty soon. I don’t think you can afford to turn this down. If you’re serious about what you’ve been doing for all these years, it will put you on the map forever. A deal like this turns a hobby into a major career.”


  “I don’t write as a hobby,” she said, sounding insulted.


  “I know you don’t. But I could never have dreamed up a better deal for you, or anyone for that matter. Tanya, this is it. It’s the brass ring. Grab it, and run like hell.” She wanted to say yes, who wouldn’t, but there was no way she could. A year from now maybe, after the girls went off to college, but even then she couldn’t just leave Peter and go to L.A. for nine months because she’d had an offer to do a screenplay. They were married, she loved him, she had responsibilities to him, and a life she shared with him. And she had the twins at home for another year. She couldn’t just dump everything and go to L.A. for all of their senior year. A month maybe, two at a stretch. But nine monthsthere was just no way.


  “I can’t do it,” she said in a hoarse voice, raw with feeling and regret. “I can’t, Walt. I still have kids at home.” She sounded near tears. It was a lot to give up, but she knew she had to. There was no other choice, not for her. She had never taken her eye off the ball. And the ball for her was Peter and her kids.


  “They’re not kids,” he said tersely. “They’re grown-ups, for chrissake. Jason’s leaving for college, and Megan and Molly are women. They can take care of themselves during the week. You’ll come home for weekends.” He sounded determined not to let her pass this up.


  “Can you guarantee that I’ll get home every weekend?” She knew he couldn’t. Not the way features worked, and he knew it, too. He’d be lying if he said he could. She didn’t see how she could do it. Her kids needed her during the week. Who was going to cook for them, help with school projects, make sure they were managing their homework and schedules decently, and take care of them when they got sick? Not to mention boyfriends, social issues, applications to college, and their senior prom in the spring. After being with them constantly all their lives, now she would miss this final important year. And what about Peter? Who would take care of him? They were all used to having her around full-time, not pursuing her own life in L.A. It just wasn’t her. She couldn’t even imagine doing that to Peter after the girls left. That had never been their deal. Their deal was that she was a full-time wife and mom, and she did her work quietly on the side, in a way that didn’t interfere with any of them, or her role as the person who took care of them.


  There was a long pause at Walt’s end. “No, I can’t guarantee it,” he said, sounding unhappy. “But you probably can get home most weekends.”


  “And if I can’t? You’ll come out and take care of my kids?”


  “Tanya, for that kind of money you can hire a babysitter. Ten of them, if you want. They don’t pay the big bucks for you to sit on your ass in Marin and mail them the scripts. They want you on deck while they make the film. It makes sense.”


  “I know it does. I just don’t know how to make it work with my real life.”


  “This is your real life, too. It’s real money. Real work. And one of the most important pictures made in Hollywood in the last ten years, and maybe the next ten, working with some of the biggest names in the business. If you want features, this is the one. Something like this won’t come your way again.”


  “I know. I know.” She sounded utterly miserable. It was a choice she never thought she’d have to make. And one that was unthinkable given the values she lived by. Family first, writing second. Way, way, way second, no matter how much she loved to write, or the money she made. Her first priority had always been Peter and their kids. Her work life was organized around them.


  “Why don’t you think about it, and talk to Peter? We can talk about it again tomorrow,” Walt said calmly. He couldn’t imagine that any sensible man was going to tell her to turn down that kind of money, and he was hoping her husband would tell her to grab the chance. How could he not? In Walt’s world you just didn’t turn down that kind of opportunity or money. He was an agent, not a shrink, after all. Tanya wasn’t even sure she was going to tell Peter. She was feeling as though she should make the decision on her own, and turn it down. It was certainly flattering though, and exciting to think about. The offer was incredibly enticing.


  “I’ll call you tomorrow,” she said sadly.


  “Don’t sound so depressed. This is the best thing that ever happened to you, Tanya.”


  “I know it is…I’m sorry…I just wasn’t expecting something like this to come along, and it’s a tough decision. My work has never interfered with my family before.” And she didn’t want it to start now. This was Molly and Megan’s last year at home, and she didn’t want to miss it. She would never forgive herself if she did. And they probably wouldn’t either, not to mention Peter. It just wasn’t fair to ask him to take care of the girls on his own, given the workload he was carrying himself at the office.


