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         I’ve been watched nearly as long as I’ve been alive. I was used to being stared at. Observed. Followed. Probably why I didn’t notice we had a shadow until Miranda, the younger of my two little sisters, twisted around in the passenger seat and said, “That car’s been on us since we left the house.”

         A glance in the rearview mirror told me she was right. A black SUV hung back a hundred yards. I would have tried to lose him, but Mulholland Drive—a snaky, two-lane strip of road balanced on the ridgeline of the Santa Monica Mountains—was no place for evasive maneuvers, especially at night. Below us, Los Angeles was a blanket of rusty stars, but Mulholland was lit only by the occasional lights of foliage-cloistered, multimillion-dollar homes.

         “One of the usuals?” I asked, referring to the gaggle of photographers who stalked my other sister, Gemma, and me so regularly we had their license plates memorized. We knew their nicknames. Their girlfriends’ and wives’ names. Even a few of their birthdays.

         “He’s too far away. I can’t tell.” Miranda faced forward again. “We should go back.”

         “Gemma needs us.”

         Miranda snorted. It was an ugly sound. Too bitter for her age. Fourteen and already jaded, but justifiably so.

         “Neither of us can give Gemma what she needs.” She dug absently at the dime-size hole she’d gouged in her arm that morning. There were others hidden from view on her legs and back. A few years ago, Desiree (I stopped calling her Mom after she appointed herself my manager) took Miranda to a Beverly Hills psychiatrist to find out what was wrong with her. What she really wanted was to know why Miranda wasn’t like Gemma and me. Why didn’t she want to act or sing or dance or model? Why didn’t she cooperate and justify her existence in Desiree’s life? Why didn’t she earn?

         Anxiety, depression, perhaps a dash of ADD and a sprinkle of OCD. That’s what the shrink proclaimed, and wrote several prescriptions. But no combination of pills would change Miranda’s circumstances. With a different mother, a different set of sisters, growing up in a different city, she might have been a different girl. One who didn’t pick at an unblemished canvas of skin until it was spattered in sores. Who didn’t wake up every morning knowing the woman who gave birth to her would have traded her in for another model if she could have, preferably a model who wanted to model.

         Behind us, the road went dark. I checked the rearview again and sighed in relief. The headlights were gone.

         “She wouldn’t lift a finger for you unless it was scripted,” Miranda said, continuing to scrape at her wound. There was no love lost between my sisters. Gemma followed Desiree’s lead and treated Miranda with the same cold dismissal as our mother did. So I wasn’t sure why I’d dragged Miranda with me to retrieve Gemma, except there had been something in Gemma’s voice when she called, a note of terrorized, alcohol-slurred desperation, and I didn’t want to go alone.

         Olivia, can you come get me? I’m at a party. I don’t know whose. I just need to get out of here. Don’t tell Desiree. Please hurry. I want to come home. I can’t live like this anymore. I can’t be this person anymore.

         She had said it in an urgent whisper, like she was afraid someone might overhear. What was I supposed to do, tell her no? I’d never heard her sound like that. Weakened. Vulnerable. If Miranda had heard her, even she might have softened toward Gemma.

         I can’t be this person anymore…

         I’d waited a long time for Gemma to say those words. I hoped she still meant them when she was safe and sober.

         So here we were, after midnight, racing toward some sleazy Hollywood party in the red BMW Desiree had bought me for my seventeenth birthday. A car I hadn’t asked for, purchased with money from my trust fund that I was not allowed to access until I was eighteen, just a few months away, thank God. At the rate Desiree was spending the money Gemma and I earned on our show, there would be nothing left by the time we were able to touch it. Desiree claimed there was plenty to go around, and it wasn’t like Gemma and I were going to stop working, so we ought to enjoy our success. Gemma didn’t argue with Desiree. She already had a taste for Dom Pérignon and four-hundred-dollar shoes. She owned handbags that cost as much as a semester at UCLA.

         Maybe it was because Gemma didn’t get her first job until she was nine years old, and all of this—the attention, the money—still seemed new and shiny to her, whereas I’d been working nonstop since before I could eat solid food. I’d heard Drew Barrymore got her first job when she was eleven months old because a dog bit her during an audition, presumably because the producers were afraid her mom would sue if they didn’t cast Baby Drew. I got my first job in a national diaper spot because the casting director said my tiny baby nipples were the perfect color. Pink, but not too pink. Desiree reminded me of this every time I stipulated I would never do a topless scene.

         Miranda picked up the Post-it note on which I’d scrawled the address Gemma had given me. “Why didn’t she call Desiree? She always calls her when she needs to be evacuated.”

         This was not the first time Gemma had gotten hammered at a party and needed an exit strategy. But Miranda was right. Gemma always called Desiree, and tonight she had specifically asked me not to tell our mom, which was easy since I didn’t even know where our “momager” was. Probably schmoozing it up at some studio exec’s mansion, working an angle to get Gemma or me or both of us cast in a teen rom-com or a slasher movie. I’d play the final girl, Gemma the one who has sex first and is promptly slain, if anyone would cast her these days with all the rumors circulating that she was a drunk and a liability. Yet another teen star destined for rehab. There was talk that Gemma might be written off the show we’d starred in for two seasons, and Desiree was frantic to segue her little moneymakers into film.

