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			To my grandmother, Lorraine, for giving me a voice; 

			to Ms. Marcia Habecker, for teaching me how to use it; 

			and to my husband, Jake, for making me unafraid to roar.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			People are always asking for my advice on how to break into this business. “It can’t have been easy,” they tell me, “landing your first TV show at the age of ten.” Nothing about show business is easy, but my path is not anyone else’s. I didn’t ask for fame and I didn’t ask for that first television show. One day I was going to school with my friends, worried about boys and how I’d do on Friday’s math test, and the next I was memorizing sixty script pages and trying to fit in photo shoots after tutoring. I’ve always felt it was God’s plan, to make me an ambassador for other people my age.

			The day I graduated from Sarah Lawrence with my degree in creative writing, my mother told me, “Holly, in a few years, you’ll be so famous they’ll be asking you to give the commencement address.”

			She was wrong.

			Four years after graduating from college, I was twenty-five and writing for a magazine in Los Angeles that was so tiny they practically had to pay people to read it. It was supposed to be an insider view of celebrity life, but TMZ and Radar Online can pay top dollar for their inside scoops and we had an operating budget of about seventy-five cents. Meaning that no one wanted to talk to us. Not to mention, the readers Kragen Publishing so desperately sought were not the ones who routinely scoured newsstands for celeb gossip; everything the teen and twenty-something set wants to know about the latest scandals is up in fifteen minutes. Our site was perpetually down for maintenance, which was perfect for our sixty-five-year-old readers, who didn’t know the first thing about computers, anyway. My boss once told me that our magazine was purchased most by widowed housewives who also happened to be buying the National Enquirer.

			So I was reduced to writing blurbs on museum exhibitions, doing “interviews” by e-mail with famous people’s agents, and writing reviews of movies that had already come out. Despite my having graduated magna cum laude and applying for hundreds of jobs all over the country, this was one of only three job offers I received. The first was at my hometown newspaper, and the second was for a farming magazine in Montana. Both paid more than double what I was making now, but Westside Weekly was about Hollywood. How could I say no to that? I did, however, have to lie to my mother and tell her WW was my only job offer; if I had admitted that I was offered double to basically live down the block from her, she would have died of happiness. And I would have committed myself by the end of the year.

			When I took the job in L.A., she sighed and whined that I was abandoning her, but she actually managed to let go of the car as I drove away. And every month since, she’s demanded to know why she can’t find the magazine at the grocery store. She lives in Syracuse, New York, a city of about 150,000 people. I couldn’t even find my magazine in Los Angeles, so I have no idea why she thought the Syracuse Wegmans would be flush with copies, but she was continually outraged. I finally got the assistant editor to send her a few courtesy issues, but I’m pretty sure by that point my mother thought I was really unemployed and had fabricated the entire thing on my computer.

			My job did exist, although just barely. My paycheck showed up in the mail only sporadically and often not for the amount promised. But I lived in a studio apartment the size of a postage stamp, so my overhead wasn’t terribly high. Even so, I couldn’t afford to go out very much, and my cat, Smitty, had to settle for whatever food was on special that week.

			I’d lived in L.A. for more than four years and my social life consisted of an ornery cat and the occasional pint of Ben & Jerry’s on my Goodwill couch. I had a few close friends, but they all had jobs on film crews and worked twenty-hour days, so I only saw them between projects. And since I refused to accept a date with anyone whose opening salvo was “I drive a [insert Mercedes, Jaguar, BMW, Ferrari, Lamborghini],” I hadn’t been out on a date in almost a year. Despite this dismal reality, everyone back home assumed I was living the high life. Whenever I visited, I was lauded for being the “big L.A. writer,” the one who hung out with celebrities until all hours of the night and then slept through the day until it was time to do it all over again. I once saw Steve Martin at the car wash, but I don’t really think that’s anything to write home about. I really did try to tell my friends and family the truth, explain to them that I lived in a suspected gang neighborhood with zero vegetation and a “no cruising” city mandate, but they just wouldn’t listen. And because my family is truly unimaginative, they all started calling me Holly Wood. Hilarious.

			Yep, I was well on my way to . . . moving back home and writing gardening blurbs for the Syracuse Post-Standard.

			Every once in a great while, though, I scored an assignment that gave me a glimpse of just how cool a career in celeb writing could be. When an actress from the CW started her own clothing line, they gave press credentials to pretty much anyone who asked, and I snapped mine up and found myself sandwiched between Perez Hilton and the editor of the Garden Grove High School newspaper. I tried to remain as calm and cool as the sixteen-year-old yawning apathetically next to me when Britney wandered past, but inside, I was jumping up and down. What was the matter with these people? Didn’t they know where we were, what we were doing? It was dark and I couldn’t be sure, but I think Orlando Bloom may have spilled a martini down my dress. It was the pinnacle of my career to that point.

			But for every high moment, there were about fifty humiliating letdowns. The assistant editor knew someone who was second cousins with George Clooney’s personal hairstylist, and said that she could get me into the premiere of his new movie. It was Oscar season and the film had a lot of buzz surrounding it, and the magazine just happened to go to press one day before the movie’s release, so—for once—we would be in the thick of things. I didn’t have the money for a red carpet dress, so I went to Goodwill and bought an old quinceañera dress and some shoes, then spent three days meticulously pulling rhinestones off the hem and repainting the scuffed pair of heels. I’m sure I looked like a thrift store prom queen, but I was so excited I couldn’t eat for three days. When the assistant editor saw me, she was congratulatory and asked if I was finally taking an interest in my appearance (I’m five-ten and a size 8—in this town, that’s practically the giant blueberry girl from Willy Wonka).

			So there I was, dressed to the nines and on my way to the premiere in Westwood. I couldn’t afford a chauffeured car, so I had to park almost a mile away and walk the distance in my cheap bridesmaid’s shoes. By the time I got to the theater, I was sweaty and had put a stiletto hole through the back of the dress, plus my shoes were a size too small and my feet had gone numb in the first five blocks. None of this dampened my elation as I got in line with the rest of the critics who were here to review the film.

			The first thing I noticed was that I was the only one clad in evening wear. The rest of the reviewers looked like refugees from the MTV movie awards, with hipster haircuts and asymmetrical hemlines. They all gave me dirty looks, but I didn’t care—I still listen to bad eighties pop, and not even ironically. I shot a few dirty looks back at them, thinking, Heaven really is a place on earth, and you can all suck it.

			As we reached security one by one and were asked for our publication names, everyone got through—except me.

			“I’m sorry, what magazine did you say you were from?” the security guard asked.

			“Westside Weekly,” I repeated for the third time. A gaggle of the hipster mafia who’d already made it past the checkpoint chuckled quietly.

			“Doesn’t that come out once a month?” weird emo-girl with purple-streaked black hair asked me.

			“Yes,” I replied quietly, trying to steel myself against hurt feelings. They were once fresh-faced, small-town newbies, I reminded myself. And despite the fact that their paychecks dwarfed mine, not one of those poser, Diablo Cody wannabes was any better than I was. At least, that’s what I told myself. “I have no idea why they call it a weekly.”