  “I think you can manage it if you work it right. And think of the fun you’ll have working on this movie,” Walt encouraged her, to no avail.


  “Yeah,” she said wistfully, “it would be fun.” And a beautiful piece of writing. Part of her was dying to do it. The other part knew she had to turn it down.


  “Just think calmly about it, and don’t make any rash decisions. Talk it over with Peter.”


  “I will,” she said, hopping off the stool in her kitchen. She had a million errands to do that day. “I’ll call you in the morning.”


  “I’ll tell them I couldn’t reach you, that you’re out of town till tomorrow. And Tanya,” he said kindly, “go easy on yourself. You’re a hell of a writer, and the best wife and mother I know. The two jobs aren’t mutually exclusive. Others do it. And your kids aren’t babies anymore.”


  “I know.” She smiled. “I just like to think they are sometimes. They’d probably manage fine without me. I’m almost obsolete now as it is.” All three of her children had gotten very independent in their final years of high school. But she knew this was going to be an important year for the twins, and for her. It was the last of her full-time mothering before they left for college. She still needed to be around, or at least she thought she did, and she was sure Peter would agree. She couldn’t imagine his being okay with her going to Hollywood, to work for an entire school year, the twins’ last one at home. Going to Hollywood to write a screenplay was certainly a startling idea, and not what any of them had expected she’d ever do, least of all Tanya herself.


  “Relax, and enjoy it. This is a real feather in your cap, the fact that a guy like Douglas Wayne wants you. Most writers would sell their kids for that in a hot minute.” But Walt knew she wasn’t like that. It was one of the things he liked about her. She was a nice woman, with good, wholesome family values. But now he was hoping she’d park them for a few months. “I’ll wait to hear from you tomorrow. Good luck with Peter.”


  “Thanks,” she said ruefully. But for Tanya, it wasn’t just about what Peter expected of her, it was about the high standard she set for herself. A minute after she hung up, she was standing in her kitchen, looking thunderstuck. It was a lot for her to absorb, and a lot for her family to swallow.


  She was standing still in the middle of the room, staring into space as she pondered it, as Jason walked into the kitchen, with two friends he’d brought back from the city.


  “Are you okay, Mom?” He was a tall, handsome boy who had slipped unnoticed into manhood, with broad shoulders, a deep voice, her green eyes, and his father’s dark hair. He was not only a gorgeous kid but even more important, he was a nice one. He had never given them any trouble. He was a good student and a star athlete. He was thinking of going to law school, like his father. “You looked kind of weird just standing there and staring out the window. Something wrong?”


  “No. I was just thinking of everything I have to do today. What are you up to?” she asked with interest, while trying to force the movie offer out of her head.


  “We were going to go over to Sally’s house and hang out at the pool. Hard work for a summer morning, but someone has to do it.” He laughed at his mother, and she stood on tiptoe to kiss him. She was going to miss him like crazy after September. She hated the fact that he was leaving. She had loved all those years when the children were little. The house was going to seem empty without him, and worse yet, the following year when all three of the kids were gone. She was clinging to their last moments together, which made it all the more impossible to consider Douglas Wayne’s offer. How could she miss these last precious days with her children? She couldn’t. She knew she’d never forgive herself if she missed them.


  Jason and his friends left half an hour later, as Tanya bustled around her kitchen. She was so confused and distracted, she didn’t know what she was doing. After they left, she sat down at her computer and answered a few e-mails. She couldn’t think straight. She was staring blindly at the keyboard when the girls came home an hour later. They were chatting animatedly as they walked in and glanced over at their mother.


  “Hi, Mom. What are you doing? You look like you’re falling asleep at the computer. Writing?”


  Tanya laughed at the question, and awoke out of her reverie, as she looked at them. The two girls looked so different, they didn’t even seem related. It made it easier for them to be twins than if people had easily confused them.