         A flash of light in the rearview. The SUV was back, following more closely now. I jammed my foot down on the gas pedal, accelerating past the speed limit as I envisioned a telephoto lens snapping rapid-fire pictures of me crutching my wasted sister to the car. If a single one of those photos ended up in People or In Touch or US Weekly, it would be the end for Gemma. I didn’t want that for her, even though I had a strong suspicion that she wouldn’t mind if I derailed my career and disappeared from the spotlight.

         The road curved suddenly. I made the turn too fast, and Miranda sucked in a sharp breath. I spotted a line of cars parked along the road and pulled over abruptly, killed the engine, cut the lights. The SUV rounded a curve behind us and sped past without slowing. I exhaled a breath and reached for the door handle.

         “I’m staying here,” Miranda said, crossing her arms and glaring out the windshield.

         I left the keys in the ignition, too tired to argue. Too proud to tell her I didn’t want to go in there alone.

         “Keep the doors locked. And if you spot that SUV again, duck.”

         Halfway to the house, I felt a crawling sensation between my shoulder blades. I paused, looked around, expecting to spot the manic, lidless eye of a telephoto lens clicking at me from the bushes. I saw nothing. Heard nothing.

         But the feeling remained.
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         If I feel like I’m being watched, it’s usually because I am. Someone has recognized my face, but they can’t quite place me. They glance my way when they think I’m not looking. They don’t realize I’m watching them back, waiting for the moment when they’ll either lose interest or muster the courage to approach and say—

         “Hey…I’m sorry, but are you Olivia Hill?”

         It was that desperate time of night when everyone was trying to get a drink at the same time. If only it was the bartender who couldn’t keep his eyes off me instead of this woman. Barely a woman, really. Her pixie cut framed a cherubic face and fleshy, flushed cheeks. Her slender stem of a neck didn’t look strong enough to support her globe of a head. Aspiring actress, I guessed. In this town, weren’t they all?

         “Nope,” I told the girl.

         “Oh. My mistake.” She started to withdraw into the crowd, and then halted, stepped forward again, determined. “You’re Liv Hendricks, from Bullshit Hunters!”

         My eyes shifted to the comforting rows of bottles shelved above the bar’s backsplash, the amber liquid in them that would grant my only wish: an end to the day’s sobriety.

         The baby-faced girl kept standing there, waiting for me to confirm what she already knew. I felt sorry for her because there were so many of her in Los Angeles. Girls who all wanted the same thing, who almost had what it took to get it. These girls would have killed for the opportunities I’d cast off like an itchy sweater, the kind that made you miserable every second you wore it.

         What I had learned about girls like this one was that most of them didn’t want to act, or sing, or model, or whatever it was they’d ostensibly come to LA to do. They wanted to be seen. They didn’t exist until observed, the pretty-girl equivalents of Schrödinger’s cat. Living online wasn’t enough for them. Twitter and Facebook and Tumblr and Instagram, Periscope and YouTube and Snapchat and blogging and all the rest were not enough. Would never be enough to make them feel like they were real, like they mattered on a planet of six billion people and counting.

         “Yeah,” I admitted. “I’m Liv Hendricks.”

         “Oh my God, I’m such a huge fan! I watched your show every day in junior high. I mean, they were reruns, but I was addicted. I’m serious. It was my crack.”

         I hailed the nearest bartender, a twenty-something hipster with a high and tight haircut, wearing a vest and an antiquey, collarless shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He looked like he’d come to work straight from the set of Boardwalk Empire. “Old-fashioned,” I called to him. I could have been describing him.

         The girl’s mouth kept moving. I could barely hear her, but I knew what she was saying. The same things these girls always say.

         I didn’t trust her motivations, but then I didn’t trust most women. As a teenager, I’d never had girlfriends who didn’t treat me like a prize, someone who could get them into places they wanted to go, introduce them to the celebrities they wanted to meet, buy them clothes they couldn’t afford. But once the money and the celebrity were gone, so was my entourage.

         Women had an agenda too often for my comfort. So did men, but theirs was predictable. If a man asked to buy me a drink, I knew he wanted to fuck me, or at least talk me into giving him a blowjob. If a woman did the same thing, I couldn’t be sure what she wanted from me, only that it was probably something I’d rather not give.

         By the time the aspiring actress took a break from gushing, I had my cocktail. The whiskey heat settled into my hollow stomach. I counted what I had eaten that day. Coffee for breakfast. A cup of yogurt with blueberries for lunch (150 calories). Three slices of deli turkey before I came to the bar (60 calories). Two hundred and ten calories for the entire day. It’s all about the calories. The words were branded on my brain. That’s what happened when your mom put you on your first diet when you were seven.

         I finished my drink, completed my buzz. Started feeling good. Chatty, even.

         “Hey,” the girl said. “Can I buy you a drink? It would be such an honor for me, and there are so many things I want to ask you. Please say yes!”

         “Sure,” I said. “Why not?”
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         LA Femme Online

         A Star Burns Out: Whatever Happened to Olivia Hill?