			“I’m sorry, you’re not on the list,” the security guard told me. Despite his words, he didn’t look particularly sorry.

			“But—” I sputtered. But—what? I didn’t have the name of the second cousin or the hairstylist, and it wasn’t like I knew a single person associated with the event. I tried desperately to think of a way to prove who I was, that I deserved to be on that list.

			“I’m sorry, ma’am, but I’m going to have to ask you to step out of line,” the guard said, starting to get a little irritated. “I’ve got a lot of real press to get through.”

			Real press. “Oh,” I practically whispered. “Okay.”

			With my cheeks on fire, trying to hold back tears, I turned around and stepped out of line, forcing myself to avoid eye contact with the now raucously laughing hipster critics. If I’d had any doubt where I rated in this town, I was sure I was a nobody now.

			My eyes trained on the sidewalk, I staggered the mile back to my car. I tried to ignore the pain in my feet, even as they started to bleed, making the cheap satin heels slippery. I was only two blocks away from the parking garage when I turned a corner and the back of the dress caught on something. I didn’t notice the ripping sound until the entire skirt pooled around my ankles and I realized I was nearly naked from the waist down.

			After that night, I never bothered asking for better assignments. I took what they gave me, even if it meant the movie I was reviewing was already out of theaters by the time my article was printed. And when my mother complained that I was getting too old to be the “ingenue writer,” I just turned on the vacuum cleaner and told her the connection was breaking up.

			I lived like this for another year, barely getting by, going out with my friends twice a month, and pretending I was happy. I was getting paid to write about Hollywood, wasn’t I? Wasn’t this all I said I ever wanted? As for my dream of one day writing a novel, well . . . Everyone wants to do that, but no one really gets around to it. Again, that’s what I told myself.

			But my tenuous hold on life came crashing down one Tuesday afternoon, about five hours after I’d submitted my latest article, a review of a Korean day spa in downtown L.A. I was already in a bad mood because the spa hadn’t comped my facial and I’d been forced to pay the seventy bucks out of my own pocket. They hadn’t told me this up front, and so I’d had to hand over my grocery money just to leave the building.

			I spent the entire ride home repeatedly calling the assistant editor and leaving voice mails about reimbursement, but no one answered or called me back. I’d just pulled up in front of the demilitarized zone that was my apartment building when Lacy, a colleague of mine at the magazine, called me.

			“I’m waiting on a call from Susan,” I told her. “I can’t talk long.”

			“Susan got fired,” Lacy said. “That’s why I called you.”

			“Oh,” I replied, feeling sorry for her. Susan was incompetent, rude, and had the IQ of a housefly, but hey—everyone needs a job. “Who’d they hire to replace her?”

			“No one,” Lacy said, like I was missing some big piece of information that should have been staring me in the face.

			“Does that mean her job’s open?” I hated working for the magazine, but I was practically making twelve cents an hour; any salary increase would have made a difference in my life.

			“Are you deaf, Hol? There’s no job. Not for any of us. Kragen Publishing is shutting down the magazine.”

			Too shocked to reply, I sat in my car and watched as a ten-year-old sold marijuana to an old man in a fedora and cardigan on the front steps of my building. My job—my shitty, humiliating, barely-­minimum-wage job—was gone.

			“Are you still there?” Lacy asked.

			“Um . . . I gotta go feed Smitty. I’ll talk to you later.”

			I hung up the phone, knowing that if Lacy said one more word, I was going to throw up all over my steering wheel. And in my ­fifteen-year-old car, there were already enough noxious odors without adding vomit to the list. So I flung my cell into my purse and got out of the car, ignoring the drug deal ten feet in front of me and heading into my building.

			My mind raced, trying to figure out what to do. I couldn’t throw in the towel and get a job at the Coffee Bean, I just couldn’t. It would mean the end of everything I’d worked for. I wasn’t even sure which was worse—getting a retail job or going back home and taking that job at The Post-Standard. And I knew that half the kids I went to high school with, who still lived in the same zip code and married the guys they’d lost their virginity to, would be smugly elated to welcome me back. I’d seen it in their eyes when they bought me good-bye drinks four years ago—they wanted me to fail, needed me to fail to justify their own choices in life. I couldn’t let that happen. I had to find another writing job, and soon.

			My rent was only eight hundred a month, but I had no savings. Zero dollars minus eight hundred equaled living on a park bench at the Santa Monica Pier. And I’ve been down there plenty of times—all the good benches have already been claimed, and I’m not so keen on shivving people. My family was pretty much right out of the trailer park, so it was futile asking for help from them unless I needed a skinned possum overnighted to me, and even then, I’m not sure any one of them could figure out how to properly mail the package.

			So I was screwed. And not even in a good way.

			•  •  •

			Four hours later, I’d eaten an economy-size bag of M&M’s, four boxes of Girl Scout cookies, and every frozen pizza, Hot Pocket, and burrito I had ready for the next week’s lunches. I was also drunk off my ass, having gone through all the daiquiri and margarita mixes hours ago, and was now down to doing shots of chocolate syrup and peppermint schnapps. I was in my own minty hell when Susan finally called me back at eleven o’clock that night.

			“I’m sorry I didn’t call you sooner,” she cooed. “But I didn’t know if I was authorized to tell you or not.”

			“’Ssssss okay,” I replied, a split second before I burped into the phone.

			“Are you drunk?” she asked, her tone laced with irritating self-righteousness. I mean, who the hell was she? My mother? Unemployed or not, how was it her business if I was plastered before midnight on a Tuesday?

			“Maybe.” I shrugged, as though she could see me. “What’s it to you? You’re not my boss anymore.”

			“I’m just concerned, that’s all. It’s a stupid little magazine, Holly. I think Starbucks pays more than you were making.”

			Suddenly, I reached that moment where you slide from “everything’s cool” to “morose drunk girl.” “At least I was making something. Someone was paying me to write.”

			“Haven’t you always wanted to write a novel?” she said cheerfully. “Why don’t you take your savings and spend six months doing that?”

			Was she fucking serious? Did Susan Baker think I was a fucking Rockefeller? Thanks to the money I’d unwillingly spent at the Korean spa, I now had less than a thousand dollars to my name. And it was the twenty-first of the month—I had five weeks until I turned into a pumpkin. The only writers I knew who could crank out a book in that time were coked out of their minds. And I was way too poor to take up a drug habit right now.

			“Yeah . . . yeah, maybe,” I told her, too embarrassed to admit the truth. “What about you?”

			“Oh, I knew this was coming,” Susan said, sounding pretty damn pleased with herself. “I’ve been putting out résumés for months. I start my new job on Monday.”

			Months? She knew about this for months?

			“Again, sorry I couldn’t tell you sooner, but I was told not to worry anyone.”

			Bitch. “Yeah, I totally get it,” I said. “Well, good luck to you. I gotta go. I’m . . . out with some friends.”

			From the far end of the couch, Smitty meowed at me and I prayed to God Susan couldn’t hear it through the phone.

			“Ohh-kay,” she answered, clearly calling me a liar. “I’ll call you next week, maybe we can do lunch.”