  “No, I usually try to stay awake while I’m writing.” Her plans to work on the short story that morning had gone right out the window. “It’s not easy, but I manage.” She laughed, as they sat down at the kitchen table. Megan wanted to know if she could bring her boyfriend to Tahoe in August, which was a sensitive question. Tanya discouraged her children from bringing their romances on holiday vacations. There had been a few exceptions but as a rule she and Peter thought it was a bad idea.


  “I think it might be nice if we just keep it family this time. Jason’s not bringing anyone, and Molly isn’t either,” Tanya said sensibly.


  “They don’t mind. I asked them.” Megan’s eyes looked straight into her mother’s. She was fearless. Molly was much shyer. And Tanya always preferred that they bring friends of the same sex on trips, instead of the boys and girls they were involved with. It was a lot simpler, and Tanya was conservative in a number of ways.


  “I’ll talk to your father about it.” She was stalling for time on everything. All of a sudden she had too much to think of. Way too much. Walt had turned her whole morning upside down with his phone call. Her whole life, in fact. In a nice way, but it was upsetting.


  “Is something wrong, Mom?” Molly asked. “You look weirded out about something.” She had noticed the same thing as Jason. And Tanya was feeling weird. Walt’s call had completely thrown her. He had put a lifelong dream in her hands, and she knew she had no choice but to turn it away. In her book, good mothers didn’t leave their kids for senior year or any time. It was okay for kids to grow up and leave parents, but never the reverse. It reminded her too much of her father abandoning her.


  “No, sweetheart, nothing’s wrong. I was just working on a story.”


  “That’s nice.” She knew they were proud of her. It meant a lot to Tanya. The respect of her husband and children was important to her. She couldn’t even imagine what they would think of the offer Walt had just made her on behalf of Douglas Wayne.


  “Do you guys want lunch?”


  “No, we’re going out.” The kids were meeting friends for lunch in Mill Valley.


  Half an hour later they were gone, and Tanya sat staring into space in her kitchen again. For the first time, she felt as though she were being torn between two worlds, two lives, the people she loved and the work she had always enjoyed doing. She almost wished Walt had never called her. She felt stupid, but as she turned off her computer, she wiped away a tear that crept out of her eye. And then she went out to do errands. She was on her way home when Peter called her to say he’d be home late and not to make dinner for him. He was going to grab a sandwich at the office and eat at his desk.


  “How has your day been?” he said, sounding affectionate but busy. “Mine’s been crazy.”


  “Mine’s been a little crazy, too,” she said vaguely, upset that he wasn’t coming home for dinner. She wanted to talk to him, and she knew he’d be exhausted after preparing for his trial. “How late do you think you’ll be home?”


  “I’ll try to make it by ten. Sorry about dinner. I’m going to do as much work as I can with the other guys.” She knew he was deep in preparation for a trial.


  “That’s fine.”


  “You okay? You sound distracted.”


  “Just busy. The usual. Nothing special.”


  “Kids okay?”


  “They’re all out. Megan wants to bring Ian to Tahoe. I told her I’d talk to you about it. I don’t think it’s such a great idea. They’ll start fighting on the second day, and drive us all crazy.” He laughed at the accurate description of his earlier trips with them. They had taken him skiing with them the previous winter, and he had left two days early after breaking up with Megan. They patched it up as soon as she got back to the city. She was known in the family for her turbulent love life. Molly hadn’t had a serious romance yet. And Jason had dated the same girl all through high school and had just broken up with her during the early days of summer. Neither of them wanted a long distance romance when he was away at school.


  “I’m okay either way about Ian,” Peter commented. “But I don’t care if you want to make me the heavy.” He was always a good sport about it, and they presented a united front to their children, although like all kids, they made the usual efforts to divide and conquer in order to get what they wanted. Their attempts were almost always unsuccessful. Peter and Tanya had a powerful bond and usually shared the same opinions. It was rare for them to disagree about their children or anything else.