         Freya McBride

         4 hours ago—Filed to CELEBRITY

         378 Likes—78 Comments

         
            Last night I learned a valuable lesson. If you ever spot your teen idol in a bar in Silverlake, think twice before asking her if you can buy her a drink unless you want your image of her to be shattered. #LAproblems #amiright

            As a teen, I developed a cultish obsession with reruns of a TV show called The Hills Have PIs, a faux-reality mystery about two teenage sisters/teen stars (played by real-life sisters/teen stars Olivia and Gemma Hill) attending high school in Hollywood and investigating a series of suspicious events surrounding the disappearances of several classmates. It’s sort of like Twin Peaks meets Veronica Mars set in LA, but filmed like it’s a documentary à la The Office. The show first aired in 2001, and ran for two seasons, but was canceled before the overarching mystery was resolved. Gemma Hill signed on for another season, but Olivia Hill refused due to her distress over the disappearance of the youngest Hill sister, Miranda (not on the show). Among fans, it’s been speculated that Miranda’s disappearance was a publicity stunt staged to increase The Hills Have PIs’ ratings, but it’s been fifteen years and Miranda Hill remains a gone girl.

            Which brings me to Liv Hendricks, aka Olivia Hill. While Gemma went on to climb her way up the alphabet toward A-list status (she hovers around a B+), Olivia dropped out of the spotlight for so long that most people forgot about her.

            But not me.

            When I saw her last night, I couldn’t resist the opportunity to tell her how much I’d loved THHPI. And, yes, I will admit that as a contributing blogger for LA Femme, I thought I might squeeze an interview out of her. Let me assure you, it was not my intention to get her wasted and then film our conversation. Maybe a part of her wanted this to happen. She clearly had some things to get off her chest.

         

Watch Video  

[image: ] 

         Comments

         
            1NeverApologize And the Crazy Bitch Award goes to…3 minutes ago

            MCrush OMG! I forgot about this show! I used to watch all the time. RIP Olivia Hill’s career 5 minutes ago

            Megasm Could she just make a sex video already? All I wanna see is dem tittays!;) 9 minutes ago

            CryFace20 Not funny, asshole 7 minutes ago

            WolfKing18 Liv Hendricks is the best thing about Bullshit Hunters. She deserves her own show. I’d watch that. 18 minutes ago

            1NeverApologize Like anyone would give this train wreck her own show—15 minutes ago

            WolfKing18 She doesn’t need anyone to give it to her. All she needs is a camera. She should pitch something on Kickstarter or Shot in the Dark. I’d back her. 13 minutes ago

            CryFace20 I feel sorry for her. Her life was a nightmare. 24 minutes ago

            1NeverApologize Wah wah wah poor me! Suck it up bitch. We all got problems. You used to be rich and famous, and you threw it away. Get over yourself. 26 minutes ago

            1NeverApologize Sucks about her missing sister, though. That’ll fuck you up good. 25 minutes ago
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         I woke to a shrill ringtone next to my head and fumbled weakly for my phone, needing to stop the sound before my skull shattered. When I peeled my eyes open, I found Gemma’s name floating on the screen, and thought I must still be drunk. Gemma and I didn’t talk on the phone. We didn’t talk in person. We didn’t talk period.

         “Hello?” I mumbled into the receiver, sounding every bit as disoriented as I was. Why was she calling me? How had I gotten home?

         “What were you thinking?” Gemma demanded in greeting.

         “Can you be more specific?” I pulled the sheet up over my head. The sunlight felt like lemon juice in my eyes, stinging and acidic.

         An extended silence, and then, “You don’t know?”

         Her ominous tone would have made me sit up if I were capable of such a feat. I tried and failed and curled into the fetal position instead. “Just tell me.”

         “It’s better if you see for yourself. I’ll text you the link.”

         “Is that all?” I didn’t ask what the link was to. I wasn’t ready to know.

         “Jesus, Liv, you sound wrecked. Are you shooting today?”

         “It’s not Bullshit Hunters without Liv Hendricks.”

         Another long silence, and then, more gently, “You can’t keep on like this.” I would have been touched by her concern if she hadn’t followed with, “It’s not just affecting you anymore. What you did last night is bad for me, too. My publicist is doing her best to contain the situation, but she’s not a miracle worker. You need to fix this. Make a statement. Apologize and promise you’re getting help. Say you lied. Just do something. I’m sure Desiree would be happy to—”

         I ended the call, and then lay there for a few minutes, waiting for the throbbing in my skull to die down. If a bottle of Advil had appeared in my hand, I would have chewed the pills like Pez.

         What had I done?

         I was used to waking up to this question—both existential and literal—but whatever I had gotten up to last night must have been particularly scandalous.

         My phone dinged with a text from Gemma, a link to something on LA Femme Online, LA’s premier feminist lifestyle and entertainment blog. I didn’t click the link, nor did I look at any of the other texts waiting for me. I was already running late.

         When I finally managed to sit up I discovered that I was naked beneath the blankets. Which was shocking because I never slept naked, certain that one of these days an earthquake would drive me from my apartment in the middle of the night. The last thing I needed was for someone to snap a nude photo of me and post it to one of the Tumblr boards devoted to Bullsh?t Hunters, the title spelled with a question mark so we could get away with cursing on cable.

         I attempted to revive myself with a cold shower, trying not to read into the tenderized ache between my legs. I shut off the faucet and reached for my only clean towel. I needed to buy new linens one of these days, sheets and a duvet that weren’t as rough as diner napkins. Towels that weren’t permanently stained with self-tanner and mascara.