			“Sure,” I said, knowing I would never, ever, ever see her name on my caller ID again. “Take care and good luck in your new job.”

			“Thanks, babe,” Susan said. “Talk to you later.”

			I hung up the phone and then stared at it for a moment.

			“Liar,” I said, wishing I’d had the nerve to actually say that to her. But then, I was just as big a liar, who was I to judge? As if to verify this, Smitty meowed again, batting his declawed paw at me.

			“Whose side are you on?” I said, now slipping into angry drunk-girl mode. “Do you work for Susan now?”

			In response, Smitty came over and settled in my lap. I was momentarily touched by his affection until he began licking the chocolate syrup off the sides of my glass. I almost swatted him away, but I didn’t really care enough to do it.

			“I guess we’ll both end the night by puking.”

			That’s the last thing I remember until about eleven the next morning, when I woke up to find Tito, my neighbor, staring at me from just outside my patio. I guess I’d fallen asleep with the blinds open, and since my legs were splayed across the couch, I’m sure he got a pretty good show. At least someone should have been enjoying the view.

			Too depressed to think straight, I stood up and walked to the blinds, flipping Tito the bird before shutting them. I then collapsed into my tiny bed and went to sleep. For days. And I do mean days. By the time my mother called to make sure I hadn’t been gang-raped and strangled to death, the hair on my legs could have been French-braided.

			“What, Ma?” I said from beneath the covers, lest I accidentally let any light enter my dungeon of despair. “I’m not in the mood.”

			“You haven’t called me in a week, Holly. I thought you were dead.”

			No, I just wished I was dead. “I’m fine,” I lied, yawning. “I’m just tired.”

			“Why are you tired? You go to the movies and write five hundred words about it.”

			This was an argument we had all the time. My mother works for city government and feels that her forty hours a week at a desk is much more grueling than my forty hours a week at a desk. I didn’t know how to tell her that I no longer even had a desk.

			“I’m sick, okay?” I shot back, about ready to throw the phone at the wall.

			“Were you making out with someone last night?” my mother asked, chastising me like I was twelve years old and caught with the boy next door. “You don’t know where those men have been, Holly.”

			The only creature who’d attempted to make out with me in months was Smitty, and even that only happened when I was eating something that smelled appetizing.

			“No, Mom, it’s just something that’s going around at work.” Yeah, it’s called unemployment. “I’ll call you back in a couple of days when I feel better.”

			“I just wanted to let you know that Uncle Bob is going to be calling you—”

			“Great,” I said, “Love you, Mom. Bye.” I hung up quickly, before she could say anything else.

			Then I opened up the back of the phone and yanked out the battery, tossing all three pieces on the floor next to the bed. I had no job, no boyfriend, and very few friends—who the hell needed to talk to me? If I were found dead in this apartment a week or so from now (the manager always bangs on the door and lets himself in when the rent is even six seconds late), who would really care besides the local news? I’d even be willing to bet that I’m worth more to this world as a tragic, twenty-five-year-old dead Hollywood wannabe than a living, breathing, aspiring novelist. And my mother would finally have an emotional wound big enough to top everyone else in her bridge club, including Debbie Paul, whose son was born with a cleft palate and, according to my mom, never shuts up about it.

			So I went back to sleep, half of me hoping that this was all just a really cliché insecurity dream and the other half praying that God, Allah, Zeus, or whoever would just strike me down in my sleep and save me from having to wake up again.

			•  •  •

			But I did wake up eventually. By the time I actually did get out of bed long enough to take a shower and change my clothes, Smitty was in the kitchen, chewing through a cardboard box of cereal. I had a sudden pang of guilt as I saw the row of hastily opened cans of cat food I had just tossed on the floor each night before crawling back into my den of self-pity. Apparently, I had forgotten to even do that the night before.

			“I’m sorry, Smits,” I said, bending down to pet him. But Smitty just gave me a look of contempt and abandoned the cereal box, sashaying his way into the living room without so much as a backward glance. Great. Now even my cat hated me.

			I didn’t know what day it was, and it was only by the sun peeking through my blinds that I guessed the microwave clock read 2:00 P.M., not 2:00 A.M. Against my better judgment, I walked the ten feet from my kitchenette back to my bed and knelt down, gathering the pieces of my cell phone. The only thought running through my mind was that I had had this phone number for four years now; four years and I was likely about to have my phone shut off for nonpayment.

			As the screen blinked to life, I saw that it was now the twenty-­ninth. I had been asleep for eight days. I waited anxiously for my phone to register any texts or voice mails, hoping to discover that Kragen had reconsidered and saved the magazine, even though I’m fairly certain they made about eleven dollars an issue.

			I was even more hopeful when my phone politely dinged and said I had nine new voice mails. But my excitement quickly faded as I discovered that the first five were from my mother.

			At least number six was a surprise. “Hey, kid, it’s your Uncle Bob-O. I just wanted to let you know that I gave out your number to a friend of mine in the L.A. area. He said something about needing an entertainment writer and I told him I had just the gal. His name is Jameson Lloyd and he used to jam with me back in high school. Not really sure what he does now, but maybe you can clear some extra cash. Talk to you later, Holly.”

			I pressed delete. You might think I was excited by this message, or at least the teensiest bit encouraged, but I wasn’t. Not even the slightest. That’s because in this town, people promise you Tiffany and can’t even deliver Taco Bell. Everyone I’ve ever met in L.A. has told me what a fantastic, talented, brilliant, genius writer I am, and how they plan to catapult me to the top of the literary world. No one has ever gotten me a job, read a single word of what I’ve written, or even bothered to call me back a second time. Even my “agent,” Gus, who I met through the aunt of a friend of a boss’s sister-in-law, who guaranteed me he’d tear the throat out of any client who tried to screw me, never met with me again after I hired him. Though he does dutifully collect his ten percent of my measly earnings every month. When my paycheck from Kragen is late, it’s Gus who notices first, not me. Oh, and he didn’t even get me that job—I applied over the Internet and was stupid enough to tell him about it.

			So when I listened to the next two messages, I wasn’t expecting a thing. My best friend, Camille, called to say she was worried about me and that my mother had been obsessively texting her for information, and was I alive and available for a drink? As I thought back to my drunken mint stupor, the bile rose in my throat and I quickly pressed 7 and moved on. I resolved to abstain from alcohol for six months or until I had hung myself in despair, unable to wash the stench of failure off my skin, whichever was sooner.

			The eighth was from a local congressman, hoping for my vote in the special election. I was not aware we were having a special election, and to be perfectly honest, I’m not altogether sure I’m registered to vote in the state of California (I’ve always had a misaligned sense of civic duty). I sighed and expected that the last would be from a Chinese food hellhole telling me about their latest egg foo yong special, but I was unfamiliar with the voice speaking back at me through the phone.

			“Heya, Holly, my name is Jameson and I got your name through Bob Riker.”

			I sat up straighter in astonishment. I think I may have even glanced at Smitty to make sure he wasn’t talking to me, as somehow, that would have seemed less strange.