  He had another call then, and told her he’d see her that night. It was always comforting talking to him. She loved their exchanges, their time together, the way they still cuddled up to each other at night. Nothing about their relationship to each other had become commonplace or was taken for granted. They had one of those rare marriages that had never been seriously challenged. And after twenty years, they were still in love with each other. As Tanya thought about it, she couldn’t even imagine being without him. The idea of living in L.A. for nine months, alone five nights a week, was inconceivable. Just thinking about it now, she felt lonely. It didn’t matter how much they offered her, or how important the movie was, her husband and children were more important to her. And as she pulled into their driveway, she knew she had made the decision. She wasn’t even sad about it. Maybe a little disappointed, but there was no question in her mind, this was the life she wanted. She wasn’t even sure she’d tell Peter about it. All she had to do now was call Walt in the morning and tell him to turn it down. It was flattering to have been asked, but she didn’t want it. She already had everything she wanted. All she needed was Peter and their kids and the life they had.


  Chapter 2


  AS IT TURNED out, despite the best of intentions, it was after eleven o’clock that night when Peter came home. He looked absolutely exhausted, and all he wanted to do was take a shower and get into bed. It didn’t really matter to Tanya that they hadn’t had a chance to talk that night. She had decided late that afternoon not to even tell him about the movie offer she’d had from Douglas Wayne. She had made up her mind to turn it down. She was already half asleep when Peter slipped into bed after his shower, and put his arms around her. She murmured contentedly with her eyes closed and smiled.


  “… long day…” she murmured sleepily, leaning back against him, and he pulled her closer. He smelled of soap and shampoo from his shower. He always smelled delicious to her, even when he woke up in the morning. She turned around in his arms then and kissed him, and he held her tight for a long moment. “… bad day?” she asked him softly.


  “No, just long,” he said, admiring her in the moonlight that was filtering into their room. “Sorry I was so late. Everything okay here?”


  “Fine,” she said sleepily, nestling happily in his arms. It was the place she liked best to be. She loved ending her days next to him, and waking up next to him in the morning. That had never changed over twenty years. “The kids are all out.” It was summertime, and they spent every waking moment with their pals. She knew the girls were spending the night at a friend’s again, and she knew Jason was responsible and a good driver. He rarely stayed out very late, and she felt comfortable going to bed and not waiting up for him. He had his cell phone on him at all times, and she knew she could always reach him. All three of their children were reasonable, and even in their teenage years they hadn’t given their parents any serious problems.


  Peter and Tanya cuddled close to each other, and five minutes later they were both asleep. Peter got up before she did the next day. She brushed her teeth while he was in the shower, and went downstairs in her nightgown to make him breakfast. She peeked into Jason’s bedroom on the way, and saw that he was sleeping soundly. He wouldn’t be up for several hours. She had breakfast on the table for Peter when he came downstairs, looking handsome in a gray summer suit, white shirt, and dark tie. She knew from what he was wearing that he must have a court appearance at some point that day. Otherwise he would have worn a sport shirt and khaki slacks, and sometimes even jeans, particularly on Fridays. He had a nice, clean, preppy look, similar to his style when he had met her. They made a handsome couple. She smiled at him as he walked in and sat down to cereal, poached eggs, coffee, toast, and a bowl of fruit. He liked eating a good breakfast, and she always got up to cook it for him, and for the children during the school year. She took pride in taking care of them. She liked to say it was her day job. Her writing career took a backseat to them.


  “You must be going to court today,” she commented as he glanced at the paper and nodded.


  “Just a quick appearance to request a continuance on a minor matter. What are you up to today? Any interest in meeting me in town for dinner? We got most of our prep work done yesterday.”


  “Sounds good to me.” She met him in the city for dinner at least once a week. Sometimes they went to the ballet or the symphony, but most of all she enjoyed spending quiet evenings with him at little restaurants they liked, or going away somewhere for a weekend together. It was an art form they had studied carefully, keeping romance alive in a twenty-year-old marriage with three kids. So far they had done well.


  He glanced across the table at her as he finished his breakfast and studied her carefully. He knew her better than she knew herself.


  “What are you not telling me?” As always, he stunned her with his unfailingly accurate perception. It would have amazed her except that he had been doing it for all the years they’d been together. He always seemed to know what she was thinking.