         I’d moved into my studio loft just after I was cast on Bullsh?t Hunters, and had always intended to do an apartment overhaul but never quite got around to it. Most of the downtown loft-dwellers were creatives—artists and designers, filmmakers and screenwriters—people who transformed the interiors of their homes into shrines to edgy art and hipster culture. They made passionate, personal, pretentious statements with their walls, their carefully chosen vintage furniture, their choice of CB2 shower curtains. I didn’t even have a shower curtain, just the clear plastic sheet that kept the spray contained, and my loft was bare but for a few pieces of Ikea furniture I’d bought on Craigslist to avoid having to put anything together. I had yet to hang a single picture. My exposed-brick walls and stainless-steel appliances deserved better than what I had to offer.

         I started a pot of drip coffee brewing and got to work on my hair and makeup while I waited. The Bullsh?t Hunters production team used to include a hair and makeup department, but after a recent bout of budget cuts our producer, Danny, started asking the cast to arrive camera-ready.

         The hardest part about being my own hair and makeup department was covering the three-inch scar slashing my forehead, a memento from the night Miranda had gone missing. A branch of the tree that had caught my BMW thrust through the windshield and carved a trench from my right eyebrow into my hairline, so deep the white of my skull had been exposed. I got a reminder of the worst night of my life every time I looked in the mirror. A night I barely remembered.

         I dressed in one of my “investigating” outfits, a short pleated skirt, lacy camisole, tight cardigan, and argyle knee socks. The wardrobe was my least favorite part of the job. The only time a woman in her thirties should wear a costume like this is if her lover has a schoolgirl fetish. But Bullsh?t Hunters had been pitched to the network as reality Scooby-Doo for adults. As the “Daphne” of our merry band of paranormal investigators, my look represented femininity and girl-next-door sex appeal. In other words, I was something for the predominantly straight, male viewership to masturbate to.

         By the time I was ready I had only twenty minutes to get to set. I requested an Uber so I could read the day’s pages on the way. Balancing a travel mug of coffee, my bag, and the pages, I opened my front door to find my down-the-hall neighbor, Elliot, standing on the other side, his hand raised to knock. When he saw me he grinned and shoved his hands into the pockets of pants so tight they would have fit me better than they did him. Elliot was cute in a deliberately slovenly way, but he was almost ten years younger than me, and I had a strict anti–Melrose Place policy not to get involved with anyone who lived in my building.

         “Elliot, I’m running really late. Can we talk later?” I skirted around him without waiting for an answer, striding fast toward the elevator and stabbing the button repeatedly.

         A hand came to rest on my hip. I twisted away, my heart crashing against my chest and an irrational scream trapped behind my lungs.

         “Whoa! What’s wrong?” Elliot held his hands up in surrender.

         “I just…you surprised me.” And I didn’t like being touched in intimate places without giving permission, which should have been a given.

         “I’m sorry. After last night, you know, I thought—”

         Fuck. Literally.

         Elliot scratched the beard he was growing to make him look older than his twenty-three years. He claimed youth was getting in the way of his directing career. He didn’t understand Los Angeles yet. Any second grader in this town could direct a film if he was a big enough asshole. Elliot was too nice.

         “I-I just thought we were…something,” Elliot tried again, his eyes full of puzzled hurt.

         “Right…” Somewhere in the blackout-edited filmstrip of my memories was probably a scene that depicted me running into Elliot in the hall, inviting him in, offering a drink. The rest was easy enough to figure out.

         The elevator dinged. I jumped inside. “I’ll see you later. Gotta be on set in thirty.”

         The doors closed in his face.

         Alone in the elevator, I leaned against the back wall and closed my eyes, willing the balloon of guilt in my chest to deflate, telling myself it was just sex. A random hookup. It didn’t mean anything. Elliot was old enough to know that, if nothing else.

         Besides, according to Gemma, I had more important things to feel guilty about.
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         The Uber driver, Jake, picked me up in a Scion the size of a shoe box. We drove north on the Hollywood Freeway toward the Valley, where the temperature would instantly increase by at least ten degrees. It was October, but LA was in the grip of a heat wave. It hadn’t rained in months, and the sky was brown with brushfire smoke and exhaust.

         “Could you turn up the air-conditioning?” I asked Jake. His car smelled faintly of cigarettes overlaid with vanilla air freshener, and that, coupled with the heat and the cramped interior and the way Jake was weaving through traffic, had me one lurch away from vomiting in the car and losing another star on my passenger rating.

         “Of course!” Jake said with unbridled enthusiasm, and cranked the AC. “Is that better?”

         I met his eyes in the rearview mirror. He was smiling, eager to please. He’d been trying to start a conversation ever since he picked me up.

         “It’s great. Thanks.”

         I gave up on memorizing my pages and shoved them into my bag. I said basically the same thing in every episode anyway. I could wing it. I took out my phone to check the link Gemma had sent.

         “Do you want to listen to your music?” Jake asked. “I could plug in your phone.”

         “Yours is fine.”

         Jake signaled and wove into another lane to bypass a slow driver in a beat-up Buick. I could see the driver’s silhouette, a helmet of tight curls and a hunched back. An old woman. The weather aside, this was not a city for the elderly. LA was for the young and poor, the young and rich, or the middle-aged and really rich. I wondered if I still counted as young and poor. Maybe I didn’t belong here any more than the woman in the Buick.

         Another wave of nausea rolled over me. I held my breath, waiting for it to pass.

         Jake cleared his throat. “Um. I’m probably not supposed to do this, but I wanted to let you know I think what you said was really brave.”

         “Thanks?” I had no idea what he was talking about.