			“I have a client who’s looking for a good ghostwriter, and Bob recommended you. I’d love you to come out and meet with us next week if possible, and you two can chat and see how things go. I can’t promise you anything beyond that, but give me a call and we’ll see if we can work something out. My number is 3-1-0—”

			I heaved myself off the floor and ran for a pen. Not finding a piece of paper, I wrote the phone number on the wall with a Sharpie. Hey—I already lived in a shitty apartment, how much more damage could I do to the place? I then replayed the message to double-check the number and make sure I wasn’t hallucinating. But it was real, all of it. I had no idea who this client was or how much the job might pay, but if it could get me through even another month, it might be enough to keep me afloat until I could find something else.

			My grandmother always says that God never closes a door without opening a window. For twenty-five years, I was pretty sure she was full of shit, but right about now, I was ready to throw open every one of the barred and double-paned windows in my postage stamp. Hallelujah, praise Jebus—there was a chance that I was back in business.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			You’ll be surprised to know my life is actually pretty normal. I live in a house with my mom and dad, just like other teenagers. I failed my driver’s test twice (I can’t believe I just admitted that!), and even now, my mom doesn’t really like me to drive after dark.

			I probably don’t get as much sleep as other teens, though. With work on the show and my next album, sometimes I only have two or three free hours a day, during which time I curl up with my three dogs and try to get a little bit of shut-eye!

			Four days later, I was driving aimlessly around Holmby Hills, a part of Los Angeles I’d only just discovered existed. It’s an absurdly rich section of West L.A. sandwiched in between Bel Air and Brentwood, and given that we do still technically live in a desert, I found it bizarre and more than a bit offensive that every lawn I passed looked like Technicolor Astroturf. I once saw a weed growing resolutely from a crack in a sidewalk in my neighborhood, and even the weed was a mousy brown.

			You might think I was driving in endless circles because I was lost, but that’s not the case at all. I just had no idea where I was headed. When I first returned Jameson Lloyd’s phone call, I received a laundry list of instructions that provided not a single clue as to (a) where I was going, (b) who I was meeting, or even (c) what the job was.

			“My client is very private,” Mr. Lloyd had told me over the phone. “And so you understand why I can’t give you the address.”

			“Of course,” I lied. “And what does the specific job entail?”

			Lloyd inhaled sharply through his teeth like he’d just stubbed his toe. “Wow, Hols—I can call you Hols, right?” He didn’t wait for an answer before rushing on. “I think we’re getting ahead of ourselves. Just head out to Holmby Hills around noon on Sunday and give me a call. I’ll give you the turn-by-turn directions to get up here.”

			By this point, I was fairly convinced my uncle Bob had sold me into white slavery and I was about to be kidnapped and shipped to Abu Dhabi. Especially when I tried to locate Holmby Hills on a ­Google map and was informed that no such city existed. But after a few more online searches, I finally realized it was a neighborhood—a very tony neighborhood with residents like Gwen Stefani and Hugh Hefner. I still thought I was about to become the concubine of a wealthy Middle Eastern oil magnate, but at least then I wouldn’t have to worry about making rent every month.

			So as Sunday approached, I was terrified. But not just at the possibility that this job could all be some sort of a scam where I was asked to mail a check for a thousand dollars to Christian aid workers in Nigeria; I was also just as scared that this might be a real job. I had never ghostwritten anything before and had zero idea what the hell it really meant. I mean, I knew that I was supposed to write down the words and let someone else take the credit for them, but nonfiction has never been my strong suit. I’m a lazy researcher, and most of the time I find the truth about as exciting as instant oatmeal. I would much rather offer my ill-informed opinion or, even better, make up a story entirely. But I had just written my rent check and now had two hundred dollars to my name, so this wasn’t the moment for me to be picky.

			At 11:55, I called Mr. Lloyd from the parking lot of a golf course on Sunset.

			“Excellent,” he said. “My client should be getting up any time now.”

			My eyes shifted to the clock in my car. It was noon, right? I know this is a strange town, but who gets up at noon? I shook my head and remembered that I had to keep an open mind. Maybe he or she was sick, or had been down for a nap with their newborn . . . There were plenty of reasons—other than idle waste—that someone might sleep into the afternoon. It’s just that, given the inherent hedonism of my adopted hometown, I was inclined toward the latter explanation.

			Now that I had reached the general vicinity, I expected Mr. Lloyd to give me the actual street directions to the house. Again, I was wrong.

			“The paps would just die if they had this address,” he told me. “And besides, it’s really only another mile from where you are, I can totally talk you through the turns. Get back on Sunset going west, and let me know when you see a street to your left that’s shaped like a thong.”

			I’m sorry, a what?

			“Um . . . sure,” I replied, once again illegally talking on my cell phone. I turned back out onto Sunset Boulevard and wondered what the hell a thong-shaped street was supposed to look like. “A thong, you said?”

			“Yeah, yeah,” he replied quickly. “Off to your left, just a couple streets up. Wide mouth for a residential street.”

			I caught sight of the street and moved into the turn lane, cringing as I realized why he thought it looked like a thong. So far, this guy seemed like a real class act.

			“Now you’re going to follow that road for the next three quarters of a mile, almost until it ends. You’ll be able to see the split, but don’t go that far—turn in to the last house on the right. The guard knows you’re coming.” And without his saying good-bye, there was an audible click as he hung up the phone.

			“Okay,” I said to myself as I wound past houses several times larger than my entire college. Just in case I actually got this job and had to come back, I made a mental note that I was on Charing Cross Road. I wondered if Lloyd, in keeping the address from me, thought I was truly so stupid that I wouldn’t—or couldn’t—read the street signs. Me . . . a writer.

			I drove past several more estates that looked far too large for any single human being or family to reside in, before seeing the end of Charing Cross a hundred feet in front of me. I slowed down and anxiously turned in to the gate for the last house on the right, noticing that it was one of the biggest in the neighborhood.

			And when I say I slowed down, I mean I slowed down. Whenever I start something new, I find the most frightening part is walking into an unfamiliar place and meeting your new bosses and co-­workers. I’m never really that nervous in interviews or even the morning of a new job, but that last couple of minutes before I’m thrown into the mix makes me want to turn tail and flee to a cantina in Oaxaca and spend the rest of my life as a beach bum. I imagine my first morning of preschool had to be sheer hell for all involved.

			But the entry to the driveway was only about thirty yards deep, so I couldn’t avoid the inevitable for very long. By the time my front tires touched the driveway, a burly guard had already sprung out of his little brick station and was halfway to my car. In the three seconds before he actually spoke to me, I realized that in my ancient and sputtering vehicle, he might mistake me for the maid. And I wouldn’t blame him one bit.

			“Holly Gracin, here to see . . . er . . .” I hesitated, wondering how I was supposed to announce myself to the unnamed and unknown big shot who lived in this palace of capitalist greed and waste.

			“They’re expecting you.” The guard nodded. “Just drive straight up to the house and Mr. Lloyd will meet you.”

			He turned and walked back to the guard station, typed a code into the computer, and then the heavy iron gates began to swing open. For a split second, the theme song to The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills popped into my head and I craned my neck to see if some superfamous restaurateur I’d never heard of was painting her nails on the front veranda. But who was I kidding—no one does that in front of the house in plain view of the street. They have backyard infinity pools for that.