  “That’s a funny thing to say.” She smiled at him, impressed by what he had just said. “What makes you think I’m not telling you something?” She never understood how he did it. But he always did.


  “I don’t know. I can just feel it. Something about the way you were looking at me, as though you had something to say and didn’t want to say it. So what is it?”


  “Nothing.” He laughed as she said it, and so did she. She had just given herself away. It was just a matter of time before she told him. And she had told herself she wouldn’t. She could never keep secrets from him, nor he from her. She knew him just as well as he knew her. “Oh shit…I wasn’t going to tell you,” she confessed, and then poured him a second cup of coffee, and herself another cup of tea. She rarely ate breakfast, just tea, and nibbled the leftovers on their plates. It was enough. “It’s not that important.”


  “It must be, if you were going to keep it a secret. So what’s up? Something about the kids?” It was usually that, some confession one of them had made to her in confidence. But she always told him anyway. He was good about keeping secrets, and she trusted his judgment, on all subjects. He was smart, and wise, and kind. And he almost never let her down.


  She took a deep breath and a sip of her tea. For some reason, it was hard to tell him. It was easier telling him things about the kids. This was harder because it was about her. “I got a call from Walt yesterday.” She stopped and waited for a moment before she went on, as he looked at her expectantly.


  “And? Am I supposed to guess what he said?” He sat there patiently, and she laughed.


  “Yeah, maybe you should.” She looked nervous and felt strange telling him. The idea of her living in L.A. for nine months was so horrifying to her that she felt guilty even telling him about it, as though she had done something wrong, which she hadn’t. She was planning to call Walt to decline as soon as Peter left for the office. She wanted to do it quickly and get it behind her. She felt threatened just knowing that the offer was still open, as though, just by making the proposal, Douglas Wayne had the power to kidnap her from her family and the life she loved. She knew it was silly, but that was how she felt. Maybe because she was afraid a part of her would want it, and that part of her had to be controlled. She knew it was up to her to do it. No one else could do it for her, not even Walt. Or Peter. “He called me with an offer,” she finally went on. “It was very flattering, but not something I want to do.” Peter wasn’t sure he believed her when he looked into her eyes. There was nothing she could write that she’d want to turn down. He knew after twenty years with her that Tanya needed to write as much as she needed air. She was very discreet about it, but it was a deep fundamental need, and something she did well. He was very proud of her, and had a deep respect for her work.


  “Another book of short stories?” She shook her head, and took another deep breath.


  “Film. A feature. The producer likes my work. I guess he’s addicted to soaps. Anyway, he called Walt. He was inquiring about having me do the script.” She tried to be offhand about it, but Peter looked across the table at her with a look of amazement.


  “He offered you the script of a feature film?” He looked as stunned as she had when she first heard it. “And you don’t want it? What is it, a porno?” He couldn’t imagine Tanya turning down any film but that. Writing the screenplay for a feature film had been her lifetime dream. She had been talking about it for years. There was no way she could decline.


  “No,” she laughed, “at least I don’t think so. Maybe it was,” she teased, and then grew serious again as she met his eyes. “I just can’t.”


  “Why not? I can’t think of a single reason for you to turn it down. What happened?” He knew there had to be more to it than she was saying.


  “It doesn’t work,” she said sadly, trying not to be a brat about it. She didn’t want him to feel badly that she was going to say no. It was a sacrifice she was more than willing to make. In fact, it would have been a sacrifice for her to stay in L.A. She didn’t want to leave him or the girls.


  “Why doesn’t it work? Explain this to me.” He was going nowhere until she told him, as he sat across the kitchen table from her and explored her with his eyes.


  “I’d have to live in L.A. while they’re filming. I could commute on weekends. I’m just not going to do that, we’d all be miserable, and I’m not going to be down there, while you and the girls are here. Besides, this is their last year at home.”


  “And it could be your last chance to do something you’ve wanted to do all your life.” They both knew he was right.


  “Even if it is, it’s still the wrong one. I’m not going to sacrifice my family to work on a movie. It’s not worth it.”