         “It’s crazy,” he went on. “There’s no privacy anymore. I mean, you never know when someone’s got a camera pointed at you. The whole world is a fucking reality TV show now. Sorry. Effing reality TV show. And you’re on a reality TV show, so now it’s like you’re on a show within a show. I actually wrote a screenplay about this. I’ve had a lot of meetings, but I think I want to try to get funding myself. I’m doing a Shot in the Dark campaign. I’ve almost reached my goal.”

         My cell vibrated, and I thanked all the gods when I saw Chris Wheeler’s name on the screen. “Sorry, I have to take this,” I said, relieved to put an end to the one-sided conversation. “Hey,” I said into the receiver.

         “Tell me you’re on your way,” Wheeler said.

         “I’m on my way. It’s been a rough morning.”

         “I’ll bet.” My friendship with Wheeler had blossomed out of a shared loathing of the versions of ourselves we played on Bullsh?t Hunters. I, the perky hot girl. He, the cowardly burnout. He’d never taken so much as a single hit of marijuana, but even he had to admit he was a bit spineless. At his request, I’d had to call his last girlfriend to break up with her for him; otherwise he would have ended up married to her. She was a manipulative tyrant who reminded me of Desiree, so I considered it role-play therapy.

         “I guess you saw the post on LA Femme,” Wheeler said.

         “Not yet,” I admitted.

         “How do you even know this Freya McBride person?”

         “I don’t. Who the hell is Freya McBride?”

         “Some blogger,” he said. “But apparently you thought she was an aspiring actress, and you took it upon yourself to warn her about the perils young women face in Hollywood.”

         A milky, impressionistic memory began to take shape in my mind, a fangirl who approached me while I was trying to get a drink, gushing about how much she’d loved The Hills Have PIs.

         Wheeler covered the phone, but I heard a muffled, irate voice in the background. “Danny wants to know where the fuck you are,” Wheeler said.

         “Does Danny know about the post?”

         “Everyone knows about it.”

         “Did he say anything?”

         “He didn’t have to.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Almost an hour late, my Uber pulled to the curb across from the day’s location: a run-down house with its windows boarded up and its exterior tagged with decades’ worth of spray paint. Production vehicles congregated along the street, the cast and crew milling around the canopied craft service table.

         I reached for the door handle, but Jake craned around. “Hey, can I ask you a favor? Any chance you’d tweet about my Shot in the Dark campaign?”

         I stared at him blankly.

         “You know, the crowdfunding site?”

         He told me the title of his project. I’d forgotten it by the time I closed the door. If I were a slightly bigger asshole I’d deduct a star from his rating.

         I stood there on the sidewalk, the sun baking my shoulders. I clicked on the link Gemma had texted me, but my cell signal was weak, and the LA Femme post refused to load. It would have to wait.

         Danny spotted me walking toward him as he was jamming a lid onto a paper cup of coffee. He pushed too hard and crushed the lid, sloshing coffee onto his sleeve. “Where the fuck have you been?” he snarled, shaking brown liquid from his fingers. There were streaks of white on his ruddy skin from hastily applied sunblock. He was one of those unfortunate people with skin so pale he could get a melanoma from the moonlight.

         “There was construction on the 101.”

         “I took the same freeway to get here, and I managed to arrive on time.”

         “It won’t happen again,” I promised.

         “Liv,” Danny said, taking a breath, growing eerily calm, “after we wrap tonight, you and I need to have a talk.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Get your shit together, Liv. We’re losing our light, and we need these shots or the narrative won’t make any sense.”

         I would have laughed if I had the energy. The narratives never made sense, but now was not the time to point that out to Danny. Whatever patience he had reserved for me had been used up. I’d flubbed my lines only twice before he took me aside for some light verbal abuse and shaming, his directing method of choice.

         “And keep your hands off Blitz,” Danny added when he was finished giving me my talking-to. “He’s supposed to be Wheeler’s dog, not yours.”

         Blitz, the seventy-five-pound Doberman pinscher who accompanied us on our investigations, chuffed at his name. I removed my hand from where it rested on his back. It had become habitual to touch the dog if he was within reach. There were few things more comforting than being adored by an animal who could rip your throat out if it wanted to.

         Danny stormed off to powwow with the director of photography, the back of his shirt Rorschached in sweat, and I returned to my mark. The crew glared at me as I passed by, muttering to each other. I’d spent most of my life on set, but I had never learned to ignore the grumbling disapproval of a cranky, impatient crew.

         I took my place with my co-hosts at the bottom of the porch. Before we entered the dilapidated house, we had to deliver exposition and backstory about the “disturbances” experienced there, and try to make the scripted lines sound natural. Bullsh?t Hunters was considered reality TV, but it was no more real than the campy cartoon that had inspired it. Our viewers weren’t stupid. They believed because they wanted to believe, just like people who watched The Bachelor chose to buy into the idea that people could find true love during a competitive bitchfest, or that the biggest losers on The Biggest Loser actually kept the weight off and lived skinnily ever after. If reality TV viewers didn’t willfully deceive themselves, how could they accept a woman in her thirties going mystery debunking in a schoolgirl uniform?

         The current age of television was considered a renaissance, but from where I stood it looked more like everyone was scrambling to keep an increasingly jaded public entertained. People had seen it all. The biggest explosions! The fastest cars! The landmarks destroyed! The goriest carnage! The most elaborate fight scenes! The most gruesome deaths! All the twists you never saw coming! Split personalities! Imaginary friends! Faked deaths! Evil twins! Evil twins having sex!