			I drove around the small, circled driveway and wished like hell I didn’t have to park my car in front of this house. Couldn’t I have hidden it down the block and walked the rest of the way? If I had to negotiate a project price, I knew I wouldn’t have much leverage once the client caught sight of the heaping pile of fiberglass and rust baking in the sun.

			But if I was worried that Mr. Lloyd would make a snap decision upon seeing me climb out of the car, I didn’t need to be. Contrary to what the guard had told me, there was no one waiting for me. In fact, just from looking, I wouldn’t have guessed there was anyone home. No open windows, no cars in the driveway . . . The place might as well have been a movie set.

			I waited another minute or so, then climbed up the steps and walked to the front door and rang the bell. No one answered, but immediately, I heard what sounded like thirty yappy little dogs begin barking from somewhere inside the house. When I rang the bell a second time, I could hear them skittering toward the door, their collective miniature paws scraping the bare floors.

			“Belle, Jasmine, Ariel,” exclaimed a high-pitched girlish voice with a distinct southern drawl. “I swear to God, y’all are giving me a headache!”

			A moment later, the enormous front door swung open and I found myself staring down at a teenage girl so slight I was pretty sure she could fit in my pocket. It was roughly five more seconds before I realized who she was, this face that I’d seen plastered on magazine covers and movie screens for the last several years (not to mention the endless tawdry tabloids I glanced at in line at the grocery store).

			Her beauty in person was nothing less than profound, and I completely understood why men and women alike stopped and stared. With golden blond, wavy hair that fell to the middle of her back, a heart-shaped face that completely lacked guile or pretension, and eyes the color of clear Bermuda water, the girl looked like she had been crafted by an artistic genius instead of born from a normal, living, breathing human being. If I pricked her, I thought she might have bled Cristal.

			The midget screen princess blinked up at me with those enormous Caribbean eyes and broke into a dazzling grin. “Are you Holly?”

			“Yes.” I nodded nervously, glad I still retained the power of speech.

			“I’m Daisy Mae,” she continued, smiling brighter. “But I’m sure you already know that.”

			Of course I did. You’d be hard-pressed to find someone under the age of seventy who didn’t know the name Daisy Mae Dixson, the veteran Nickelodeon child star who had moved seamlessly into both blockbuster movies and pop music, and whose adolescent crushes were the subjects of entire articles in Star and In Touch Weekly. She was such big news that this time last year someone had devoted a website to the countdown to her eighteenth birthday, for those men who felt their attraction was acceptable once she passed the age of sexual consent. As though this gave them any chance of getting within a mile of the Christian pop princess who still went to church with Daddy on Sundays and wore a promise ring on her left hand. And yes, it frightened me that I, a twenty-five-year-old woman, knew this many details about the life of an eighteen-year-old stranger.

			In my defense, part of my stuttering, starstruck reaction was simply that I did not run in these circles. I’d never been to any of the hottest clubs or had lunch at the Ivy; as stupid as it sounds, since I had not crossed over into the celebrity world, they still seemed a little like mirages to me. Logically, I knew that famous people were real, tangible humans who went to the grocery store and the movies just like everybody else, but it just wasn’t something I really thought about. And to find myself at Daisy’s front door, I suddenly realized just how much I was out of my element. I didn’t belong here, and in whatever capacity she wanted to hire me, I knew I was drastically underqualified. Even still—this was pretty damn cool.

			“Nice to meet you,” I finally managed, reaching out and shaking her hand. I looked down just as her three pocket-size dogs began leaping up at me. I wasn’t sure if they were trying to protect Daisy or just say hello.

			“I’m so sorry about these three,” she sighed, her drawl more pronounced on sorry. Daisy watched, shaking her head, as her fluffy beasts continued to maul me, the Pomeranian nosing his way up my skirt. “I’ve had a gazillion dog trainers over here—I even hired that Dog Whisperer guy—but no one has made a lick of a difference.”

			The actress said this like it had all happened in the past tense, as though I wasn’t furiously trying to keep the irritating yellow dog out of my underwear. I kept waiting for Daisy to pull the dogs back, either physically or with a few sharp commands, but she just watched and continued to shake her head. She also seemed not to notice that I was still standing outside the house in the hot sun.

			At that moment, a woman I instantly recognized as her mother (same gorgeous face and tiny figure, plus twenty years in age) came into the foyer, wiping her hands on a dish towel.

			“Is that the writer?” She said it like wryyy-terrr, her accent decidedly thicker than her daughter’s.

			“No, Mama, she’s a Jehovah’s Witness tryin’ to save my soul,” Daisy teased, rolling her eyes for my benefit. “Of course it’s the writer. Holly, this is my mama, Faith Dixson.”

			“Pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Dixson.” I smiled back. I would’ve shaken her hand, but I was still standing awkwardly on the front porch. Daisy hadn’t waved me in or even stepped aside, and I wondered if I was supposed to have this interview in the ninety-plus-­degree heat. Maybe in this business, you didn’t get to come inside until you actually had the job.

			“Call me Faith. And Daisy Mae, haven’t we taught you any manners? Don’t leave the child outside like that. Come on in, Holly, and I’ll pour you a glass of my famous sweet tea.”

			“Sorry about that,” Daisy said, blushing, for the first time really seeming like a normal teenager. “Please come in.” She pulled away from the door and nodded for me to enter.

			As I stepped inside the enormous mansion, I realized my thoughts about Real Housewives were mistaken—this house was more classic, like a syndicated rerun of the original Dallas. I followed Daisy through the antebellum foyer with a winding staircase and wrought-iron banisters, and then abruptly into a modern kitchen that took my breath away. Stainless steel Bosch appliances, real cherry cupboards, and slate countertops with a microtile backsplash. It was a virtual culinary heaven.

			“What a gorgeous kitchen,” I said. I can’t help it; I’m a sucker for gourmet kitchens and appliances. Sometimes I like to hug the Maytag front-loading washers at Best Buy, just so they know I’ll be back for them when I can finally afford it. At the moment, I’ve accomplished nothing greater than an Emerson microwave with a dedicated popcorn setting. But a girl can dream.

			“That’s all Mama,” Daisy said, smiling. “I can barely turn on the coffeepot.”

			“It’s true.” Faith giggled, her laugh like the tinkling of a wind chime. “But I couldn’t cook when I was Daisy’s age, either. It all comes to us in our own time.”

			I was instantly charmed by these two, happy to see that Daisy’s good-girl image was real, instead of some corporate facsimile of the ideal teenage girl. I was also more than a little in love with their home and easy, flowing relationship. The Dixsons looked and acted like the quintessential American family, and I was immediately jealous. Don’t get me wrong; my mother and I love each other, but the woman can make me crazy and no one would ever mistake us for friends.

			“Sit down, Holly.” Faith waved as she poured me a glass of iced tea. “Jamie’ll join us in just a minute, he’s just hammering out a deal with De Niro’s people.”

			As I sat down, I looked at Daisy in astonishment, but the caliber of the name seemed to have no effect on her.