  “Why couldn’t you commute on weekends? The girls are never here anyway. They’re either out with their friends, or at sports after school. I can manage. We’ll take turns doing the cooking, and you could come home on Friday nights. Maybe you could go back down early Monday morning. How bad would that be? And it would only be for a few months, right?” He was more than willing to do it, and listening to him brought tears to her eyes. He was always so good to her, and such a decent person. It would have been hard on all of them, and she didn’t feel right doing it, even if he was generous enough to offer.


  “Five months to shoot the film. Two for preproduction, and one or two for post. That’s eight or nine months. The whole school year. That’s too much to ask. Peter, I love you even more for offering to let me do it, but I can’t.”


  “Maybe you can,” he said slowly, thinking about it. He didn’t want to deprive her of what she had always wanted most.


  “How? It’s not fair to you, I would miss you horrifically, and the girls would kill me. This is their senior year. I should be here, and I want to be.”


  “I would miss you, too,” he said honestly, “but maybe the girls would have to suck it up for once. You’re always here for them, ready to do everything they want. It might do them good to be a little more independent for a change, and me, too. Tanya, I don’t want you to miss this. It might never come again. You can’t pass it up.” He looked so earnest and loving as he said it that she nearly cried.


  “Yes, I can pass it up. I’m going to call Walt as soon as you leave for the office and turn it down.” She said it quietly and firmly, convinced it was the right choice.


  “I don’t want you to. Tell him to wait. Let’s talk to the girls first.” He wanted to be sensible about it and make it a family decision, in her favor, if that was at all possible and the girls were willing to be magnanimous about it. He hoped they would be, for their mother’s sake.


  “They’ll feel totally abandoned, and they’d be right. I’d basically be gone for their whole senior year, except on weekends. And once they start shooting the picture, who knows if I could get away every weekend? You hear horror stories about that. Nights, days, weekends, shooting schedules that get totally out of hand, and pictures that go off the charts on budget and time. It could take longer than they say.”


  “The budget’s their problem, you’re mine. I want us to work this out.” She smiled as she looked at him, and then got up and came around the table to hug him. She put her arms around him and kissed him.


  “You’re wonderful and I love you…but trust me, it won’t work.”


  “Don’t be such a defeatist about it. Let’s at least try to make it work. We’ll talk to the girls tonight when we come home from dinner. Now I’m not just taking you out to dinner, we’re going to celebrate.” And then he thought of something. “How much did they offer?”


  She smiled for a minute, still shocked herself by the offer, and then she told him. There was dead silence in the room for a minute, and then he whistled. “You’d better take it. We have three college tuitions to pay next year, and those are peanuts compared to that. That’s pretty heady stuff. And you were going to turn that down?” She nodded. “For us?” She nodded again, her arms still around him. “Sweetheart, you’re nuts. I’m sending you down there to work your ass off. Hell, maybe I should retire if you wind up with a booming career writing movies.” She had made a decent living at writing so far, although the literary publications never paid much. But the soap operas had always been nice money. Douglas Wayne’s feature film was better than nice, it was fantastic, and Peter was duly impressed by their offer.


  “That and a bungalow at the Beverly Hills Hotel for the duration, or a house or an apartment, whatever I want. And all expenses paid while I’m there.” She told him the names of the director and the stars, and he whistled again. It was more than a golden opportunity, it was a once-in-a-lifetime shot at the stars, and they both knew it. He didn’t see how she could turn it down. He was afraid that if she did, she would regret it forever, and resent him and the children for it. It was too much to give up.


  “You have to do it,” he said, still holding her in his arms. “I won’t let you turn this down. Maybe we should all move to L.A. for a year.” He was kidding of course, but she wished they could. The fact was they couldn’t, he had a solid career as a partner in his law firm, and the girls had a right to finish school where they’d grown up. If anyone went to L.A., it had to be Tanya, alone. And that was everything she didn’t want, except for the excitement of doing it, having a dream come true, and the money, which seemed totally incredible to them both. She had never sacrificed her family for her career, and she wasn’t about to start now.


  “Don’t be silly,” she said, smiling wistfully at him. “It’s just nice to know they wanted me to do the script.”


  “Let’s see what the girls say tonight
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