         Every genre had been milked dry, and now the only thing left to do was recycle the same spectacles.

         But reality TV, no matter how scripted, still managed to reel in viewers so long as they deluded themselves that people like me and the other Bullshit Hunters were real, and that they were flies on the wall, watching an unlikely group of friends banter and bond as we explored our strange hobby.

         “Back to one, everybody!” Danny called.

         “How are you holding up?” Wheeler asked when I was beside him again. We hadn’t had a chance to talk much since I arrived. His mournful eyes were red and glassy, the lids more swollen than usual, like he’d recently sobbed. But that was how his eyes always looked, because he refused to take his allergy medication. His puffy, watery eyes were the main reason he’d been cast to play our “Shaggy.” Without antihistamines, he looked perpetually stoned.

         “I’m fine,” I lied. I was exhausted and nauseated, and a headache thundered behind my eyes. The relentless heat wasn’t helping. If anything, the temperature seemed to be rising as the day waned.

         “Have you eaten anything?” he asked.

         “Uh-huh.” Another lie. Wheeler knew it but chose not to argue.

         Sasha—our “Velma”—made a face at me that would have seemed sympathetic if I didn’t know her. “When I’m hung over I eat bacon sandwiches with butter. It’s a miracle cure, swear to God.”

         “I’ll try that.” I had no intention of trying it. Sasha would love for me to stuff myself with fat and carbs in the hope that I would show up to the next shoot a couple of pounds heavier. In my wardrobe, every ounce I gained was apparent, and the Twitterverse was not afraid to call it out with cruel hashtags. Ever since a photo of the backs of my thighs made the rounds on #celebulite (a photo I was certain had been taken and leaked by Sasha), I had resumed my old habit of counting every calorie.

         The fourth member of our gang was Tate, our “Fred” on steroids. His biggest claim to fame before being cast on Bullsh?t Hunters was coming in fourth place on American Ninja Warrior. He rarely spoke other than to ask craft service if they had Muscle Milk, or to recite his lines on camera, and that was probably for the best. No one who exercised that much had anything to say that the rest of us wanted to hear.

         “All right, everybody,” Danny called, clapping his hands in a halfhearted attempt to energize the crew. “We need these exteriors before sunset, so we have just under an hour.”

         My right eyelid began to twitch rhythmically. I took a deep breath and let it out, trying to ignore the pain.

         “Sound speeds,” the sound recordist called.

         “Action!” Danny barked. On our limited budget, he was both producer and director.

         “Wow” I said, in manufactured wonder. “Looks like something straight out of a horror movie!”

         “Guys, I don’t know about this one.” Wheeler followed, dopey and tremulous. “Maybe we should hit the road. The sun is going down, and I don’t want to be in there after dark.”

         Tate punched Wheeler on the shoulder. “You can’t wuss out now, bruh. We’ve been to scarier places than this.” Every show was the same formula. First I stated the obvious: that the place we were about to enter looked creepy. Then Wheeler tried to back out of the investigation. Tate followed with a show of machismo toward Wheeler, which he segued into an opportunity for logical Sasha to deliver the exposition. At the end of the investigation, if we found the circumstances to be fraudulent, we would declare, “This one’s bullshit!”

         Sasha launched into her educated-skeptic monologue. “Well, this house does have quite a dark history…”

         When she was finished, Tate led the way up the porch steps and opened the door, a Steadicam operator on our heels.

         I made it about three steps into the house before the smell hit me: wood rot, decay, rodent shit in the walls. My stomach heaved. Then I was on my hands and knees, emptying what was left in my stomach onto the dusty floor.

         “Cut!” I heard Danny shout over the sound of my miserable retching. “Fucking cut!”

      

   


   
      
         
            6.

         

         I guess it’s time for us to have that talk,” I said.

         Danny leaned against the production van next to me, arms folded, staring down the quiet street. The sky was dark now, and the temperature had finally cooled to a tolerable eighty degrees. After I had finished being sick, we’d continued with the shoot, and had made our day by a hair.

         “Why did you do it?” Danny asked after a long, tense silence. “Why did you give that interview? Why can’t you just show up and do your job and be a professional?”

         There were many answers I could give to this question, but all of them felt like none of his goddamn business.

         “You know, I never wanted to hire you in the first place,” Danny continued when I didn’t speak. “I’d heard the rumors about you and your family. I knew you’d be trouble, but the network thought casting a washed-up child star from a cult hit would increase our ratings. But no one cares about you anymore, Olivia. You had your moment, and this attention you’re getting online…it’ll be over by tomorrow, but you’ll go on being a fucking pain in my ass. My job is hard enough without having to babysit you.” He looked at me, and although we’d worked together for five years I felt no warmth from him, no familiarity. It was like he’d already forgotten me.

         I should have begged for my job, told him I could change. But hearing him give voice to my worst fears ignited my last spark of dignity. “Go to hell, Danny,” I said instead. This man thought he knew me, but he had no idea what I’d been through. No idea how much worse I could have ended up.

         Danny laughed tiredly and rubbed his eyes. I noticed an abnormally shaped mole on the back of his hand that he ought to get checked out, but I wasn’t about to point it out to him.

         “Your contract expired last week. It’s over, Liv. I’m cutting you from the show.”