			“We ran into him at the Tribeca Grill last month,” Daisy said, taking a seat next to me at the table. “He has a script Jamie wants for me. I don’t get it—way too artsy and talky, but Jamie says it could get me an Oscar, or at least a Golden Globe. The working title is ‘Alley’ something, I think.”

			“Back Alley?” Though he refuses to pick up the phone and attempt to get me a real job, my agent does e-mail me all of the scripts that were sold that week, along with their sales figures. He claims it will help me learn what producers are looking for, but as I have never had any inclination to become a screenwriter, I think it’s really his way of showing me how much money I’m not making him. I’d read “Back Alley”—twice, actually, because it was highly convoluted.

			“I think that’s it,” Faith agreed. “So dark and mysterious, just what the academy looks for. I swear, I didn’t even understand half of the scenes.”

			“That’s because they don’t make sense,” I said before I could stop myself. I am perpetually in need of a verbal shoehorn. I was pretty sure I’d just lost this job, but just in case the situation could be salvaged, I quickly added, “I didn’t . . . hate the script. . . . It’s just that the source material is so much better.”

			Like twins, Daisy and Faith stared at me with huge, blank eyes. “What do you mean?” Faith asked.

			Neither of them had ever heard the term source material before? Daisy had been in this business since her bike had training wheels. “Um . . . the book,” I said, trying to hide my disbelief. “It’s based on the memoir of a pregnant prostitute. I just didn’t think the script did the story justice.”

			I could tell Daisy was listening to what I had to say, but Faith was already back at the kitchen counter, waving me away dismissively with a dish towel. “We’re not one of you egghead types. Jamie decides those things,” Faith answered quickly. She almost seemed insulted that I thought she might have an opinion of her own.

			“Oh . . . okay,” I said, nodding and trying to gauge the level of damage I had done here. I needed a paycheck, it didn’t matter anymore where it came from. “I’m sure he’ll pick what’s best for your career.”

			“It’s really about time I started getting these offers,” Daisy said, the weight of the world clearly pressing down on her shoulders. “I’ve been trying to break into drama for years.”

			“It’s all happening,” Faith said, bringing over the glass of tea and setting it in front of me. She leaned down and kissed her daughter on the top of the head. The mother looked at me and said, “I’m just so impressed with her drive and talent. Believe me, her father and I resisted letting her get into acting, but Daisy was absolutely determined. You just thank the Lord that you have no idea what it’s like to be ambitious. It’s quite the burden.”

			I stared up at Faith Dixson for a moment, trying to figure out if her last words were a slip of the tongue or an intentional dig at me, but I chose to go with the former.

			Before I had too much time to think about it, Jameson Lloyd came into the room. He was in his mid-forties and ruggedly handsome; I could see why the Dixson ladies liked having him around. Then I thought of my balding, pudgy, and belching Uncle Bob, and suddenly knew why he’d never made it out of suburban New York.

			“Hols, glad you found the place,” Jameson said, grabbing my hand and practically crushing it. “My directions were okay?”

			Barely sufficient, actually, I thought.

			“Just fine, thanks.”

			Jameson pulled out a chair and swung it around so that it faced the opposite way, then plopped himself down backward. He offered me a stunning, toothy grin that made me a little dizzy. “So how’s the meet-and-greet going?”

			“Great,” Daisy said, smiling at me. “I really like Holly.”

			“I knew you would,” Jameson replied, ruffling Daisy’s hair like she was an adorable six-year-old. “She and I haven’t had nearly enough time to work out the fine print, but I was struck by how well she got you, Daise. I just knew you’d be two peas in a pod.”

			I stared at Jameson, dumbfounded. We’d spoken on the phone for maybe five minutes, and he’d never once mentioned Daisy’s name. I didn’t even know what kind of writing I was expected to do. He must have seen the confusion in my face, because he winked knowingly, then briefly gave me a thumbs-up. I had no idea what that was supposed to mean.

			“So . . . can we pull the trigger on this deal?” he asked, looking back and forth between Daisy and Faith.

			I assumed Jameson was talking about the De Niro movie deal, but a beat later, I realized he was referring to me.

			“Yes, yes,” Daisy said, tugging on Jameson’s shirt. “You said we could have this done for my birthday!”

			Jameson turned to me, shrugging. “What do you think, Hols? You up to the task?”

			“Of course,” I said, wondering what the task was.

			“Isn’t this just the greatest birthday present ever?” Daisy gushed, kissing Jameson on the cheek. “You’re the best, Jamie.”

			Faith took the last seat at the table, smiling and shaking her head. “I just don’t know how your father and I are going to compete with Jamie having your autobiography written. We’ll have to launch you into space or something.”

			Ohhh . . . So I was ghostwriting her autobiography. This simultaneously answered and created a whole host of questions. I’d never written a book before, even though I’d spent a lot of time thinking about it. I was used to writing one- to two-page articles. Books needed to be three to four hundred pages. At most, I’d thought I was being hired to write some celebrity’s guest piece for Cosmo so she wouldn’t have to. But a whole book? I hoped the terror wasn’t evident on my face.

			As the others laughed at Faith’s joke, I joined in, just so that I didn’t start crying in panic. Ha, ha, launch Daisy into space, how ridiculous, we all seemed to be saying. But a moment later, I realized how ridiculous my entire world had just become.

			“Oooh, could we really do that, you think?” Daisy cooed. “I mean, everybody is taking that stupid Richard Branson space plane, but that’s just up and right back down. What if I went to the space station? I could sing for the astronauts.” She looked first to her mother, then to Jameson. “I bet I’d even get the cover of Vogue for that!”

			“I’ll call NASA. I’m sure they can use the publicity.” And just like that, he stood up from the table, pulling out his cell phone.

			“Jamie, do you really think this is a good idea?” Faith said, cringing. “I don’t like the idea of sending a teenager into orbit. Sounds awfully dangerous.” She turned to me, her expression that of any mother concerned about the welfare of her child. Her child, who could afford to have herself launched into space. “What do you think, Holly?”

			“Er . . .” I stalled, trying to come up with a suitably noncommittal and inoffensive response. “I don’t think NASA would put a civilian in danger.” Daisy was a civilian, right? I was fighting hard not to hyperventilate. Everything I’d ever hoped for had just been dropped into my lap . . . and I simply wasn’t ready.

			Jamie held up his hands for calm. “I’m only going to put some feelers out, nothing concrete,” he said. He then snapped his fingers and pointed at me. “You can stick around for another few minutes, right? We’ll work out a price and get you a retainer check.”

			“Sure.”

			Retainer check. As far as I was concerned, the two greatest words in the English language. Who knew that they had the power to create the wave of excitement that rippled through my entire body. My first thought was, Smitty’s getting gourmet cat food tonight. My second thought was, God, my life is depressing.

			Daisy yawned, her mouth making a perfect little sleepy O that didn’t even crease her face. Seriously, was this girl made out of clay?

			“Do we have to start today? This meeting has worn me out.”

			I didn’t point out that I’d only been there for fifteen minutes. “Of course not,” I said. “I can come back tomorrow, if you like.”