         It took a few seconds to find my voice. “You can’t replace me. My character’s name is Liv Hendricks. She’s me.”

         “I have no intention of replacing you. We can’t afford four leads anymore. And to be honest, you’re too old to be wearing these outfits.”

         He put his hand on my shoulder, trying for a comforting gesture, but it felt more like a shove out the door.

         “I’m sure you’ll land on your feet.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Wheeler called three times as I rode home from my last shoot as a member of Bullsh?t Hunters. Thankfully my Uber driver didn’t speak much English and made no effort to engage me in conversation. I didn’t want to talk, not to a stranger and not to Wheeler. I let his calls go to voicemail.

         At home, I filled my favorite chipped coffee mug with bourbon, downed it in three swallows, hardly felt the burn. My hangover began to dissolve. I poured another drink and collapsed on the couch, feeling numb. I sipped the bourbon as I scrolled through my text messages and Twitter notifications, which had multiplied over the course of the day. Most of the text messages were from Wheeler, but there were a few from Gemma, amounting to: What are you going to do about the video?

         The video.

         I couldn’t hide from it forever.

         I clicked on the link Gemma had texted that morning, and Freya McBride’s blog post loaded. I skipped the text and scrolled to the video, clicked PLAY. My face filled the screen, my eyes glazed and my cheeks flushed. But my speech was barely slurred. I became strangely articulate when I was blackout drunk. Articulate and angry.

         The video was eight minutes and twenty-three seconds long.

         By the time I finished watching it, I was quite certain that no one in this town would ever hire me again.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I quit acting after Miranda went missing. Cold turkey. Done. I turned my back on it forever. Or until I ran out of money, which took about ten years. My retirement would have lasted longer if I had left Los Angeles, bought a little house in Arkansas or North Dakota, somewhere no one wanted to live.

         In truth, the money wouldn’t have lasted that long even if I had moved to a cheaper city. The network sued me for breach of contract after I quit, so by the time I turned eighteen and could access my trust fund there was only $332,000 left. I invested half of it, and lost most of that when the market crashed.

         By twenty-seven I was broke. I hadn’t worked in a decade, hadn’t gone to college. I refused to ask Gemma or Desiree for money, so I did what any out-of-work actress would do: I waitressed.

         That was when Mac Patrick “discovered” me, working at an Italian restaurant in Mar Vista, where every sauce tasted the same and the pasta was always overcooked. The restaurant was empty when the fat man with the cell phone glued to his ear walked in, seated himself, and waved wildly for a menu. He commenced to bark into his cell for the next thirty minutes. By the time he hung up, he’d gone through two baskets of bread and four Diet Cokes.

         “Bowl of linguini Bolognese and a Caesar salad, extra dressing, extra Parm. More bread.” He hadn’t even bothered to look at the menu. He was looking at me, instead. He glanced at my body, appraising, but not in a lascivious way. His eyes settled on my face.

         “You’ve got a look,” the fat man said. “Who reps you? Whoever it is, they’re worthless if you have to work in this dump. The food is barely edible, the bread is stale, and I’ve seen better atmosphere in an Olive Garden.”

         “Then why did you come here?” I asked.

         “Because I knew it would be empty, and there’s nothing a fat man hates more than having a room full of people stare at him while he eats. You didn’t answer my question. Who reps you?”

         “I’m not an actress.”

         The fat man reached into his suit pocket to pull out a card. “Doesn’t matter. I know the look when I see it. When you decide to do something with your life, give me a call. I don’t know if you can act, but you’re interesting to watch, and that’s enough to get started.”

         He inhaled his food and left without saying goodbye. I tossed his card in the trash and didn’t think about it until a month later, when Mac Patrick returned to the restaurant. By then the constant smell of garlic and stewed tomatoes was getting to me. I couldn’t sleep unless I got drunk first, and even then nightmares left me more tired than when I’d gone to bed. I needed to do something more stimulating in my waking life to distract me from what was in my head. It was time to come out of retirement.

         I sat down at Mac’s table and told him my name—my real name—with the caveat that he not use my former celebrity to shoehorn me back into the industry. I was Liv Hendricks now.

         Mac signed me right then and there while he ate spaghetti and splattered sauce on the paperwork. A month later, after a steady stream of auditions, during which no one recognized me (the thirty pounds I’d gained since I was seventeen helped), I began landing jobs, mostly little things at first, regional commercials and featured extra work. The more I worked, the fewer nightmares I had, and the fewer nightmares I had, the less I drank. By the time I was cast on Bullsh?t Hunters, I was almost not miserable.

         Then, a year ago, Mac Patrick was found dead in his Woodland Hills home. Heart attack. Big surprise to no one.

         I hadn’t signed with another talent agent. I told myself it would be a betrayal to Mac’s memory. If Mac’s ghost manifested in front of me now, he would have covered his eyes and shaken his head, muttering, “Liv, Liv, Liv…what am I going to do with you?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         I emptied my second mug of bourbon and poured another, spilling a little on the kitchen counter, and a little more on the floor.

         I didn’t have a savings account. I had four thousand dollars in checking, but that wouldn’t last a month in LA. I needed to get a new manager, start auditioning again. But I was thirty-two now, geriatric in Hollywood years. The best roles would go to actors ten years younger than me, and they would play women my age.

         Plus, there was the LA Femme video. The nail in my career’s coffin. I would be deemed an insurance risk and a publicist’s worst nightmare.