			Faith clucked her tongue and shook her head. “Can’t do tomorrow,” she said. “We’ve got that photo shoot with Elle. And we’ll be on vacation in Nice next week. How about the week after?”

			“Sure. You said you wanted the book done for Daisy’s birthday? When is that, exactly?”

			“Four months and six days! Magic Mountain is shutting down for the day to host my birthday party . . . Ooooh, you’ll come, right?”

			“Sounds like a lot of fun,” I replied, barely paying attention. Did she just say four months? I had to write an entire book in four months? Even with three extensions, I still hadn’t finished that library book I took out six months ago.

			Jameson appeared in the doorway and waved for me to follow him. “You’re up, Hols.” Did he really just get NASA on the phone in three minutes?

			“It was lovely to meet you, Holly,” Faith said, giving me a hug.

			“I’m sure we’ll be the best of friends,” Daisy told me, waving.

			I smiled and waved at Daisy and her mother and then followed Jameson into the hall, wondering what the hell I had just gotten myself into.

			•  •  •

			“You’re good with a standard thirty-five/thirty-five, right?” Jameson asked me as soon as we stepped into his office. Even though he was her manager, I still found it creepy not only that he had an office inside Daisy’s family home but that the walls were plastered with publicity shots of an eighteen-year-old girl. Some of them in very suggestive poses.

			And surprise, surprise, I had no clue what a 35/35 was.

			I blinked back at him, trying to reason out what he might be talking about. Money, percentages, the number of cattle being bartered in this deal . . . Luckily, Jameson mistook my confusion for calculation.

			“Okay, okay.” He laughed, holding up his enormous hands. “I’m sorry I lowballed you, but hey, I’m a businessman . . . I had to try.”

			I laughed back, more out of relief than anything else. I wagged a finger at him jokingly. “Did you think I wouldn’t do my homework?” I hoped it wouldn’t occur to him that I couldn’t possibly have priced a job I knew nothing about.

			“Forty-five?” he tried, raising his eyebrows.

			I studied Jameson’s face for a few seconds, trying to read his expression. I still didn’t know what game we were playing here, but I sensed that I had more wiggle room on the number. “Fifty,” I replied, sounding as firm as I could manage. “Fifty/fifty.”

			He didn’t even pause. “Done.” Jameson sat down at the giant mahogany desk and pulled out a checkbook. “Should I make out the check to you, or do you have a corporation?”

			“Just make it out to me,” I said, trying to keep the excitement out of my voice. “My agent will take care of the rest.”

			Jameson nodded, filling out the check. Over his shoulder, he asked, “I can hook up with your agent later today, if you want. I’d like to have the contract signed by close of business tomorrow.”

			“Oh, I can take care of that,” I added hastily. “He’s looked into you.”

			Again, Jameson laughed. “I like you, Hols, I really do.” He signed the check with a flourish, then tore it off and passed it to me. I had to resist the urge to read the amount right then and there; I couldn’t risk being betrayed by my reaction. “But the most important thing is that Daisy likes you. We’ve interviewed so many writers, and she’s hated every one.”

			“Really?” Our meeting hadn’t seemed like much of an interview to me, and they hadn’t requested a single sample of my writing. Not to mention, I’d barely spoken . . . I wasn’t sure how they could have taken a liking to me.

			“You’re our sixteenth writer this month,” he said, shaking his head. “She’s vetoed every last one, until you. Now get on out of here and cash that check, missy. I’ll have the contract messengered over this afternoon.”

			He shook my hand, again with enough force to break a few bones. “Welcome aboard, Holly.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			I’ve heard people call L.A. “Hollyweird,” and this hurts my feelings. It’s been my home for almost half my life, and I swear, it’s not all that weird. We work and live and love, just like everywhere else. It might be a little different than what you’re used to, but it’s the world we know. And the fancy cars and nice clothes may make us seem superficial, but they’re just things. Deep down, most of us are good, honest people, just like you.

			An hour later, I was sitting in my apartment, staring down at the check. I knew I needed to go to the bank—I’d promised Jameson as much—but when I had finally pulled out of the Dixson compound and glanced down at the amount, I was so distracted I could barely find my way back home, let alone run errands. I had just made it into the apartment when a messenger appeared at my door with several copies of my contract.

			Ten thousand dollars. My retainer for this four-month job was ten thousand dollars. And if my limited understanding of the contract was correct, my fifty/fifty deal was for a total of fifty thousand, double my salary for last year. In fact, if I could finish this job, I’d finally be above the poverty line for the first time in my adult life. It was another ten minutes before I could inhale properly and continue reading the endless document. I then quickly realized the other “fifty” was a percentage.

			I read those lines of the contract four times before the realization finally sunk in and I began to hyperventilate, convinced I was one shallow breath away from a blackout. It couldn’t be, I thought. I couldn’t possibly be reading the contract correctly. But right there, in black and white, it said that I was guaranteed fifty percent of the book’s royalties. Half of every dollar that Daisy Mae Dixson, a girl who once sold out Staples Center in twenty-four minutes, made with this book.

			I’d love to tell you that my next thought was about the work, about the possibility that I could carve out a new career for myself and make some good money at the same time. But those things never once crossed my mind, at least not at that point. "I wasn’t qualified to do this job, not in any way, shape, or form, and I guessed it was just a matter of time before Jameson discovered this and canned my ass. So my first real concern was how much money I could get out of the deal before they realized I was a talentless hack.

			I dutifully signed the contract and headed back out of my apartment; I was surprised to see that the messenger had waited all this time. I immediately felt like a jerk because, despite having a ten-thousand-dollar check burning a hole in my wallet, I didn’t have a single dollar with which to tip the poor kid. I apologized profusely, offering him a glass of water or use of my bathroom, but he just waved me away. Which was probably for the best, as I didn’t have a washed glass and I hadn’t cleaned my bathroom in a month.

			“Mr. Lloyd takes care of me,” he said, taking the envelope back. Of course he does.

			I followed him back out to the street and was dismayed to discover that this kid, who couldn’t have been a day over twenty, drove a Mercedes.

			“Nice car,” I told him, purposely not moving toward my fifteen-year-old heap of scrap metal.

			“Eh. I should’ve gone for the S-Class.”

			Clearly, I had been working with the wrong people.

			•  •  •

			One of the strangest things about this town is the erratic work schedules. Sometimes people work fifteen-hour days, six days a week, and other times, those same people are off for an entire month. It’s not really unemployment, at least not the way the rest of the country thinks about it—my best friend, Camille, likes to call it funemployment. They go off to do a movie, fall off the face of the earth for six weeks to three months, then reappear with money to burn and endless free time. Rinse, repeat.

			On that particular Sunday night, I was in luck. Camille had just gotten back from shooting a Fox reality show in Mexico and could stay up for nine days straight if she wanted. We’d met my first month on the job at Westside Weekly, when I was writing an article about one of her earlier reality shows, Man vs. Sea. My boss had tried valiantly to get me an interview with the show’s “star,” but Camille was as close as she could get (and I have been forever grateful). As Camille’s always had the better job, our friendship’s largely made possible by her generosity. For the first time in the entire four years since I’d met her, I was beyond excited to take her out to dinner. She readily agreed to this, with the stipulation that we take a cab—partly so we could both drink, and partly because she was embarrassed to be seen getting out of my car. I swear to you, Camille’s not really as shallow as I’m making it sound, these are real-live networking concerns in a town as glossy and superficial as L.A.

			We started off at Il Sole, an upscale Italian restaurant on the Sunset Strip. I’d promised myself that Camille could choose the place and I wouldn’t worry about the bill—in fact, I wasn’t even going to look at the prices on the menu. It had been months since I’d been anywhere that didn’t have a kids’ meal, an early-bird special, or require their servers to wear the appropriate amount of “flair.” And I’d certainly never been able to afford a place like Il Sole before. For the first time since I’d gotten to L.A., I felt like I belonged to the special little club that is the Hollywood elite. I almost passed out from the excitement.

			As we settled in over a glass of Cab Sav and I excitedly told Camille about my new job, she didn’t react quite the way I’d hoped.

			“You took the job?” she asked, dumbfounded.

			“Yeah, why?” I asked, confused. I’d expected a squeal of glee and maybe an over-the-table hug. Not a blank stare and obvious incredulity.

			I noticed that Camille took a deliberately endless sip of her wine before responding. “It’s just that, well, you never take any job offers.”

			“What is that supposed to mean?” This night was quickly going downhill, and we hadn’t even ordered yet.

			“Oh, babe,” she rushed on, reaching across the table and squeezing my hand. “I didn’t mean anything by it. But when I got you in for that story editor job last year, you canceled the final interview.”

			“I was sick.” I’d woken up that morning with a migraine. It had disappeared shortly after my original interview time, but that wasn’t my fault. Besides, I didn’t want to be a story editor, no matter how much it paid. I’d seen Camille get sucked into the cushy, miserable life of reality TV, and I didn’t want to join her.

			“And when that recruiter from LA Weekly asked for samples of your writing?” she pressed on, eyebrows raised.

			“I . . . I just forgot to send them,” I said. I had forgotten, right? “And he wasn’t going to hire me, anyway. He was just being nice.”

			Camille’s expression was dubious, but she didn’t push me any further. Instead, she broke into a sympathetic smile. “You know what? It doesn’t matter what happened last year or even yesterday.” She raised her glass. “Today you are the new personal pet of Daisy Mae Dixson, and that is definitely something to celebrate.”

			Uncertainly, I raised my glass and allowed her to clink it with hers.

			She seemed determined to move on from the sensitive subject. “She’s an uberbitch, right?” Camille giggled. “Please tell me she’s a brain-dead, oversexed, stuck-up bitch.”

			I wanted to be mad at her, but I couldn’t. After all, there wouldn’t be many nights as good as this one and I didn’t want to waste it by pouting.

			“Sorry to disappoint you.” I shrugged. “But Daisy was pretty nice. Her mom, too. They’re a little odd, but what teenage gazillionaire isn’t just a bit warped?”

			“Nice?” Camille cried, throwing up her hands. “Nice? I can’t sell ‘nice’ to TMZ. They’ll want the real dirt.”

			“No selling anything to TMZ,” I warned her. “You have to keep your mouth shut.”

			Camille groaned, then drained the rest of her glass and promptly refilled it. “But that’s boring. Why do you get to have all the fun?”

			I rolled my eyes. “You just came back from shooting STD Island, or whatever this one’s called. You can’t tell me that wasn’t an adventure.”

			Camille is a producer for a reality show company that specializes in ruining people’s lives and making them look like whorish morons on network TV. She started as a production assistant right out of college and found that her ability not to have sex with any of the contestants was the elevator to success. Though she loathes every minute of every day, it pays alarmingly well and there never seems to be a shortage of work.

			“One of the wives tried to lure me into the hot tub at the hotel. . . . Said she’d always been bi-curious, and with me around, she knew the cameras wouldn’t be rolling.” Camille shook her head slowly. “I told her I’d been propositioned by much hotter women and none of them had succeeded. I swear to God, I don’t know what it is about reality TV and casual bisexuality.”

			“Boredom?” I suggested.

			“I dunno.” She shrugged, sighing. “But it’s making me nuts. It’s bad enough having to fend off the men, but the women just don’t give up.”

			“Cam, those people didn’t sign up for reality shows because they’re fabulously well adjusted.” I’ve never believed that claim that people are doing it “to make a little extra money.” If you feel the need to have your face plastered all over prime-time TV for the number of bugs you can eat in sixty seconds, there are deeper psychological issues at work.

			“I suppose you’re right.” In the space of two minutes, Camille had drained another glass of wine and was reaching for the bottle. The persistently casual bisexual must have taken a toll on her. She looked up me, crestfallen. “But really, Daisy Dixson is pretty normal? I mean, you can’t even lie to me and say she has a hidden tail or something?”

			I laughed loudly. “I didn’t say she was normal. For her birthday, she wants to be launched into space. Honest to God, outer space.”

			A tiny spurt of wine escaped Camille’s surprised lips as she started to giggle. “Oh, that’s more like it. Please tell me there’s more.”

			Little did I know there would be oh so much more.

			•  •  •

			By 1:00 A.M., Camille and I were staggering out of the bar at the Chateau Marmont, where, if I hadn’t been drunk off my ass, I might have sworn that we were standing about twenty feet away from Adele. I could have just walked up and talked to her if I’d really wanted to be sure, but you learn quickly to ignore the celebrities in their natural habitats. That, and I’m just too chicken. It’s probably why, after four years, I didn’t have a single really juicy celebrity story.

			Cam and I stumbled out onto Sunset Boulevard and got all the way to the curb before it occurred to either of us that we hadn’t called a cab. She pulled out her phone and loaded Uber, squinting at the swirling cars in the area. It’s one of the perks of living in a big city that you can find a local cab in the middle of the night just by pressing a few buttons. At least, you can on a smartphone. Mine only makes phone calls and you have to press the two halves together tightly to get that to happen.

			“Do we pay more for a taxi or use UberX? I’m sure there are lots of people out tonight looking for a few extra bucks.”

			“Taxi. I’m not getting in some rando’s car.” I couldn’t help but think how many torture porn movies start just this way, two girls alone on a dark street, climbing into an anonymous car. Not that Sunset is ever particularly dark or empty, even in the middle of the night.

			“Shit,” Camille said, rubbing her eye tiredly and smearing eyeliner down her face. “I told Donovan I’d be home by midnight at the latest.”

			Donovan is Camille’s fake producer/poser/live-in boyfriend. He’s forty-two, his real name is Donnie, and the only thing he’s produced in the last ten years is a tuna fish sandwich. But like most people in L.A., he’s always got some “big project” in the works and wants to attach me as the writer. Every few months, he corners me in their apartment and tells me about what he’s supposedly working on, and each time, the roster of producers and so-called investors changes. I’m never sure if these are guys he met down at the Laundromat or if he’s just randomly picking names off the Internet. And though Cam refuses to believe it, Donovan’s been trying to knock her up for the last year, just so he knows he’ll never be alone. The guy’s a real winner.
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