         My phone vibrated. I checked the screen. A text from my neighbor Elliot.

         
            Can we talk?

         

         I didn’t even remember giving him my number. I responded:

         
            Come over.

         

         In less than sixty seconds, there was a tentative knock on the door. I let him in. He looked me up and down. I was still wearing my schoolgirl costume.

         “About last night…” Elliot said, hanging his head and hiding his hands in the pockets of a slouchy maroon hoodie. “I guess we were both pretty drunk, so I don’t know if it meant anything, but…we should at least talk. Right?”

         “Have you seen it?” I asked, and Elliot’s brow furrowed in confusion.

         “Seen what?”

         I sighed, removed my cardigan, let it fall. There was only one thing this costume was good for anymore.

         I took Elliot’s hand and led him to my bed. I still had a strict policy about not sleeping with anyone in the building, but I wouldn’t be able to afford my loft much longer anyway.

      

   


   
      
         
            7.

         

         It wasn’t the best sex of my life, but it gave me something else to think about for ten minutes. I wasn’t sure I’d ever gotten the hang of sex. Or maybe the problem was that I had never dated anyone long enough to get comfortable asking for the things I wanted. The things I didn’t want to want.

         Tie me up and hurt me. Make me beg for it to stop. Make me suffer.

         Afterward, Elliot rolled onto his back and sighed in that contented way men do after sex, like all of their problems have been solved. He walked naked to the bathroom. I listened to him pee, hoping he would make some excuse to leave.

         The toilet flushed and the sink ran. Elliot walked back into the room. His penis was still semi-hard. He got back into bed and pulled me down to snuggle on his chest. His breathing deepened as he prepared to fall asleep. I wriggled out of his hold and into a T-shirt.

         “Where are you going?” he asked.

         “I need a drink. You want something?”

         “I’ll take a beer.”

         “I don’t want to open a beer if you’re going to fall asleep.” Alcohol was a precious commodity now. It must be conserved.

         “I’ll stay awake, then,” he said, eager to please. I knew I should be flattered that a good-looking guy with a decade less cell degeneration than I had wanted to get something started with me. But his sycophantic sucking up left me wondering if his attraction had more to do with my celebrity status, minor as it was these days.

         In the kitchen, I poured myself another bourbon and grabbed a bottle of hefeweizen from the fridge. I walked back to the bed and handed it to him, but I stayed standing. I was restless again, crawling out of my skin with anxiety. Maybe it was time to give up drinking and become a pothead.

         Elliot twisted the cap off the bottle. “Can I ask you a favor?”

         “Depends on the favor.”

         “I need to shoot something next week. I was hoping you’d be in it.”

         “Are we making a sex video already?” Maybe that would help jump-start my career.

         He laughed and shook his head, but I noticed the definition of his penis straighten beneath the sheet. “Just a scene to help get funding for my feature. You know that crowdsourcing site Shot in the Dark? I’m going to post a video about my project and see if I can get enough backers to start shooting. With you in my video, I’ll get way more views.”

         So there it was, the real reason he was interested in me. Sure, he probably thought I was pretty. Sure, he probably enjoyed having sex with me. But my face and body could be put to far more advantageous uses. I should have pegged him as a star-fucker the second I found out I’d slept with him.

         “Is there anyone in this city who isn’t doing a Shot in the Dark campaign?” I asked.

         Elliot shrugged, but he looked hurt.

         “I’ll do it,” I muttered. It wasn’t like I had anything else going on.

         His smile told me I’d just made his night. At least I’d made one person happy today.

         “Come back to bed.” He held out one arm and offered that part of his chest so many women loved to use as a pillow, the fleshy hammock between pectoral and shoulder. I set my bourbon aside and slipped into bed next to him. Elliot began stroking my back. He rolled toward me, cradling my head, and kissed me. His warm, beery tongue filled my mouth, and his hands drew my hips closer to his. My mind wandered to one of the comment threads under the LA Femme video that had gotten me fired, someone saying I deserved my own show. That all I needed was a camera, and I could crowdfund the whole thing.

         I sat up. “How does it work? Shot in the Dark, I mean.”

         “You want to talk about this now?”

         “Yes.”

         Elliot propped himself on an elbow. “You have to propose a project on the site. Most people shoot a scene or a short film as proof of concept, or make a video where they talk about the idea, kind of do a sales pitch and outline their reason for choosing this project and why it inspires them. Then you post your video and state how much funding you’re looking for. Once it’s all set up, you blast it out to social media and spread the word. If backers meet your goal, then you get to keep the money. If not, your project doesn’t get funded.”

         I nodded, thinking this over. Crowdsourcing sites like Kickstarter and Indiegogo and Shot in the Dark were a last resort in the entertainment industry for those seeking funding, but tended to be effective if some kind of recognizable celebrity was attached to the project.

         Now that I’d outed myself as Olivia Hill, I might as well benefit from all the negative attention I was receiving. Danny had said that by tomorrow everyone would have forgotten about me already. If that was true, I didn’t have time to waste.

         “Go get your camera and tripod,” I told Elliot.

         “What are we doing?” He sounded hopeful, probably thought I was serious about the sex video. But I wasn’t that desperate. Not yet. I was, however, desperate enough to try something I’d never considered before. All I needed was a project. I didn’t have one, but maybe it didn’t matter. I’d leave that up to the Internet to figure out.
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